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English above the vernaculars. The language of higher education in contemporary India

— "Unity in diversity", the device of two leading political units

"Unity in diversity", which is now the device of the European Union, was already, since more than a half century the device of the the Indian Union. Incidentally I would be pleased to know if the people who recently made it adopted in Brussell and Strasbourg  were advised of that.

In any case this coincidence expresses the similarity of situation between Europe and India. These two big leading world units are sharing many comparable dimensions and characteristics that should be remembered. 

First, in population weight, India has reached the billion figure in year 2000, as the second power after China which is approaching 1.3  billion. Arriving in third rank, is the European Union with 375 million for 15 members, and 460, in 2004, with 25 members, before reaching half-billion with the whole Balkanic peninsula, followed by United States, 280 million, Indonesia, Brasil, Russia, and so on.

As for the number of languages in use, India is counting 19 official languages and Europe 11 now, 20 in 2004 and  more later… plus around one hundred lesser used languages in India and half that in united Europe. 

And, if we compare the number of state units in both union, we find, facing the 15 or 25 states of the E.U.,. as members of the Indian Union, 28 states plus 7  Union Territories having full-fledged parliament and government.

Let us see now how the most ancient of these two big unions managed its language situation within its political frame and how that could inspire Europe.

I. — The evolution of Indian linguistic landscape 


If we consider India on the long run we see that, this pole of mankind has been continuously marked by a certain cultural unity and, and simultaneously by a diversity of uses of languages.. Sanskrit is, since more than three millenia, the oldest classical language still in use, without inner real evolution, either on grammatical, vocabulary, pronunciation or writing, basis. At the difference of other oldest lzanguages like Persian, Chinese or Hebrew. But this upper language has always cohabited with popular ones which were graduously diverging from it or of a completely different origin; And among all these other languages some reached also a classical, literary or political poisition  while most stayed at a purely oral vehicular or vernacular stage of use.


Then, along modern history two foreign languages have been introduced and competed with Sanskrit at the highest position. First, since the XIII th century, Persian, the language of the ruling Turco-Afghan Sultanate of Delhi and then of the Mughal Empire, which was written in arabo-persian script. And endly English, since 1835 when Lord Macaulay managed to replace Persian by English as the language of the East India Company, policy followed by the Empire of India created after 1857. 


Thus when India was approaching to its liberation in 1947, the language questuion was one of the important themes facing  the building of the new state. Indian masses and leaders had since long  been asking the promotion of Indian languages within the British rule, beside English. And now the question of replacing English was arising. And from 1947, to 1950, the elaboration of the Constitution of India gave place to language problem. After having choosen a democratic frame inspired from the British tradition, and a federal structure more or less based on the American experience, many Founding fathers of new India were to some extenct questioned by the Russian model of a multilingual  or "multi-national" basis of federalism. Which could have prolongated their previous demand for a redrawing of the map of India according to the linguistic realities instead of the division in British Provinces and feudal Maharajas' principalties. 


But the Indian nationalism had always pleaded for the independance of a unique Indian nation and could hardly manage with the marxist-leninist concept of the "multinational state" promoted by USSR, and easily adopted byYougoslavia and later China ; and which the Communist Party of India was reluctant to promote even if using the "nations in formation" formula inside India. And, above all, the "two-nation theory" —one muslim and one Hindu— that have lead to the Partition of India and the sudden creation of a so artificial state as Pakistan was preveting Indians to look for any other "national" division. And The Constituent Assembly refused to study any remodelling of the map of India according to languages.

.


The Constirtution precisely ruled the Language question on a three-level basis. 

At the Union level, i.e. the Delhi institutions covering all India, two languages were qualified as Union languages (raaj bhaashaa) : Hindi and English, the second one as an "associate" position for fifteen years.  

At the State and Union Territory each of these units could decide to their state language (raajjya bhaashaa) but where incited to choose them among a list of 14 languages enumerated in the 8th Schedule of the Constitution and in such a way currently designated as "constitutional" (sambaidhaanik bhaashaa) or "scheduled" languages. 

And any community and individual received from the Constitution the right to keep their own language and to be taught through it. So, beside all official languages (raajkiiya bhaashaa) at Union or state levels, any other autochtonous language was recognized as a national language (raashtra bhaashaa).


The implementation of the Constitution was a good test of this acknowledgement of diversity. Firstly the public opinion and many local mass movements on the cover of "linguism" obtained the redrawing of the poitical map of India with the creation of "Linguistic states" for each main regional language, by a succession of "reorganizations" among which the 1956 "General Reorganization" up to the creation of three new states in 2000. And four new languages were added in the list of the 8th Schedule of the Constitution. 

Beside that other opinion movements, mainly in South and peripheral regions of India, succeeded to obtain that after 1965 English could be maintained as the Associate Union Language without any limit, and thus continues to be the inter-regio,nal link language across all India..

II. — The present situation in India


From this succession of events how is caracterizing the flexible management of this unity in diversity  what can be said about language development an uses in India ,? 


Firstly that English is still the most used language at upper level in India as well as a lingua franca as a mean of education.


Secondly, that Hindi is progressively expanding all over the territory out of its regional central core, the Hindi Belt , which includes twelve states and territories with 400 million people, i.e.40 % of the population, speaking one of the three forms of Hindustani : Hindi, Urdu and Punjabi.


Thirdly, beside the 18 constitutional languages, nearly as much other ones contitute the 34 newspaper languages and altogether more than sixty are considered as written languages. and 66 languages are available in school education. While the Census of Population enumerate 114 languages having more than 10 000 speakers.


To regulate the teaching of languages and to preserve a certain cultural unity the "three language formula" proposed in 1957  was introduced after 1961 in the Indian education system. As to bring Hindi-speakers to know other Indian languages and non-Hindi speakers to learn Hindi, it edicted that  any Indian child should receive an education in three languages :


First, from class I, the mother tongue or regional language


Then, from class VI, Hindi or an other Modern Indian Language (MIL) according to the first taught language and the residence inside or outside the Hindi Belt. plus English .


And the tendancy inside the ruling upper midle class is to pay to their children English medium schools, while of course popular mass education is given in through regional languages in the public system..


But the knowledge of English is not in any case taking the place of Indian mother tongues. The decennial censuses of the population which have enumerated not only the mother tongue of each Indian but his additional ;languages shows that Indians of English mother tongiue were very few —around 0.2 % of the population— but in decreasing number 224 000 in 1961 and 179 000 in 1991.


Beside that, in 1991, among the 800 million Indians having as mother tongue one of the 19 constitutional languages representing more than 96 % of the population, 65 million knew English as second language and 25 million as a third language, and thus more than 11 % of the population understood English. Compared with 9 % undersatanding Hindi outside Hindi mother tongue Indians


This relatively high proportion of English speakers is of important consequence on madia uses. For instance, English daily newspapers circulation is 8.2 million  copies (14 % of total circulation), when Hindi is 24.4 million (42 %) and other Indian languages have the remaining46 %. 

 
I shall quote the recent conclusions of an Indian expert, Prof. Ravinder Gargesh of the University of Delhi in a book issued this year inby the Central institute of Indian Languages.(1):


"Higher technical education is avaimlable in India entirely through the English medium. Higher education in Artts and Humanities subjects is available in english or hindi or the Regional standard but English is largely the preferred medium. The public school (elite) system of education at the school level exists entirely in the English medium. (p. 199) 


"The Central Board of Secondary Education  also has many elie schools affiliated to it. In the CBSE system students who opt for English course "A" have English as the medium of instruction for Maths, science and socialsciencethtoughout their schooling. In the 2001 class X exams a total of 281 892 examineeshad opted for English course "A" out of a total of 443 805. (p. 199).

"English at present occupies a special place in India, a place that no other indigenous Indian language has. Keeping in mind recent history it appears that the functional role of English can only increase. (p. 201)

 
"the number of Indian languages goes down as one moves up the educational ladder, till one the top where professional coursesand hiugher degreessocial sciences, pure and applied sciences and technology are availablke only through English. (p. 201-202)


In brief the governmental, societal and i,nstitutional support for English is so strong that it is grenerally  believed that  one cannot become a doctor, engineer, lawyer, scientist, pilot, bureaucrat, etc. without proven efficiency in English." (p. 202).

— If India is saying "Go English", Europe must say : "Go Multilinguzal !" ?


So, we may say that India is certainly  saying "Go English", at least at the elite level which is determinant for the whole society. But this interesting example has nothing to do with the European situation where, since the disparition of the monopoly of Latin over higher education, every national language of Europe has acquired, one after the other, the power to express all levels of culture, either poetic, philosophical, scientifical, juridical, or political and so on. In Europe there is no necessity o use a foreign language in higher education. And doing so would lead our languages to a weaker position.


If Europe needs really to be more united through its university life the motto for that should not at all be "Go English !" but "Go Multilingual !" It means that students must know the use of as much foreign language as they may learn but must not be oriented toward a single common one that could supply any deficience of their own European language. As in each discipline the most valuable  languages are different,. and as possibilities given by international institutions like Erasmus Programm are much varied,. Europeans should be more and more multilingual and not simply bilingual. The openness of Europe to the entire world and to all civilisations must still enlarge widely and has not to be polarized toward one single language. Each European needs full freedom of choice and references. European diversity has to be compared to Indian one, but European unity does not at all requires the same tool as Indian unity, because in the past Europe conquered a large advance that India has not yet reached : a full language development which has not to be supplied or slowed down.  

(1) N.H. Itagi et al, Linguistic Landscaping in India, with particular reference to the new States, C.I.I.L., Mysore, 2002
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ABSTRACT 

"Unity in diversity", the new device of European Union is, since half a century the device of the Indian Union. With comparable mass of population, number of living or official languages and of componing poilitical states, the two big Unions are facing same basic problems. But India has been, since millenia, living under one upper language, Sanskrit, which has been recently replaced by a foreign dominant language, English. Since Independance, India associated English to Hindi  at the Union level, and regional languages at the state level, plus a whole freedom of all other Indian languages. But this deliberately multilingual situation, in fact, leaves to English a higher position in the whole educational system, especially in scientific and technical knowledge and in the elite schooling. As in the media.. So India is fully saying "Go English !" Should Europe follow the same way? Certainly not, because European languages have already enjoyed a full-fledged development that does not requires now the supply of any other language. To stay opened to the world Europe's slogan must be : "Go Multilingual !", as any European might acquire as much various approaches of other cultures according to his own needs. 

