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ON TIlE MAINTENANCE OF TRANSPLANTED INDIAN LANGUAGES OVERSEAS: 


A COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE 


Shobha Satyanath 


CIIL, Mysore and Delhi University 


1. Introduction: 

The abolition of slavery on European Plantations in 1830s marked the beginning of the 

indentured immigration of Indians to overseas colonies in the regions of the Caribbean, 

the South-West Pacific, the Atlantic ocean, South Africa and Asia. Mauritius and 

Guyana were the earliest (1830s) to receive the indentured labour from India, followed 

by Jamaica and Trinidad (1840s), St. Lucia and Grenada (1850s), South Africa, 

Reunion, Martinique, St. Croix, French Guyana (1860s) followed by Suriname and 

Fiji which were the last to receive the indentured labour beginning in 1870s. One 

hundred and fifty years later since the onset of Indian immigration, we find that Indian. 

Languages in a majority of these places are either already extinct as in most of the 

Caribbean (Mohan and Zador, 1986, Gambhir 1981, Satyanath and Satyanath 1990) 

or near extinction as in South Africa (Mesthrie 1992). In contrast, in both Fiji and 

Suriname Hindi is still very much active and alive. 

Although South Asia has long been noted for its tendency of language maintenance 

attributable to what Gumperz and Wilson (1971) call 'its ethnic separateness of home 

life', many of these cases of language maintenance as pointed out by T. Satyanath 

(1982) are cases of rural language contact situations, and that the urban language 

contact situations of the modem period are not necessarily maintenance oriented. For 

instance, in the case of Kannadigas in Delhi, Satyanath reported a tendency for 

language shift rather than maintenance. The case of Punjabis and Bengalis in Delhi 

(MukheIjee 1980), and the Kannadigas in New York area (Sridhar 1986) too indicate a 



tendency for shift. In the case of the overseas lands where Indians migrated in large 

numbers as indentured labour (in majority of the cases which have been studied in 

depth), it is well evident that the Indian languages did not disappear in one generation 

but were maintained for quite some time. Satyanath and Satyanath (1990) suggested 

that the creole societies to which Indians immigrated appear to have behaved like the 

rural language contact situation in the initial period with the maintenance oflanguages 

and later on as an urban language contact situation leading to a graduaJ replacement of 

Indian languages by creole. 

;;

Of the variety of languages that the Indian indentured laborers carried with them 

overseas, systematic and in depth studies have appeared primarily on Hindi based 

lingua francas. It is not as if the survival of languages other than Hindi lingua francas 

(especially Tamil) have not been reported from these societies, but detailed studies on 

these languages are conspicuously lacking. Therefore, I would focus my attention 

exclusively on the Hindi based lingua francas (here after Hindi) 1 in Guyana, Trinidad, 

South Africa and Fiji. The paper has multiple objectives: (i) it aims at developing a 

broad common framework within which the Indian languages overseas can be studied 

(ii) a comprehensive and objective study of one case study, in this case, Hindi in 

Guyana, as the author is most familiar with the situation there. Moreover, detailed 

study of one case is essential before carrying out a comparative study with Hindi 

elsewhere2 (iii) a brief review of Hindi in Trinidad, South Africa and Fiji based on 

Mohan and Zador (1986), Mesthrie (1992) and Seigel (1987) respectively3 (iv) a 

comparative analysis of Hindi in the four places to understand the significant factors 

associated with the current situation of Hindi there. 

2.1 A framework for the study of Hindi overseas. 

There is no doubt that the colonies to which Indians went under indenture may differ 

from each other in many crucial aspects, one factor common to all these colonies is that 

they all developed as plantation economy supported by a variety of labour brought from 

different parts of the globe thus Causing a contact between a number of related and 

unrelated languages and cultures. It is on the basis of this similarity that a framework 

as in figure 1 has been put forth here. 

1 In most of the colonies where the East-Indians went, a variety of Hindi appear to have developed due 

to the contact among the various Indian languages. This has been variously calJed by different names in 

different colonies, as plantation Hindustani (Tinker 1974), Fiji Hindustani (Seigel 1987), Mauritian 

Bhojpuri (Baker and Ramnah 1985) and Trinidad Bhojpuri (Mohan 1978). In order to avoid any 

prejudices associated with the term and more for the sake of convenience I have opted to call this as 

Hindi based lingua franca as Hindi . 


2 This information is based on Satyanath and Satyanath (1990). 

3 However, interpretation (including misinterpretations if any) and analysis are mine. 
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Figure 1. Schematic diagram showing the periodizaJion in plantation societies. 

--------- pre-indenture period (1600-1830s) rslavery] 
I 

Colonial period --------- indenture period (1830s-1920s) [post-emancipation] 
I I 

I I 

I I 

I I r---- Individual level (1830s -) 

I -------- post- indenture period : 

I 1----- Administration level (1920- ) 

I 

I 

I 

Post-colonial period (1970s- present) 

This periodization is necessary to understand the relative changes or differences in the 

attitudes and strategies of plantocracy towards the labour which directly and indirectly 

affected the language and culture of the colony. The pre-indenture period in most cases 

was marked by slavery involving either the indigenous inhabitants/ white out lawd 

and/or West Africans. The indenture period on the contrary supported plantations by 

importing labour from other European colonies primarily in Asia. It is during this 

period that Indians immigrated to the overseas colonies. As far as the Caribbean is 

concerned it has been demonstrated by sociologists and anthropologists that plantocracy 

intentionally did everything to destroy the language and culture of the slaves and 

generated strong negative stereotypes and a feeling of denigration about their own 

language and culture. The literature also shows that the emancipated slaves not only 

moved in the direction of cities but also adopted the culture and habits of the Whiteman 

(cf. Adamson 1972, Moore 1987, Mangru 1987). The same scholars have also . 

demonstrated that this did not happen in the case of East Indian immigrants. Not only 

did the East Indians lived in the Indian villages but also continued to speak their Indian 

languages and observed festivals and rituals. The planters appeared to have encouraged 

this in order to make them stay close to the plantations, thus ensuring a constant supply 

of labour. In fact, some planters also appeared to have opened schools for the children 

of the immigrants. This makes it obvious that what ever the ulterior interests' of the 

plantocracy might have been, the very attitudes shown towards the labor in pre- and 

post-emancipation period were indeed significantly different.4 This had significant 

implications on the linguistic situation during the post -emancipation or the 

indentured period. 

4. This did Dot happen in the case of Fiji as the plantation era itself started in Fiji after the abolition of 
slavery. 



The overall situation of the indentured labour underwent significant changes as people 

moved out of the indenture situation. This phase is marked by relatively greater 

freedom, migration to urban areas, economic prosperity, exposure to education, 

changing identity and greater integration with the local society. This period therefore 

had significant impact on the language and culture of those who remained in the colony 

at the end of their contract period. 

The post-colonial period set the beginning of a new era as the colonies became 

independent. This'tould have the most decisive effect (among other things) on the 

language and culture of the newly independent nation as the people got power to frame 

their nation's policies. In addition, a new awareness was emerging on issues such as 

the ethnic identity versus new national identity, and consequent changing relationship 

among different ethnic and cultural groups. The proposed framework thus highlights 

the changing situation of the people and the colony and its repercussions on the 

language, culture and identity of its people. 

2.2 Now I turn my attention to a detailed study of Hindi in Guyana. In sections 2.2.1

2.2.3, I would try to identify the role that Hindi played in Guyanese creole society, its 

changing status in different periods as illustrated in figure 1 and the attempts made by 

the East Indians for its maintenance and revival. This information has been 

reconstructed on the bases of the documents, reports of various commissions, and 

books and notes written by the Missionaries during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century. In section 2.2.4 I would discuss the survival of Hindi across 

generations, the use of language, and the language choice of different generations and 

so on. This information is reconstructed through oral history obtained from the. 

Guyanese speakers. Interviews were conducted in Georgetown, Guyana during 1989 

to obtain information on the family history of the informants with reference to topics 

such as, who came first in the family from India, who knew Hindi in the family, who 

use to speak Hindi in the family, who knows Hindi in the family now, how frequently 

they watch Hindi fllms and how do they understand Hindi films etc. 

2.2.1 Indenture period: the initialphase 

In this section I would now sketch briefly the development of Hindi as a lingua franca 

on plantations in Guyana. When the immigration started in 1838, the initial immigrants 

were mainly 'Hill coolies' and Dhangars, a term normally used in the official records to 

refer to the people who were residing in the Cheta Nagpur region and constituted 

mainly the Santhals, Mundas and the Oraons. Obviously, they spoke languages which 

were not only mutually unintelligible but also belonging to different language families. 
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The Santhals spoke Santhali, a language belonging to Munda branch of the Astro

Asiatic family, and the Mundas and Oraons spoke Mundari and Oraon respectively, 

which belong to the Central branch of Dravidian family. Although a majority of the 

early immigrants were from these groups, we do not have much statistical information 

about them. Very soon the planters realized that these groups were not suited for 

plantation work and an attempt was made to procure immigrants from (Hindi and Tamil 

speaking) other areas. Over a period of time, the Hindi speaking immigrants were 

favoured over the other Indian groups. Thus Hindi speakers became the majority group 

of the immigrant East Indian population in Guyana though they spoke a variety of 

Hindi dialects. 

There is some documentary evidence (eg., McNeill, 1913) which suggests that though 

the immigrants were quick to acquire the English lexicon, they continued to speak their 

respective mother tongues and Hindi. Lack of knowledge of English, the language of 

the Master, provided both advantages and disadvantages in the initial stages. In terms 

of advantage, he could insulate himself by not comprehending what the master was 

saying. As far as disadvantages are concerned, it prevented him from getting an access 

to a language in which the entire administrative and judicial proceedings use to take 

place. This made the laborer totally ignorant of what was happening to him. Tinker 

observes as follows: 
The plantation Indian learned to regard language as a means of protecting 
himself - making himself understood, when this was needed, and making 
himself hard to understand when that would serve him. Language as an 
aspect of his personalitY was another matter. (Tinker 1974: 211-12). 

This supposedly led to the acquisition and maintenance of at least two languages (more 

in the case of speakers of other languages like Tamil, Telugu), Hindi as a lingua franca . 

among the fellow Indians and Guyanese English as the language of the estate and 

COlony. However, we must point out that this did not happen as rapidly as has been 

assumed by some of the creolists and by Tinker. It is self evident from the following 

quote that the first generation of the immigrants regardless of their time of arrival, did 

not acquire much Fnglish. It was the locally born generation who acquired English and 

at the same time retained their parents language. Bronkhurst (1988: 50) noteS' as 

follows: 
It is not uncommon thing in the city (especially in Bourda district, where we 
have a large number of free Indians living), at the close of the day's work, to 
hear these youngsters narrate the events of the day to their fathers and mothers 
and sometimes read the newspaper to them. 

We should remember that the Indian immigration continued for nearly a period 'of 80 

years between 1838 to at least 1917 when it was officially stopped. However, the 



immigration continued voluntarily till 1920 (Gambhir 1981). While the influx of the 

immigrants continued, the majority of the immigrants already present on the colony 

even after the expiry of their indentured period, continued to remain on the colony as 

free laborers, farmers, traders etc. As long as the immigration continued the above 

linguistic situation also continued. That is, the first generation (immigrants) speaking 

mainly Indian language(s) and having only a passive knowledge of creole English. The 

locally born generation, despite the acquisition of English remained bilingual which 

facilitated the communication between the two generations. 

This process was. even slower for those residing in the villages.5 The population 

statistics reveal that a majority of the East Indian population continued to live in the 

rural areas and their migration to the city was much low as compared to the Africans. 

Potter (1972) points out that the Indians opted to remain in the rural areas mainly 

because of their farming activities. In addition, proximity to plantation provided 

additional security in the sense that along with the small scale private farming, they 

continued to work on the plantation for part time. In comparison to the city, the villages 

were ethnically quite segregated which provided the desired Indian atmosphere to 

continue to live the Indian mode of life. In fact, Bronkhurst (1881) refers to street 

singers and fortune tellers being very popular in the East Indian village society. It is 

important to note here that the Indian folk theater, rituals, religious festivals, marriage 

practices (though, 'the Indian bamboo marriage' was not officially recognized by the 

colonial government) etc have continued to exist even to this day. 

2.2.2 Indenture period: the laner Phase 

Although, the earlier experiments (efforts on the part of the planters to give land in lieu. 

of the return passage to the free Indians to set up their own farms in remote areas) to 

settle Indians in independent villages failed, the Indian villages started appearing during 

the 1880's, and the 1890's. Rice farming, cow raring and trading placed the Indians in 

an economically sound position. The concept of getting educated increased slowly but 

steadily. Potter (1972) notes that even though, education and political mobility came 

much late for the Indian population, they acquired economic stability early on through 

farming and trading. The economic stability paved the way for rejuvenation of Indian 

life. Bisunauth (1977: 279) notes that the social and the cultural development which 

took place under the freer conditions of an off-estate life affected the estate pattern too. 

5 The formal exposure to English in rural areas was much retarded mainly due to the inhibition on the 
part of Indian parents to send their children (not to mention of girls being taught by the black male 
teachers) to Christian Mission schools. Since a majority of the early immigrants wanted to go back to 
India, educating children was regarded unnecessary. On the contrary, the earning from the child labour 
could contribute more significantly to the family's collective income. 
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Notions of 'Dharma' which developed in towns and Indian villages and a strong sense 

of Indian consciousness which swept the colony from and around the middle of the 

second decade of the twentieth century made an impact also on the pattern of estate life. 

It was during this period that a flow of Hindu Missionaries from India representing the 

Arya Samaj, Brahma Samaj and Sanatan Dharma Sabha helped to strengthen the Hindu 

religion. The temples that started springing up not only served the purpose of religion 

but also acted as teaching centers for Hindi, Urdu and English. Ruhoman notes, 
At the Hindi School, situated in the temple compound, Hindi, Urdu and English 
are taught free to all those desirous of acquiring a knowledge of these 
languages. The success of the school has been so great as to merit from the 
Government a maintenance grant, which it now enjoys and which ensures the 
future carrying of the work. (Ruhoman 1947: 246) 

Although this activity started in Georgetown initially because of several advantages it 

had, later on it spread to other regions like Berbice and Essequibo. Thus religion and 

language teaching activities played a very significant role in the early part of the 

twentieth century in sustaining of HindilUrdu and English bilingualism. Although 

Hindi was maintained primarily as a spoken vernacular, the temple activities for the first 

time provided provision for the fonnal teaching of Hindi. This was a great achievement 

considering the fact that in the early stages of immigration, there was no provision for 

teaching of languages other than Fnglish as far as the schools were concerned. 

This phase which can be described as 'the best phase of Indians in Guyana (from the 

Indian ethnic point of view), and which created the ideal conditions for the continued 

maintenance of Hindi and English bilingualism was also witnessing the onset ofa trend 

which was to take place in the next phase. For instance, the Indian immigration which 

was responsible for the continued influx of fresh indentured labour into the colony was· 

coming to an end and was completely stopped by 1920. At the same time, English was 

gaining importance being the language of education and thus being directly related to 

vertical mobility. The Indian parents too could not remain unaffected by this developing 

trend. In fact, those who accumulated wealth because of farming and trading also 

started sending their children to England for higher education. They realiz~ that 

without English education they could not compete with the African community both in 

terms ofadministrative positions as well as on the political scene. All these factors were 

slowly contributing to the increasing role of English in the family domain. It can be said 

that one main reason why Hindi could not compete with English was that all the efforts 

of promoting/maintaining Hindi remained restricted in tenns of their social relevance 

only to a single ethnic group. The census report of 1931 (Norton 1932: 18-19) shows 

the literar.y statistics for the East Indian population: 



Ability 10 
read and write 

Males Females Total %o/total 
E.l. population 

English 22,865 9,856 32,721 25.07 
Hindi 7,286 1,423 8,709 6.67 
Hindustani 2,263 554 2,817 2.16 
Tamil 122 29 151 0.11 
Telugu 48 18 66 0.05 

Portuguese 1 2 3 

Total 32,589 11,882 44,467 34.06 

Table I. literal:? statistics/or the East Indian population in Guyana. 

The table provides details on formal skills only and does not give the exact picture of 

the nature of bilingualism as it existed in the society in terms of the ability to converse. 

However, the table is indicative of an ongoing change with reference to the social 

attitudes and aptitudes towards different Indian languages and English. We can see that 

an increasing number of East Indian population, as much as 74% of the total Indian 

literate population was literate in English. However, this does not rule out the 

possibility that many of the those who are in the other 26% group also knew English as 

well. Similarly, many of those in the 74% group also may have known one of the 

Indian languages. There is also a big difference in the ratio of male-female literacy 

figures which further suggests that the process oflanguage shift must have been slower 

for women compared to men in general. Even though the percentage of the population 

that was literate in HindilHindustani is much small compared to English, this number 

reflects the efforts on the part of the East Indians to promote Hindi. 

2.2.3 Post- indentured period 

Bisunath (1977) and Moore (1987) note that the plural structure that existed during the 

nineteenth and the early twentieth century underwent drastic changes. Starting from 

1930 and onwards, East Indians gradually started integrating into a class stratified 

social order. However, with reference to language we can see that this process had 

started much earlier. Bhutising (1977: 17-18) notes as follows about the tendency of 

language loss in Guyana. 
In Guyana during the past fifty years there started a general decline of Hindi 
speaking among the Indian population. The reason for this state of affairs was 
the same as obtained in India during the lifetime of Sri Bhartendu. Hindi among 
the offsprings of the people who came from India indentured to the sugar 
estates and who had to attend the English school compulsorily, was frowned 
upon as a language of the uncivilized. The pupils were, in most cases ashamed 
of it. Another reason was that it helped in no way to achieve their goal of 
securing a cushy government position, except in the case of a few who were 



needed as interpreters. So when the older heads spoke Hindi at home, the 
younger ones invariably replied in a Creolese which was a variant of that 
which obtained in the villages where the population was predominantly African. 
In course of time the Hindi speaking adults changed their language in order to 
accommodate their school-going children. 

Despite the increasing use of English in the society, a significant number of East 

Indians must have retained formal control over Hindi. This is evident since as late as 

1938 some of the advertisements use to appear bilingually, in Hindi and English. An 

advertisement of a Jeweller appears in the two languages in Gajraj (1938). 

Attempts to rejuvenate Hindi continued despite the increasing use of creole among the 

East Indian population. The Guyana Hindi Prachar Sabha (GHPS) was one such effort 

to reinstate Hindi back among the younger generation. One of the articles in GHPS 

(1977: 43) under the title 'A Symposium by Two U.G. Students' attempts to outline 

the causes responsible for the loss of Hindi in Guyana: 
After about three generations of East Indians, this language is fast becoming 
extinct To my mind the two main reasons for the present status of this language 
are (a) the influence of the English system of education and (b) the parents of 
the second and third generations did not keep up the trend of speaking and 
insisting that their children learn Hindi. 

Despite the fact that Hindi is a dead language in GUYaPa, provisions are being made at 

various levels to expose the young Indians to some elements of Indian language 

(Hindi), culture and religion. Hindi is taught as a subject in the University of Guyana. 

The Indian Cultural Center, the cultural wing of the Indian High Commission teaches 

Hindi and Indian Classical dance and music to the interested Guyanese population. 

Most important of all many Hindu temples and other religious organizations regularly 

run classes for teaching of Hindi and other school subjects in general. In addition, there · 

are also Hindu clubs in many Higher secondary schools in Georgetown which are run 

by the school's Indian students. Above all it is the Hindi films with English subtitles 

which remain the most stimulating source ofHindi and its culture. 

2.2.4 Oral History 

So far we have tried to sketch the situation of Hindi solely on the basis of the av~lable 
documents and reports. Now we would like to provide information from the interviews 

conducted in the city of Georgetown. It needs to be pointed out that this data actually 

reflects the reported speech behavior of East Indians in Georgetown, the capital of 

Guyana. It is likely that the patterns may have been different in rural areas where a 

considerably large number of the population knew how to speak Hindi. In fact, the 

census report of 1932 shows that there were at least a few non-East Indians in 

Georgetown itself who could read and write Hindi. Norton's table No.6 showing the 



literacy information in Georgetown shows that one Chin~se male, eleven Black males 

and three females knew how to read and write in Hindi. Also five African males knew 

to how read and write in Hindustani. (Norton 1932: 18-19). 

Although a lot of information has been collected, only the most relevant information has 

been tabulated regarding the use of (i) creolelEnglish (E), (ii) ability to understand 

Hindi(UH), (iii) ability to speak Hindi (CH) and (iv) ability to read and write Hindi 

(LH). The table given below gives these information. 

Family 
Name Age* Generation Immgrn. Inf. on Hin. and creole 

E UH CH LH 
1. Nani 86 second 1891 + + + 

2. Bansi 75 second + + + 

3. Punam 75 second + + + 

4. Ram 75 second 1903 + + + + 

5. Bipati 60 second + + + 
------------------__________________________6 _________________________________________________________ 

6. Sivdat 75 third + + + 

7. Maraj 64 third + + 

8. Revti 50 third + + + + 

9. Rupmati 26 third + 

10. Pankaj 12 third 1903 + 

11. Sita 75 fourth + + + 

12. Rajrani 46 fourth + 

13. Varnn 16 fourth + 

14. Gopal 12 fourth + 

15. Devyani 43 fifth + + 

(* Age as on 1 st November, 1989) 

Table 2. Family history and language use. 

A close look at the table indicates that it is in the older generation that we find the 

maximum use of Hindi, including the reading and writing skills. This suggests the 

existence of wide spread bilingualism among the older generation. In fact, this is the 
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generation born during the first quarter of the twentieth century, which has been called 

as the most prosperous phase of the East Indian community in Guyana. The above table 

is only an indicative of the fact that even among the later arrivals to the colony, Hindi 

lingered on for two to three generations. Now we would provide some details from the 

interviews to understand a better picture of the situation with reference to the use of 

Hindi. 

Ram is 75 year old. His father came from India in 1903 and his (Ram's) mother was 

born in the ship. Ram got educated in London and has held positions of the highest 

ranks in Georgetown and in other places in Guyana. Despite his English education and 

exposure to European languages, he remained bilingual mainly because his father was 

monolingual in Hindi. Ram points out that when he was growing up the whole village 

'use to talk Hindi'. Some Muslims use to talk in 'the Farsi kind of thing'. There were 

also 'Madrasis who use to talk Tamil and Telugu'. He also mentioned how a majority 

of the Indian immigrants were illiterate in Hindi and would come to him to get letters 

written for the family staying back in India. According to him most people in the village 

did not understand English then and that it is only after 1930-1935 that the English 

started to take over. 

Ram and his wife had two children of which one has died. Despite the fact that his wife 

also knows Hindi well, it is interesting to note that their daughter who is about 50 year 

old now has only passive knowledge of Hindi and that Ram and his wife too do not 

speak in Hindi. Creole is the language of informal interaction both at home and outside. 

This shows that the bilingualism which was maintained by the second generation did 

not continue in the third generation. 

Punam, who is 75 year old had high school education and she knows Hindi well. She 

too has a similar story to tell. Her father came from India at the age of 18 and remained 

as a monolingual in Hindi. Her mother (third generation) who was born in the colony 

knew both Hindi and English but was literate only in Hindi. According to Punam, her 

father could not speak English at all but he could understand it They talked mainly in 

Hindi with him. Her father also taught them Hindi at home. Punam though born and 

brought up in Georgetown told us that the linguistic situation in Georgetown was not 

much different from what Ram has described for the village. There appears to be a lot 

of Hindi arounctin Georgetown at that time which is evident from a number of excerpts 

that emerged from the narratives that she told us about her father and the local people. 

The following excerpt from her interview demonstrates this: 



some time he comin' on the road, he come to the market, a man dey(there) 
naked without any clothes. he (father) say, 'wa hapm?'. he (man) say, 'ka bhai 
Bhayya!, he (father) say, Ka ham balai baba, ham ke kapra na ba, he say, 
'accha, Ie/e'. he take off he coat an he gi the man. 

Once again, in Punam's case, though her husband also knew Hindi well (he is dead 

and so are all their children), Hindi is no longer the language of day to day use at home 

any more. Her elder sister's daughter (with whom she is staying) though well versed in 

Hindi, uses creole for all infonnal-intimate interaction. However, we must point out 

that Punam's gran4..son whom we interviewed told us that sometimes her parents and 

her Aunty (Punam) do converse in Hindi. 
• 

Rajrani, a 46 year old woman whose great grand father came from India, understands 

Hindi but can not speak. She also told us that her parents use to speak in Hindi 

sometimes and her aunt used it all the time. 

Similarly, 43 year old Devyani represents the fifth generation. She too understands 

Hindi but can not speak. She too told us that her parents knew Hindi well. 

The above table and these details show that for those born in the colony after 1910, 

Hindi fell out of active use with the demise of the parental generation and the new 

monolingual generation which was growing up. 

2.25 Implications 

What we hope, we have shown is the presence of a generation now in their 60's and 

70's who remained actively bilingual with its previous generation. On the other hand, 

many of the people now in their 40's and 50's who represent the fourth-fifth 

generations have only passive knowledge in Hindi if at all. However, their previous 

generations remained bilingual to varying degrees. 

In addition, it is equally important to note that Kinship system, religion, food practices 

and much of the other cultural patterns continue to exist and are much less affected as 

compared to language. With these, a number of lexical items (such as Jhari 'to cure evil 

eye', Sani 'to kneed the flour', Bel 'to roll Roti, Chaunki 'to put seasoning' etc) as an 

expression of the culture also continue to be part of the creole. Similar information on 

the presence of Hindi lexical items have also been reported in Rickford (1978) and 

Gambhir (1981). 

We have pointed out that even among the later batch of immigrants, Hindi did not 

disappear in a single generation. Loss of Hindi was much slower among the early 
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arrivals in the colony compared to the late arrivals. It also shows that the massive 

displacement of population from their countries of origin to the plantation societies did 

not result in the total disruption of the normal transmission of language (as argued for 

instance by the Bioprogram hypothesis of Bickerton, 1984) to the next generation. The 

fact that such a contact resulted in bilingualism! multilingualism which eventually 

replaced the immigrants languages in favour of the superstrate suggests the normal 

course for a contact situation. 

3.0 Hindi in other overseas societies 

In this section I will briefly review the linguistic History of Hindi in Fiji, South Africa 

and Trinidad. 

3.1 Fiji 

In Fiji, the European contact started in 1800. One linguistic consequence of this contact 

was : the development of Pidgin Fijian (PF), as a contact language between the 

Europeans and the Fijians. Thus there were two languages, one, Fijian used as the 

ethnic group language and the other, Pidgin Fijian used as a contact language. The 

plantation era in Fiji started in 1860 in the post slavery period. However, it became 

British colony only in 1874 and remained so until 1970 when it became independent. In 

the initial stages the local population and people from other islands within Pacific were 

employed to support the plantation. In addition to several ethnic languages the primary 

languages of this period were Fijian, and PF which was also used as the plantation 

language. English was used exclusively among the Europeans. 

Immigration of Indian indentured labour began in 1879 to make up for the additional 

supply of labour and continued until 1916. Indians encountered two kinds of 

plantations. One, small plantation primarily supported by Fijian labour, where PF was 

used as the plantation language; the other were large plantations supported exclusively 

by Indian labour. Instead of making Indian labour acquire PF or Fijian, the planters 

opted to use Hindi as the plantation language in order to run the plantations smoothly. 

This is one important respect in which Fiji differs from South Africa, Trinidad and 

Guyana. Thus a pidgin form of Hindi (PH) that developed due to contact between 

Indians (both Hindi-dialects and non-Hindi speaking groups) and Europeans became 

the plantation language on the large plantations. PH was acquired as the first language 

by all the Fiji born Indians. The nativized PH is called Fiji Hindustani (PH). The 

overall linguistic situation in Fiji after the arrival of Indians was something like this: 



Presence of two inter-ethnic contact languages: PF and PH, two dominant ethnic 

languages: Fijian and FH and several ethnic languages including many languages 

brought from India. 

At the end of the Indenture period a majority of the Indians stayed back in Fiji, whereas 

most of the Pacific Islanders did not stay on plantations and returned back to their 

native islands. This had two important consequences: one the PF suffered a set back as 

it did not have a chance to creolize and stabilize and hence could not become the native 

tongue of the locally born population. FH on the contrary was used widely as it became 

the first language of all the Fiji born Indians. The two pidgins remained as inter-ethnic 

contact languages. 

Fonnal education for both Fijians and Indians came in 1920. This for the first time 

exposed them to Fnglish and standard fonns of their own ethnic languages. Contrary to 

the use of local languages as in the indenture period(on plantations), English was used 

as the language of the education and administration in the post-indenture period. 

With the influence of education and due to exposure of the literate varieties of the ethnic 

languages, the two pidgins have become stigmatized and their role has gradually been 

encroached by the associated standard varieties and English. As a result, both the 

pidgin varieties are under threat of extinction as illustrated in table 3. 

Indenture period 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
( 1860s-1920) 
Languages F PF PF FH SH SF E 

Role ethn cont cont ethn Euro 
status L1 I2 I2 L1 Euro 

t l 
Post-indenture period 
( 1920s-1970) 

F PF 
SF 
E 

PH 
SH 
E 

FH SH 
ed 
(LO) 

SF 
ed 
(LO) 

E 
ed 
(LO) 

[(-) indicates absence; Euro: only used by [he Europeans; ethn: ethnic; cont: contact] 

Table 3. Process oflanguage shift in Fiji. 

English being the language of education and administration, it is fast replacing the 

domain of Other language, especially the domain of inter-ethnic contact language and is 

emerging as the important second language. Seigel (1987) reports the pidgins will 

completely disappear in the next generation and that FH will be remain as the only 



I 5 


evidence of a linguistic contact situation in Fiji. Although many details especially on the 

changing patterns of language use across generations and age groups are not available, 

it is quite possible that this trend may well be an indication that FngJish may very well 

be heading on to replace ethnic languages of Fiji. 

3.2 Trinidad 

Trinidad Bhojpuri (TBH) developed on Trinidad sugar estates as the ethnic language of 

the Indians brought to Trinidad as indentured labour during 1845 and 1920. On the 

basis of their study of Rural Trinidad Mohan and Zador (1986) report that TB is today 

spoken only by the old rural Indians. Trinidad born Indians are an fluent in Creole 

Fnglish (the variety developed in the pre-indenture period) and all the surviving India 

born immigrants now above 75 are reasonably competent in creole English. Mohan and 

Zador report that the urban Trinidadians had abandoned TBH at least a generation 

earlier than in rural Trinidad where they conducted their study. Today there are no 

speakers under 30 who know TBH. The downfall of TBH started in the post 

indentured period during 1930s with the advent of mass education for Indian children 

mostly set up by the Canadian mission. Despite the fact that Hindi was introduced in 

schools, TBH was lost as a native language to Creole Fnglish. The other cause listed 

by them is the the end of indentured labor and the consequent weakening of the group 

identification with India and the changed self-image of the group from that of the Indian 

immigrant laborers to that of locals, particularly among the new generation of the 

Trinidad-born children. Although we don't have information on patterns of language 

use across generation as we presented above for Guyana, it is clear that those born in 

the late 1940s and after were monolingual in Fnglish. The case of Trinidad is similar to 

that of Guyana both in tenns of overall history and the fact that Hindi developed and 

survived only as an ethnic language. Creole Fnglish was already established as the 

dominant language in all respects when Indians stepped on the Trinidadian soil. Hindi 

was not used as a plantation language either. It developed because of the segregation of 

the Indian community, its numerical strength and continued immigration, which 

ensured that as long as the immigration continued, there remained a generation which 

spoke Indian lingua franca and only later (if at all) acquired Creole to varying aegrees 

ofcompetence. 

3.3 South Africa 

South African Bhojpuri (SB) developed in the middle of the 19th century in Natal with 

the immigration of Indian indentured labour during 1860-1911. The dominant language 

that the Indians encountered in South Africa was Fanagalo and was soon learnt by the 

Indians to converse with the Zulu speakers and the employers. The exposure and the 



opportunity to learn the real dominant language of the community, English were limited 
initially. 

By 1930s most Indians had moved out of the indentured situation to run small farms or 

to work in towns. Indians also started migrating to the urban areas in 1930s. With this 

began a new era. A lot of Indians were educated now and the locally born Indians in 

addition to acquiring Fanagalo also acquired English. Despite the fact that the Indian 

community kept itself socially separate from the other groups, education gradually 

caused increasing linguistic and cultural assimilation of the Indian community into the 
local commuWty. 

The increasing exposure to education and English created a diglossic relationship 

between SB and English, with SB used as the language of home and English as the 
language of outside domain. 

Until 1950s the home language was solely Bhojpuri, but English gradually entered the 

home domain in the 1960s. English gradually took over SB with the successive 

generations of children within the same family. The result was that a family who once 

spoke only SB at home started using English as well by the time their 5th child entered 

school. 

There is no domain today in which SB alone has exclusive sovereignty. It has become a 

restricted Kitchen language. People under 35 are predominantly monolingual in English 

with very limited competence in SB and Fanagalo. Those who know some SB use it 

only with their parents. It is only people over 50 who use SB to a significant degree 

among themselves. They too use more English with the younger generation. This 

varying degree of bilingualism with decreasing use of SB across generations is a clear 

indication that SB in South Africa is dying as it is no longer acquired by the younger 

generation. This is precisely the situation that existed in Guyana before Hindi 

completely lost to English as discussed above. Indians languages were introduced in 

the schools but has not helped in retention of Hindi. On the contrary, Afrikaans is now 

becoming strong in many homes due to compulsory introduction of it in schools and 

considerable time devoted to it on television. A more important reason for this which 

can not be ignored may be the associated prestige the language enjoys due to its once 

affiliation with white Dutch speakers. 

4.0 Comparative analysis 

In two of the four cases Hindi is clearly lost. In South Africa too Hindi has lost as it is 

no longer acquired as a native or active second language by the younger generation. 

The only difference between South Africa and Trinidad and Guyana is that in the case 

of former it is still possible to observe the process of language loss as Hindi is passing 

through its last phase which is already over in Guyana and Trinidad. In the case of Fiji, 
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though Hindi can be said to be active and alive, it too has been affected. This brings us 

back to the same questions we raised in the beginning of this paper. That is, why Hindi 

has not been affected in Fiji the way it has been in Guyana, Trinidad and South Africa; 

why the process of loss of Hindi in South Africa has been slower compared to Guyana 

and Trinidad; and fmally whether there is any similarity in the factors associated with 

the survival and downfall of Hindi in different places? 

4.1 First I will discuss why the loss of Hindi got delayed in South Africa compared to 

Guyana and Trinidad. 

The main probable reasons are: 

i) late beginning of Indian immigration, ] 860- ] 9]]. 

But this factors is probably nullified as the immigration ended every where by ] 920s. 

ii) concentration of Indians (98 %) in Natal alone 

But most important of alI, 

iii) considerable late exposure to English and education (on a large scale) in 

I 930s compared to Trinidad and Guyana where Indians encountered a local 

variety of English (Creole) immediate upon their arrival. The creole was not 

only the language of wider communication but also the language of the 

plantation, education and administration. In South Africa, on the coiltrary, 

Fanagalo was acquired. English was acquired more through formal education in 

school primarily after] 920s. 

Mesthrie suggests that one of the factors why Indian languages ultimately lost to 

English is the multiplicity of Indian languages which came in the way of one Indian 

language emerging as the language of solidarity and Indian identity; stigmatization of 

SB and the low socio-economic value associated with it are other factors responsible. 

The most significant factor in my opinion which clearly over rides all other factors is 

the exposure to English, the socially, politically and economically the dominant 

language which ultimately derailed the ethnic language SB. The delayed exposure to 

English only slowed down the process of downfall of Hindi to English. 

4.2 The survival of Hindi in Fiji is due to two important factors: 

(1) Use ofHindi as a plantation language which had several and significant implications 

in favour of Hindi: 

i) Within the Indian community despite the presence of several Indian 

languages, Hindi emerged as the single most dominant language and was 

acquired as the first language by all Fiji born Indians. 



ii) Learning of Hindi was initially encouraged and later required for overseers 

and other personnel directly dealing with the indian labour on plantations as 

well as the people working in the courts of law. 

iii) The favorable attitude of the Europeans towards Hindi and the numerical 

strength of the Indians in Fiji helped establish use of Hindi as an important 

contact language among different ethnic and linguistic groups. 

iv) Fijian did not become a threat to Hindi as most of the Pacific Islanders did 

not stay in Fiji at the end of the contract. 

(2) Delayed exposure to education and English, the language of educ~tion and 

administration which delayed competition of Hindi with English for a long time. 

Although this factor is shared with South Africa, the important difference between the 

two is with respect to (1), in particular the additional role that Hindi acquired of inter

ethnic group lingua franca. But as I have already discussed, Hindi has already been 

affected. First, with the end of plantation era, Hind is no longer a plantation language. 

Second, English has affected Hindi in that it has lost its very function of inter-group 

lingua franca which ensured its survival so long. Now the position of Hindi in Fiji is 

becoming similar to that of Hindi elsewhere and it may not be a wild imagination to 

perceive a potential threat to Hindi in home domain as well. 

Factors which did not help promotion of Hindi 

4.4 Although one would like to believe that introduction of Indian languages would 

help in their survival or revival, the effect has not been positive. Efforts were made in 

all the four cases either by the Government or the missionaries and other voluntary 

organizations to teach Indian languages in school. It is important to note that the 

schools introduced the literate variety of these languages which together with growing 

importance of English, growing competence in English, along with less segregated 

residential patterns in towns only helped in stigmatizing the ethnic vernacular(s) of 

home. Thus introduction of Indian languages probably caused more harm than doing 

any good. 

One factor that appears to be common in all the four cases discussed here is that decline 

of Hindi started in the post-indentured period due to exposure to English, the language 

of education and administration. Even if the Indian immigration were to continue for 

some more time, it would have only delayed the process of total language loss, and not 

reverse it. The presence of other languages did not pose serious threat to Hindi. It was 

the language of education and administration, the dominant language which displaced 

Hindi first by assuming roles in the outside domain and later in the home domain. A 

comparison of the linguistic situation in the four cases has been summarized in table 4. 



Fiji S. Africa Trinidad Guyana 

1 Indian immigration 1879-1916 1860-1911 1845~1920 1838-1920 

2 Ethnic group language yes yes yes yes 

3 Inter-group Lingua franca yes no no no 

4 Important languages encountered Fijian, Fanagalo Creole- Creole
by the fIrst batch of Indians Pidgin Fijian English English 

5 Languages learned on a wide PH,FH SB, Creole- Eng. Creole-Eng. 
scale by the Indians Fanagalo TBH GB 

6 Official status of 'Hindi' plantation Ig. none none none 

7 Wide scale exposure to English 1920s 1930s 1845- 1838

8 Wide scale exposure to education 1920s 1930s 1920s 1920s 

9 Indian languages in school yes yes yes yes 

10 Period of onset of loss 	 post- post- post- post
indenture indenture indenture indenture 

11 Functions affected 	 contact/formal home/formal home/formal home/formal 

12 Hindi in signifIcant & active use 	 all 50+ 75+, rural (?) none 
generations 

13 Active use in under 30 age group 	 yes no no no 

Table 4. Factors associated with language maintenance and language shift. 

I Q 
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INTRODUCTION 

From 1879 to 1916 more than 60,000 people were transported from India to Fiji hy the 
British colonial govcmment to work as indentured labourers. mainly in the country's 
cotton, copra and sugar cane plantations. Ahout 60 percent of them stayed on after their 
indenture, and today Fiji Indians make up nearly half of the countlY' s population of 
approximately 700,000. 

The original immigrants came from many areas of India and spoke many different 
languages. They also belonged to diverse religions, castes and subcastes. Although 
distinctive social groups based on religion and place of origin still exist in Fiji today, the 
caste system has almost disappeared (Jayawardena 1971) and one language-Fiji Hindi-is 
spoken hy all Fiji Indians. and is the mother tongue of the vast majority. 

This paper starts off by presenting some socio-histOlical background about the origins 
of the Fiji Indian labourers and languages and dialects they brought to Fiji. Then it 
desclibes the fragmentation and reconstitution that charactelised the development of the 
unique Fiji Indian language and culture. The role of other languages in Fiji Indian 
society, past and present, is the topic of the next pru1, followed by a descliption of 
attitudes towards the various languages. The paper ends with a look at what the future 
may hold in store for Fiji Hindi. 

1. SOCIO-HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

1.1 Origins of the Fiji Indians 

The Indian indenture system has been descrihed in general by Tinker (1974) and 
specifically for Fiji by Gill ion (1962) and Lal (1983). In the first period, from 1879 until 
1903, approximately 25.000 labourers were sent to Fiji. They were recruited mainly in 
North India, and all were shipped out from Calcutta. In 1903 recruiting also began in 
South India, and from 1903 until 1916. over 15,000 labourers were shipped out from 
Madras. as well as 20,000 additional recruits from Calcuna (Gillion 1962:209). 

The geographic origins and social characteristics of the approximately 45,000 recruits 
Who were shipped out of Calcutta have been described in detail by Lal (1980,1983). 
According to his computer analysis of infOlmation given on the emigration passes, 46.5 
percent were from the Northwest Provinces, 29.0 percent from Oudh (these two areas 
were later combined to fOlm the United Provinces, the modem Indian state of Uttar 
Pradesh), 10.5 percent from Bihar and 6.2 percent from the Central Provinces (now 
M~dhya P~adesh) . The remaining 7.8 percent came from other areas of India and from 
neflghbounng c.oullllies, such as .Nepal. T~e districts which provided the largest numhers 
o Calcutta emIgrants were Bastl (supplymg 14.1 percent), Gonda (7.9 percent) and 
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I 	 Faizabad (5. J percent). These and all the other distlicts providing 2 percent or more of 
the Calcutta emigrants are in present day Uttar Pradesh, with the exccption of Shahabad 

I (3. J percent), which is in Bihar. 

With regard to social background, according to Lal (1983:68), "those who came to 
Fiji formed a fair cross section of rural Indian population". About 80 percent were 
Hindu, 15 percent Muslim, 2 percent tribal, and the rest in miscellaneous groups. 
Concerning caste, Lal says (p. 70): "Almost an the castes and sub-castes found in the 
United Provinces were represented in the indentured population migrating to Fiji ..Jt is 
clear that for most castes. with the exception of Brahmans. there is a broad correlation 
between their numelical strength in the United Provinces and their contribution to the I 
emigrating indentured population." But Lal also notes (p.74). that the number of high 
caste Hindu migrants (e.g. 3.7 percent were Brahmans) was much larger than has been 

I previousj,y thought. 

1.2 Languages 	from India 
I 

With regard to language, using figures for district of origin from Lal (1980) and data 
from Glierson' s massive Linguistic Survey of India (1903-27), a linguistic profile of the 
NOl1h Indian labourers was worked out (Siegel 1987: 140-44). Approximately 94 percent 
were from the Hindi-speaking areas of India. The regional dialects which had the most 
speakers were those spoken in the eastem part of the Hindi dialect chain: A vadhi (34.5 
percent) and BhojpUli (33.4 percent). With the percentages for other closely related 
dialects added. 76.5 percent of the Calcutta immigrants spoke eastem dialects of Hindi. 
Another 17.6 percent spoke dialects (,f Westem Hindi or Rajasthani. 

Not so much information is available about the South Indian labourers. So far. no 
detailed analysis of emigration passes has been done for the labourers who embarked 
from Madras. (A good PhD topic for someone.) Therefore. it is difficult to know the 
exact OIigins of labourers and to make accurate estimates of the number of speakers of 
each language. According to Gillion (1962:51. 204). the district in which the most South 
Indian labourers were recruited was North Arcot and Madras (both in modem 
Tamilnadu). Other dislIicts in which significant recruiting OCCUlTed were Tanjore (also in 
Tamilnadu), Malabar (Kerala). and Krishna. Godavari and Visakhapatnam (Andhra 
Pradesh). Gillion notes (p.51): "Those who embarked from Madras included people who 
spoke Tamil. Telugu. Malayalam. Kannada. Marathi. and Hindustani. with Tamil in the 
majority." 

The term "Hindustani" usually refers to the language of wider communication based 
on the Khaliboli dialect of Hindi and spread throughout India by the Moghul empire. 
Here it most probably refers to Dakhini, spoken by Muslims in South India. Hindustani 
can be considered a continuum (Polome 1980:187; Khubchandani 1983:116), with the 
fOlmal, literary valieties, either Standard Hindi or Urdu, at the acrolectal end and the 
informal. urban varieties, such as Bazaar Hindustani (BH), at the basilectal end (Chatterji 
1972). Tinker (1974:52) called Hindustani "the lingua franca of the emigration traffic", 
and it is likely that a large proportion of the North Indian labourers had some command 
of BH, either from their time in Calcutta before being shipped out or on the ships. where 
BH was spoken by the "lascars", or Indian crew members (see Willson 1939). 

1.3 Language use in Fiji 

On arrival in Fiji. the labourers continued to use their own languages and dialects with 
fellow speakers. The government supported the continued use of Indian languages by 
providing COUl1 interpreters in nearly all districts. These were not only for North Indian 
speakers of Hindi dialects but also for South Indian speakers of Dravidian languages. 
especially Tamil and Telugu. FUl1hermore, European govemment officers who learned 
Indian languages were rewarded with salary bonuses. (See Siegel 1987 for details.) 
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About one third of the indentured Indians worked on small copra, sugarcane, cotton, 
tea. or tobacco plantations owned by Europeans (Gillion 19(2). The majolity of 
labourers on these plantations were indigenous Fijians and other Pacific Islanders. and 
the plantation language was Fijian or Pidgin Fijian (Siegel 1982). 

Most Indian labourers, however, worked on larger sugarcane plantations owned by 
the Colonial Sugar Refining Company (CSR). On these plantations, Indians were the 
majolity and the plantation language was Hindustani. It is clear that nearly all labourers 
and European overseers on these plantations learned some fOlm of Hindustani (Gillion 
1962; Gill 1970). 

2. CULTURE CHANGE AND LANGUAGE CHANGE IN FIJI 

There were many interesting parallels between the ways Indian culture and language were 
transformed in Fiji. 

Culture change among the indentured labourers began in the emigration depots in 
India and was intensified on the way to Fiji when people of different geographical areas, 
religions and castes found themselves literally in the same boat. In these crowded 
qualters, commensal reslJictions, one of the pillars of the caste system, could not be 
maintained. Later on the plantations where all Indians were agricultural labourers, another 
pillar of the system. occupational distinctions, also could no longer exist. 

As described by Gillion (1962: 123): "The breaking down of caste distinctions was not 
in all cases sudden and it was by no means complete, but the change was nevertheless 
remarkable." Jayawardena (1971) desclibes in detail what he calls the "disintegration" of 
the caste system, but Lal (1983) prefers to call it a process of "fragmentation". 
Neveltheless, it was clear that a loss of certain social customs and a levelling of 
traditional social differences were the most impOltant cultural changes that took plaee in 
the Indian culture in Fiji. 

At the same time. however, as Lal (1983:33-35) points out, "a process of 
reconsu'uction was taking place in which new ideas, new values and new associations 
were being fOlmed." Mayer (1961 :5) puts it this way: 

In some ways the social conditions of the indenture period can be seen as a 
"breakdown'" of those of the parent society. But after indenture the 
immigrants did not rebuild their old society. Instead, they were forced to 
build an entirely new one--the Fiji Indian--which was a response to 
conditions in Fiji, even though many of its ways were still Indian. 

The fragmentation and reconstitution in Fiji Indian society was not only cultural but 
also linguistic. As there was a loss of celtain social customs and a levelling of traditional 
social differences, there was a loss of certain lexical items and grammatical constructions 
and a levelling of linguistic differences in the Hindi spoken by the labourers. As a new 
society was being built, a new language was being developed - Fiji Hindi (sometimes 
called Fiji Hindustani) - unique to Fiji but similar in some ways to varieties of Hindi 
spoken in India (Siegel 1975; Moag 1977). 

2.1 Fragmentation and loss 

2.1 .1 Lexicon 

As would be expected, many of the lexical items refening to the inuicacies of the caste 
sy.stem disappeared as the system itself hroke down. Lal (1983:69) lists the names of 133 
~lndu castes and subcastes, which were given on the emigration passes of the OIiginal 
mdenturcd lahoUJ·ers. A study done twenty-five years ago (Schwartz 1967) showed that 
only 32 such names remained in Fiji . 
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Also. many lexical items found in the Bihmi and Eastern Hindi dialect areas of India 
for differenl aspects of matelial culture have been lost in Fiji. some suddenly and some 
gradually over the years. Similar lexical loss has been desclibed by Mesthlie (1988) 
among the descendants of Indian indentured labourers in South Africa. In 1990-91 a 
small survey was conducted among vmious age groups in Fiji to see whether fOlly items 
selected from those discussed by Mesthlie were still used. or if not, whether they were 
known at all (Siegel 1992). 

Some of the specific items still remain in Fiji and the words for them are still widely 
used by all age groups: 

tawa iron plate for cooking roti 

cimra tongs for ananging firewood 

Ij,hga underskirt (female's) 

dhoti loin cloth (male's) 

jl1ghiya tight fitting shorts (now used for men's underwear) 


Some telms, however, did not survive in Fiji: 

cilaun sieve for catching fish (only nets are used) 
karna vessel for boiling milk 
jala water jar 
parai special saucer for coveling vessels 

Other lexical items may have survived for a time, as mostly informants over 60 use or 
rememher the !elms: 

agi cloth-bottomed sieve for sifting flour 
cakri small grinder for dahl 
patila earthen cooking vessel 

The following specific terms have been lost, with a generic term now generally being 
used or one formerly specific .telm being adopted as a genelic telm: 

kantor small hox } dibba or bakas used 
sandukh container } 

jhula blouse } kuru used 
coli: short blouse } 

curidar tight pants } paijiima used 
mohridar pants loose at ankles } 

hiida large pot for hoiling rice } 
dekca large pot used at weddings } harji used (formerly 'a small 
tasia round vessel for boiling rice } cooking pot') 

2.1.2 Grammar 

With regard to grammatical loss. usually known as "reduction", we wi11100k at two main 
areas: verb morphology and the pronoun system. 

The Indian regional dialects of Hindi and standard HindilUrdu generally have a 
complex system of verbal suffixes which. in addition to marking aspect (imperfective or 
pelfective) or modality (irrealis or realis), indicate person, number, and gender. FH, in 
contrast, has a much reduced system: first and second forms are the same, there is no 
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gcntkr distinction, and number distinction is found only in third person perfective. The 
FH verhal suffixes are shown in the table helow: 

Table J: Fiji Hindi verbal suffixes 

impclfecLive pclfcctive delinite future indefinite future 
1 SG and PL 
2 SG and PL 
3 SG 
3 PL 

-ta, -at 
-ta, -at 

-e 
-e 

-a 
-a 
-is 
-In 

-ega 
-ega 

-1 
-1 

-1 
-1 
-1 
-1 

The FH pronoun system is shown in Table 2. It is also less complex than the pronoun 
systems of most Hindi dialects in lhat it does not have separate nominal and ohlique 
forms. Furthclmore, it has only familiar and polite second person pronouns rather than 
the three sets (intimate, familiar and polite) found in most other varieties of Hindi (except 
Bazaar Hindustani [BH]). It should be noted, however, that the polite second person 
pronoun tip has only restricted usage in FH, for example to a teacher or government 
official. It is not used by many uneducated speakers and is not generally used between 
strangers. 

Table 2: Fiji Hindi pronouns 

SINGULAR PLURAL 

1 

2 FAMILIAR 

2 POLITE 

3 PROXIMATE 

3 REMOTE 

ham 
hamar 
tum 
tumar 
ap 
apke 
1 
iske 
U 
uske 

I, me 
my 
you 
your 
you 
your 
he, him, she, her, it 
his, her, its 
he, him, she, her 
his, her, its 

ham10g 
hamkogke 
tum10g 
tum10gke 
ap10g 
ap10gke 
110g 
110gke 
u10g 
u10gke 

we 
our 
you 
your 
you 
your 
they 
their 
they 
their 

2.l.3 Pidgin Hindustani 

Even greater lexical and grammatical fragmentation occun-ed in the development of Pidgin 
Hindustani in Fiji (Siegel 1990a). A pidginized variety first emerged as a result of contact 
between European overseers and North Indian lahourers on the large sugarcane 
plantations. It was company policy that the European (mostly Australian) employees 
should speak "Hindustani" to the labourers, but many of them learned it only imperfectly 
and spoke a pidginized fonn. 

Most of the South Indians who started coming to Fiji in large numbers in 1903 did not 
know any Hindustani. At first, there were some half-hearted attempts to use their 
languages on the plantations. But Hindustani was firmly established and, in rea.lity, 
S~u~ ~ndians were expected to learn it quickly. As a result, they too started speaking a 
pldgmlzed fonn. When these pidginized fOlms of Hindustani were used as a contact 
language among NOl1h Indians, Europeans, and South Indians (and also among Fijians 
and other Pacific Islanders) on the plantations, a stable Pidgin Hindustani developed. 

One of the salient linguistic features of this pidgin was the drastic reduction of verb 
morphology to only one form, the imperative suffix -0. This became fused to the stem as 
a general verb ending used for all aspects, modalities, persons, and genders. 
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2.2 Reconstitution: dialect contact 

We have just seen that in the linguistic fragmentation that occun'ed in Fiji, a multitude of 
linguistic altematives were lost from among the Hindi dial<x:ts spoken hy the indentured 
Indian lahourers. However, as mentioned ahove, a new vadety, Fiji Hindi, was 
constructed out of the ruhhle,using building blocks from many different sources. These 
sources became available as a result of the new patterns of linguistic contact established in 
Fiji. First there was dialect contact between the various forms of Hindi which were 
brought from India. S<x:ond, there was language contact betwccn Hindi and Fijian, the 
indigenous language of Fiji, and English, the colonial language. As a result, Fiji Hindi 
shows a mixture of features from these sources, especially in the lexicon and in some 
grammatical areas that we have been looking at, such as verb morphology and pronouns . 

.
~ 
First we will look at the elements of Fiji Hindi from a mixture of Indian sources and 

then at those from Fijian and English. 

2.2.1 Lexicon 

A large number of lexical items in FH are characteristic of both Eastern Hindi and Bihari 
dialects. Some examples are: 

bar hair ~khi eye 
kera hanana agor wait 
macho fish big throw 
khassi goat hal go inside 
gor leg, foot sut sleep 
gham sunlight garda dust 
bistuiya lizard cauwa cattle 
ma~i soil kamti less 

Other lexical items belong to the Hindustani lingua franca or to some Western Hindi 
dialects, such as Khariboli, from which it originated. Some examples are: 

aurat woman ciriya bird 
accha good per tree 
kutta dog kharid- buy 
admi man cho~a small 

The FH lexical items above are found in the entire range of the Hindustani continuum, 
but others are found mainly at the basilectal end, and are more typical of Bazaar 
Hindustani (BH), for example: 

mag want 
khalas finished 
nagij near 
muluk place of origin 
is/us mafik Iike this/that 

Many of the words of HindilHindustani origin have shifted meaning in FH. 'Some 
examples are: 

FH FHmeaning origin.al meani17g 

juHim heautiful, fantastic tyranny, difficulLy 
be hal really good unhealthy 
ek dam completely suddenly, quickly 
foka~iya useless bankrupt 
lila spicy hot bitter 
kamani small spear (for prawns) wire, spring 
palla door shutter 
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2.2.2 Grammar 

The FH vernal suffixes listed in Tanle I have several origins. TIle source of the first and 
second person imperfective suffix -ta seems to be Avadhi or the Hindustani continuum. 
But the alternative -at suffix (usually used in periphrastic past tense constructions) is also 
sometimes found in Braj. Another valiation found in FH can also he attrihuted to 
Avadhi-the suffix -it, now going out of use and considered rustic. The source of third 
person imperfective suffix -e, however, clearly appears to be Bhojpuri. 

The third person perfective suffixes (for transitive verbs), -is for the singular and -in 
for the plural, again seem to he derived from Avadhi. However, these also may have 
been reinforced by BH. The first and second person perfective suffix -a is more likely 
attributable to varieties of Hindustani, especially in the second person where it is not 
found in the regional dialects brought to Fiji. 

With regard to the FH definite future suffixes, the third person -f is found in both 
Avadhi and Bhojpuri. In contrast, the first and second person -ega occurs only in BH, 
and therefore it appears to be the most likely source. 

The FH pronoun system shown in Table 2 can also be attributed to a combination of 
different dialects. The first person singular ham and the possessive hamar are general 
features of the Bihari area (Bhojpuri, Magahi, and Maithili). The second person singular 
familiar tum and formal ap are found in Eastem Hindi and in some Western Hindi 
dialects. The third person singular proximate f and remote uare characteristic of both the 
Bihali and Eastem Hindi areas. The FH periphrastic plural pronouns (singular pronoun 
plus log 'people') are characteristic of Magahi, but are also found in some subdialects of 
Bhojpuri as well as in Standard Hindi/Urdu. Again, however, some of these and other 
features may have come into FH via the Hindustani lingua franca. For example, the 
second person familiar possessive tumar is not found in any dialect, and is most likely 
derived from BH tumara. 

2.3 Reconstitution: language contact 

Many of the changes that took place in Indian culture in Fiji were the result of contact 
with new cultures and the new environment. This is reflected linguistically mainly in the 
many words in Fiji Hindi oliginating from the languages of the cultures with which the 
labourers came in contact: Fijian and English. But it is also evident in certain areas of 
grammar. 

2.3.1 Lexicon 

Many Fijian words for cultural and environmental concepts or unfamiliar flora and fauna 
came into Fiji Hindi . It must be remembered that nearly all the early immigrants came 
from temperate inland areas of India, so much was unfamiliar in tropical island Fiji. As a 
~~~lt, many FH words for marine life and local plants, as well as for other aspects of 
FIJIan culture, are derived from the Fijian language. (A complete list is given in Siegel 
1987:272-277.) Some examples are: 

kaiviti indigenous Fijian 
moto spear 
ubi yam 
dalo taro 
koro Fijian village 
toka waves 

meke Fijian dance 

sOlu 
 sarong 

besi 
 hardwood tree 
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dakua kauri tree . 
waW kinglish or mackerel 
kuita octopus, squid 

Fijian loanwords were also used as phrasal verbs with the proverb kar- 'do': 

kerekere kar ask for the possession of another 
Iobokar bake in a pit oven 
sevusevO kar- make a customary presentation of kava ~ 

One custom adopted from the Fijians is kava-drinking, a significant aspect of the new 
"Fiji Indian" culture. (See, for example, Mayer 1961:70). Its importance is rcflected in 
thc many associated words from Fijian now found in FH: 

I' 

n~gona kava (from Fijian na yaqona 'the kava') 
bilo coconut shell bowl for dlinking kava 
kanikani scales and roughness of skin caused by excessive kava drinldng 
kasou vcry drunk 
kosa dregs of kava 
lewena kava stem 
waka kava root 
tald command to serve yaqona 

A much larger prop0l1ion of the Fiji Hindi lexicon, however, comes from English. 
During the indenture era, many English words came in for previously unfamiliar aspects 
of plantation life. Some examples are given below. (The ones marked with an asterisk are 
no longer used or are considered rustic.) 

dipO depot 
astabal* stable 
breik brake 
es~e~* estate 
gen work gang 
gilas dlinking glass 
girmi~ indentl)re (from "agreement") 
istima* steamer (ship) 
kicin kitchen 
kantap sugarcane flower (from "cane top") 
kulambar overseer (from "call number") 
lain barracks (from "lines") 
mari~ civil maniage 
mil mill 
paiaman fireman (on locomotive) 
sabal shovel 
sukhlai replacing dead plants with new (from "supply") 
wil legal document (from "will") 

Some of these words may have their origins in other plantation countries and were part of 
a more international Plantation Hindustani. For example, kuJambar and supJa«sukhlaJ) 
are found in Trinidad (Bhatia 1982: 143), and c/lpu is found in Suriname (Sarnami 
magazine, 10/1983: 19). 

Other English words for new matel;al items also came into Fiji Hindi early in its 
development (see Siegel 1987:278-79): 

kek cake bra bra 
loli: lolly sl gle~ singlet 
biski~ biscuit nepkin napkin (diaper) 
breq bread ~aul towel 
jem jam ke~in curtain 
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gilas dlinking glass 
kap tea cup 
sosa saucer 
ple~ plate 
ke~H ketue 
tjn tin (can) 
aiyan clothes iron 
ba~an button 
b or boot 

ges 
Ion 
glu 
rif 
koral 
toe 
bask.il 
mi~iD 
~oiler 

farak dress (from "frock") hu~el 

gas 
tl11ck 
glue 
reef 
coral 
torch (electric) 
bicycle 
meeting 
toilet 
hotel (pub) 

At the same time, some English words replaced existing Hindi words for what were 
most probably familiar items. (The reason for this is unknown.) Some examples are: 

FH English origin 

apul apple 
bor boat 
buk book 
ga<;len garden 
giras grass 
hama hammer 
nila nail 
pen pen 
pina~ peanut 
rOm room 
~aun town 
no~ north 
sau~ south 
i:s~ east 
wesr west 

Hindi equivalent 

seb 
nao 
pustakJkitab 
bagiea 
ghas 
hathon 
khil 
kalam 
mugphali 
kamra 
sahar 
utar 
daksin 
purab 
paseim 

As with Fijian loanwords, English verbs came into FH as phrasal verbs with the pro-verb 
kar- 'do': 

boil kar- boil 
eek kar- check 
res~ kar- taste 
ripo~ kar- report 
sain kar- sign 
mis kar- miss 

The Hindi equivalents of the above English loanwords are seldom, if ever, heard in 
everyday Fiji Hindi. The same is tl11e of the loanwords in the following categories: 

(a) those showing semantic shift, for example: 

FH English origin FH meaning 

ge~ gate paddock 
mo~ar motor car 
sirias selious very ill 

(b) those showing semantic restriction, for example: 

FH English origin 

gra 11<;1 ground 
ri: ea teacher 
mas~a master 

FH meaning 

playground 
female teacher 
male teacher 
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(c) those showing semantic expansion, for example: 

FH English origin FH meaning 

buk hook book, magazine, pamphlet 
fred friend fliend, sexual paltner (if opposite sex) 
paip pipe pipe, tap 
macis matches matches, cigarette lighter 

In addition, the domains of post-indenture technology, such as automobiles , radios and 
tape recorders, contain nearly all words of English origin without Hindi equivalents. 

However, tJlere is another category of English loanwords in FH for which there are 
commonly heard synonyms of Hindi Oligin. Some of these came into Fiji Hindi during 
the ihdenture era. Examples are: . 

English loan Hindi synonym meaning 

gormenr sarkar government 
bul bail bull 
ekar bigha acre 
fulawa hallhar plough 
lef baya left 
fair daya right 
~aim samay/bar time 

2.3.2 Grammar 

The new patterns of culture and language contact in Fiji also led to some linguistic 
changes in areas other than the lexicon. FH has some morphological and syntactic 
features not found in any variety of Hindi in India. The most likely origin of these 
constructions is the Pidgin Hindustani, which is still spoken as a contact language 
between Fiji Indians and Fijians and Chinese. 

A morphological innovation of FH is the -0 infinitive verb ending used in a variety of 
constructions. First, it is used as suffix for gerunds, as in this example (from Pillai 1988): 

ham ar kam jhura lakti la-o kua me se pam bhar-o 
my work dry wood bring-IN well in from water flll-IN 
'My work's to bring firewood, get water from the well.' 

This suffix is also frequently used in the infinitive in clausal ohjects following certain 
verhs (sometimes called auxiliary verbs), namely: mag- 'want', jan- 'know', and sak
'can, be ahle'. In such constructions, these verbs also end in -0, for example: 

nahl mag-o sun-o to ham nahl bata-ega 
NEG want-IN hear-IN then I NEG tell-flIT 
'If you don't want to listen, then I won't talk about it.' 

tum aj sak-o a-o (Moag 1977:115) 
you today can-IN come-IN 
'Can you come today?' 

Furthermore, the -0 suffix is sometimes used with these same verbs when the clausal 
object uses a different infinitive suffix: 

ajkal kuch kam bana-e mag-o to paisa de-ke par-e 
nowadays some work make-IN want-IN then money give-ABS have to-IMP 
' Nowadays, if you want to get anything, it costs money.' 
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Finally, the -0 suffix is used with these verhs even if there is no clausal oojcct, as in these 
examples from Siegel (1987: 197): 

ham nai ja n-o 
I NEG know-IN 
'I don't know.' 

tum sak-o 
you can-IN 
Can you do it?' 

_kaunci mag-o 
what want-IN 
'What do you want?' 

As the -0 suffix is not used in these ways in any variety of HindilHindustani in India, it 
appears to be derived from the Pidgin Hindustani spoken in Fiji in which -0 is the 
generalized ending for almost all verbs. 

Some features of FH syntax as well are not found in any valiety of HindilHindustani 
in India. First, in Indian dialects of Hindi, the grammatical object generally precedes the 
verh, but in FH it frequently follows the verh, especially if it is a clausal object. 
Examples are found throughout Pillai (1988) and three are reproduced here: 

ab aise koi sak-e 
now this way anyone can-IMP 
'Can anyone he a falmer this way?' 

kheti 
fanning 

kar-e 
do-IN 

ham mag-ta ekdam kenacja 
I want-IMP quickly Canada 
'I want to go straight to Canada.' 

cal de 
move - give:IN 

wakil bol-e ki tume ab cah-I "trihunal" ke pas 
lawyer say-IMP that to you now have to-FUT tribunal to near 
'The lawyer says that now you'll have to appeal to the trihunal.' 

apll 
appeal 

kar-e 
do-IN 

This feature may he the result of the influence of either English or Pidgin Hindustani, 
both of which have this word order. 

It is also a unique feature of FH that sak- can function as an independent verb as in the 
examples above. The source of this feature may also be Pidgin Hindustani. 

3. OTHER LANGUAGES IN FIJI: PAST AND PRESENT 

3.1 The role of Standard Hindi 

Some of the lahourers who came to Fiji were educated, such as the 3.7 percent who were 
Brahmans (Lal 1983:70), and they were probably familiar with acrolectal Hindustani and 
o~e of its two literalY fOIms-Standard Hindi or Urdu. Others may have been familiar 
with literary valieties of Hindi dialects, such as Bhojpuri and Maithili. But the vast 
majority of lahourers were uneducated and, as already pointed out knew only more 
basiIectal varieties of Hindustani and their own spoken dialects. 

On the plantations in Fiji, no provisions were made for educating the labourers. It was 
not until 1898 that a small number oflndian children started going to church schools off 
the pl~ntations. In 1902, the Arya Samaj was established in Fiji and some Fiji Indians 
established their own school. Only in the 1 920s did large numbers of Fiji Indians hegin 
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to receive fonnal education when many more 'teachers and missionaries from various 
Hindu sects in India hegan coming to Fiji. They promoted education in Standard Hindi 
and helped to set up more schools. 

In 1926 the Education Commission recommended that more government schools be 
estahlished for Fiji Indians and that "Hindustani" (acrolectal Hindustani, i.e. Standard 
Hindi) be the medium of instruction in the lower grades. The education ordinance of 
1929 provided that the Devanagali script of Standard Hindi be used in the schools 
(Gillion 1977:127). 

As a result, a classical situation of diglossia developed (Ferguson 1959), with Fiji 
Hindi as the native (or "low") variety, used in the family and for everyday conversation, 
and Standard Hindi as the superimposed (or "high") variety, used for formal situations 
and taught through the education system (Siegel 1975:129; Moag 1986). The position of 
Stand~d Hindi as the high variety was reinforced by books, magazines, and films 
imported from India. Standard Hindi was expected to be used in all writing and in public 
contexts, such as giving speeches and radio hroadcasting. 

Standard Hindi was the valiety used in Fiji Indian newspapers, which first started 
puhlication in the 1920s. Some of these were: Bharat Putra, Fiji Samachar, and Vridhi. 
In 1935. the Hindi weekly Shanti Dut began puhlication . It is the only one of these 
newspapers still heing puhlished today. Many other weekly and monthly publications, all 
in Standard Hindi. were started in the 1940s and 50s. but they were all short-lived 
(KanwaI1979). More recently. a Standard Hindi weekly, Sartaj, began publication in 
1988. but it lasted less than two years. Standard Hindi is also used in radio broadcasting 
for the Fiji Indians, which began in 1954. 

A modest amount of literature in Standard Hindi has also come out of Fiji, but much 
of it has been written by non-Fiji-born Indians. For example, one of the first such works 
was ostensibly the personal account of a fOlmer indentured labourer in Fiji, Totaram 
Sanadhya. who had returned to India (Sanadhya 1919), but it was actually ghost-written 
hy an Indian joumalist. Benarsidas Chaturvedi (Gillion 1979:9). (This work has now 
been translated into English [Sanadhya 1991]). More recently, several novels set in Fiji 
have heen written hy a later immigrant from India, Jogindar Singh Kanwal (Kanwal 
1976. 1978). Kanwal has heen very active in promoting Hindi literature in Fiji, and was 
this year awarded an honorary degree for his work by the University of the South 
Pacific. One of the few Fiji-bom Hindi writers is Vivekanand Sharma, who studied 
Hindi in India and has puhlished several books of short stOlies, for example Jab Manavta 
Karah Uthi ['When Humanity Cried with Pain') (Sharma 1976). 

Poetry in Standard Hindi has heen more popular in Fiji than prose. Since 1947, 
several poets have been publishing their works in small volumes or in newspapers. The 
most well-known is Kamla Prasad Mishra. whose works such as Mulki ki Rachnayain 
['Compositions of Mulki') have also been recognized in India. (For a detailed account of 
Hindi literature in Fiji, see Kanwal 1979.) 

Nevertheless, as pointed out hy Moag (1986:354), "only a small cultural elife know 
and use SH [Standard HindilUrdu) ...most Fiji Indians do not get sufficient grounding in 
SH in school to be able to read it, or even to produce sentences in it orally with 
confidence" . 

3.2 The role of English 

Before World War II. the Fiji govemment was against the teaching of English to Indians 
and Fijians first because it wanted to keep them in their agricultural occupations and 
second hecause it did not want them to have a common language (the "divide and rule" 
policy). (See Siegel 1989:52). But after the war, the govemment bowed to pressure from 
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the Colonial Office and hegan a policy of cducation in English. However, because of a 
shortagc of teachers, it was not until t}lC late 1960s that this policy really took ofr. 

Because of widespread education in English, many additional loanwords came into 
Fiji Hindi. These are found more often in urhan varieties of FH and partially result from 
the increase in the use of English. rather than Pidgin Fijian or Pidgin Hindustani, as the 
lingua franca among different ethnic groups in Fiji. Some of these loanwords have FH 
synonyms also in current usage, for example: 

loanword English origin 

i si easy 
rait correct 
smar smart 
redi ready 
lak luck 
fani funny 
ova over, finished 
deja danger(ous) 
leizi lazy 
cip cheap 
dip deep 
ailan island 
envelop envelope 
femas famous 
lera letter 
bebi haby 
bodi body 
saiz size 
sop soap 
raya tire 
viniga vinegar 
hevi heavy 
leir late 
waif wife 

Fiji Hindi synonym 

sahaj 
rhik 
hoshiyar 
taiyar 
takdir 
mazakiya 
khaIas 
khatarnak 
s usti 
sasta 
gahara 
dip 
lifMa 
nami 
cinhi 
bacca 
sarir 
nap 
sabun 
pahiya 
sirka 
garhu 
deri 
aurat ('woman') 

Two lexical domains where English loanwords have been gradually replacing FH 
words of Hindi origin are numbers and colours. Hindi numbers over 12 are rarely heard 
and the following colour terms are in concun'ent usage: 

red red lal 
bHi blue nila 
grin green hariyar 
yelo yellow pila/piyar 
wair white ujjar 
blek hlack kariya 

Again, many of the recent English loan words have come into FH as phrasal verbs, 
used concurrently with their Fiji Hindi synonyms: . 

loanword 

pei kar
pul kar
weir kar
rrai kar
yuz kar
bleim kar
sUspek kar
c~j kar-

English origin 

pay 
pull 
wait 
try 
use 
blame 
suspect 
change 
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Fiji Hindi synonym 

paisa de
ghic
agor
kosis kar
prayog kar
dos laga
slIdeh kar
badal



ges kar guess andaz laga
faiQau~ kar find out pauii laga
promis kar promise wada kar
fiks kar fix bana
demej kar damage nuksan kar
fos kar force m ajbur kar
frai kar fry bhuj
ci~ kar cheat beimani kar
~ic kar teach parha -
s~a~ kar start surii kar
help kar help madad kar
kis kar kiss cum

. rnns kar mlX mila
laik kar like accha lag
lav kar love pyar kar-

One interesting phenomenon in Fiji Hindi is that several English loanwords have two 
fonns-an older one from when the word was first borrowed, probably during the 
indenture era, and a newer one, closer to English in pronunciation. Some examples are: 

older form newer form English origin 

sa~ se~ shirt 
~ibil feibal table 
buriis bras brush 
simi~ same~ cement 
sakis (from "circus") filam tilm, cinema 

There is a lot of evidence showing that English seems to replacing Standard 
Hindi/Urdu in its traditional "high" domains, especially in reading and writing. The first 
evidence comes from the censuses of 1956 and 1966, the only ones which contain 
infOimation about language in the Fiji Indian community. In the ten years between 
censuses, there was a decrease of 78.5 percent of households indicating the use of Hindi 
as home language, and a decrease of 56.3 percent indicating Urdu. At the same time there 
was an increase of 147 percent of those claiming other languages, most probably 
English. Second, more recent evidence shows the decline of Standard Hindi in the print 
media. In 1972 there were five Hindi weeklies published in Fiji, and another Hindi 
newspaper that appeared three times a week. In 1984, there was only one Hindi weekly, 
Shanti Dut, with an average circulation of only 7.000 (Geraghty 1984:60). In contrast, 
there were two daily English newspapers with a combined circulation of approximately 
47.000. 

With regard to Fiji Indian literature in recent years. much more has been written in 
English than in Hindi. Especially notable are the short stories of Subramani (for example, 
those in Subramani 1979) and Raymond Pillai (e.g. 1980) and the poetry of Satendra 
Nandan (e.g. 1976). 

A survey of language use done (Siegel 1973) showed that literacy in English among 
Fiji Indians was slightly greater than literacy in Hindi. It also showed that the youngest 
age group surveyed (14 to 19 years) claimed the highest rate of literacy in English (100 
percent) but the lowest raLe in Hindi (66.7 percent). Furthelmore, the survey showed that 
while literacy in English increased with level of education. literacy in Hindi did not. 

With regard to language use, the results of the 1973 survey show an interesting 
difference between those fonnal domains which requjre active participation (reading. 
writing. and public speaking) and those which require only passive participation 
(listening to the radio and seeing films). In the active domains, English appears to be 
displacing Standard Hindi. but in the passive domains, Standard Hindi is being 
maintained alongside English. 
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What is clcar. though. is that Fiji Hindi is bcing maintained in infonnal domains and is 
the homc languagc of thc vast majority of Fiji Indians. 

3.3 Other Indian languages 

Standard Hindi has not been the only Indian language used in education for Fiji Indians. 
As of 1931, the govemment bowed to pressure to allow Muslim students to be taught to 
read and wlite using the Perso-Arabic script of Urdu. FUI1hclmore, Tamil, Telugu, and 
Malayalam were taught in schools run by the South Indian organization, Then India 
Sanmarga Ikya Sangam. which was founded in 1926. 

AJthough the first generation of South Indians born in Fiji grew up speaking Fiji 
Hindi !.ike the North Indians. they were generally bilingual and maintained their Dravidian 
languages as home languages (Mayer 196]:106). In addition, there were two more 
languages other than Fiji Hindi which were used as home languages. These were Gujarati 
and Panjabi, the languages of two groups of "free immigrants" who came to Fiji mainly 
after the indenture era in the 1920s (Gillion 1962: 130-35). 

Gradually these languages began to be displaced by Fiji Hindi. This shift may have 
been paI1ially a result of an unofficial govemment policy to fosler Hindustani at the 
expense of other languages. For example, the Director of Education, A.A. Wright, wrote 
in a memorandum to the Colonial Secretary: "Tamil is dying out in Fiji and should 
possibly be encouraged to die oul." A later memorandum states the policy more clearly: 
"We should avoid a tendency towards a multiplication of languages and without actually 
opposing Tamil or other Indian languages to foster a general adoption of Hindustani." 

The shift from other languages to Hindustani (or Fiji Hindi) is evident in the reports 
on the censuses of 1956 and 1966. In the ten year period, there was a decrease of 33 
percent in the number of households reporting the use of Tamil as home language, a 62 
percent decrease for Telugu, a 70 percent decrease for Malyalam, and a 62 percent 
decrease for Panjabi. At the same time there was a 79 percent increase for Hindustani. 

The only language shown which has not undergone a shift to Fiji Hindi is Gujarati. In 
contrast to other regional groups of Indians, the Gujaratis have kept up contact with India 
and maintained their separate ethnic identity. According to Moag (1979: 126), however, a 
shift to Fiji Hindi now appears to be taking place among the younger generation of 
Gujaratis. 

4. ATTITUDES AND POLICY: PAST AND PRESENT 

If we look at. attitudes and official policy toward Fiji Hindi, Standard Hindi and English, 
we can see some reasons for the current pallem of language use. 

In.the past, Europeans who had some familiarity with Standard Hindi, expressed very 
negauve attitudes towards Fiji Hindi. One of the earliest and most extreme descriptions 
~omes from Lenwood (1917:9]) who called it "a corruption for which the name bastard 
IS too good". McMillan (1947:39-40), in his Guide to Hindustani, written for the Fiji 
context~ desclibes some features of Fiji Hindi in the following terms: "extraordinary 
expresSIOns", "misuse", "queer distoI1ions" and "ludicrous and corrupt". 

These European conceptions have been perpetuated by Fiji Indians themselves. Moag 
(19g6:361) points out: 

Fiji Indians came to regard SH not as a different, now elevated, regional 
stand~rd (as it is seen in EUP [Eastern Uttar Pradesh]), but as the lrue form 
?f theIr language. This gave rise to the universally held view in Fiji that FH 
IS a CO~ption of the true language brought on by their forefathers' lack of 
educallon and humble rural background. 
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Thcse views arc evident in the negative reactions of Fiji Indians to the rare proposals that 
Fiji Hindi be wlitten and taught. One of the first of such proposals was in 1968 whcn it 
was suggested that United States Pcace Corps volunteers bc taught the colloquial Fiji 
Hindi. The reaction among the Indian languagc teachers was that an educated person 
should speak "propee' or sudh ('pure') Hindi (Standard Hindi) at all times, and that this 
is the only fonn of Hindi that should be taught (Siegel 1975:129). 

Ten years later, a great deal of controversy resulted from the appearance of Moag's 
(1977) textbook, Fiji Hindi: A Basic Course and Reference Grammar, and from the 
suggestion that it be used for tcaching non-Indians to speak Fiji Hindi (as well as for 
teaching Fiji Indians Standard Hindi through Fiji Hindi) (Kanwal 1979:85). In fact, in 
1978,"4 special committee of the Ministry of Education decided against allowing Fiji 
Hindi to be used in any of these special Hindi classes (Moag 1986:353). 

A more recent controversy was the publication of a Fiji Hindi dictionary written by a 
Peace Corps volunteer (Hobbs 1985). This resulted in many letters of protest being 
plinted in the newspapers. Here are extracts from letters which show some common 
attitudes towards Fiji Hindi. They also illustrate some widespread misconceptions about 
its origins, some reinforced by an article published in India in Hindi (Tiwari 1979): 

There is no such language as Fiji Hindi. The language that Indians speak 
here is Bhojpuri ... Hindi in Fiji today is a sub-standard Bhojpuri which has 
been COITupted... Proposed publication of a so-called Fiji Hindi dictionary 
will produce nothing but confusion of the highest order. Professor Moag's 
Fiji Hindi was a misnomer. Susan Hobbs' efforts will be another exercise in 
futility. 

- Hazrat Adam (Fiji Sun 26 March 1986) 

The language we call Fiji Hindi, except for a few variations, is spoken by a 
vast population in the eastern PaJ1S of Uttar Pradesh and Western Bihar. .. If 
we analyse Fiji Hindi linguistically, it is not the language which originated in 
Fiji as the term implies ...For a serious purpose of study and research work, 
there is not much in Fiji Hindi. To give Fiji Hindi the status of a language is 
a controversial subject and to compile a dictionary on the subject will even be 
more controversial. 

- Jogindar Singh Kanwal (Fiji Times 11 April 1986) 

It is a conllption of Bhojpuri and Hindustani - the latter being a mixture of 
Hindi and Urdu ...why destroy originality by propagating, encouraging and 
enhancing something that is wrong and incorrect. As it is, Hindi and 
Hindustani as generally spoken in Fiji have sustained a deplorable set back 
and are already rated sub-standard .. .It is my finn belief that there has never 
been, or is there any such thing as Fiji-Hindi or exactly as there cannot be 
England-Hindi, France-Hindi, or American-Hindi, etc. 

- B.N. Newaj (Fiji Sun 25 April 1986) 

The debate was stilTed up again when an al1icle appeared in the Fiji Times (14 May 
1986) with this headline: "FUI HINDI NOT INFERIOR". Here is an extract: 

There is no reason to classify Fiji Hindi as an inferior language, according to 
the first secrctary in the Indian High Commission, Dr Kamlesh Kanti 
Velma...Dr Venna said the Fiji Hindi was in no way inferior and no one 
should be ashamed of speaking the language in front of others. 
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This gave confidence to some to wlite the first letters of support for Fiji Hindi to appear 
in the press. The one extracted below includes a common criticism of the 
incomprehensible Hindi used on Radio Fiji. PUlists in the Indian community have 
advocated a Sanskritizcd form of Standard Hindi (Gillion 1977: 127), purged of the 
many words of Perso-Arabic oligin which came into Fiji Hindi from the Hindustani 
lingua franca of India. This has made it almost as much of a foreign language as English. 
In fact, in a survey of radio listeners (Taylor 1970),33 percent said that the "Hindustani" 
used over the radio was too difficult to be understood by the ordinary listener. 

I am pleased that our Fiji Hindi is finally getting some recognition as an oral 
medium of mass communication, and that it is no way inferior to "pure 
Hindi" .. .1 vividly recall when the late PIime Minister of India, Mrs Indira 
Gandhi, in one of her speeches dUling her histolic visit to Fiji, expressed 
and congratulated the Indo~Fijians for having "evolved" an oral language of 
their own .... However, it was distressing to learn that in their broadcast of 
the late Mrs Gandhi's speech, Radio Fiji edited this portion thus omitting a 
very impol1ant fact in respect of Fiji Hindi. The reason for this bit of editing 
by Radio Fiji is not known, but I speculate that it thought its present format 
of "pure Hindi" (which many of us third generation Indo-Fijians find hard to 
comprehend) would be ideal as a medium of mass communication. Alas! 
What a mistake. Radio Fiji continues to broadcast its Hindi language 
programs in "pure Hindi" as if we Indo-Fijians are listening to All India 
Radio, rather than FBC [Fiji Broadcasting Commission]. 

- Ramesh Chandra (Fiji Times 20 May 1986) 

Here are extracts from further cOITespondence on the matter: 

Indo-Fijians have sentimental links with Fiji Hindi. It has been spoken since 
the days of Girmit [indenture], and has always had its own flavour and 
chalm. It is an oral medium of communication, but more research is required 
before we accept the argument that Fiji Hindi had "evolved" in Fiji.... It 
becomes a highly controversial and complex question when we advocate its 
use in broadcasting, writing. education and by our politicians and 
preachers ... Although Fiji Hindi is the mother tongue of majority of the 
Indo-Fijians, and is an oral medium of mass communication, it cannot take 
the place of standard Hindi ... .In its present fOlm, with limited vocabulary, it 
cannot become an effective vehicle of litermy expression, It will not be able 
to gain any onidal standing. 

- Jogindar Singh Kanwal (Fiji Times 29 May 1986) 

One thing that Mr Kanwal has failed to appreciate or acknowledge fully is 
that regardless of what the origins of Fiji Hindi were, it is accepted by Fiji 
Indians as their own language. As such, it is part of our "Fiji Indiary" 
identity, of which we are all naturally proud .. .I am tired of people trying to 
~'ubbish it as something "improper", "broken", or not fit enough to be used 
111 cel1ain occasions where it can be very well used. No one has any right to 
!mpose something else on me as my "proper" language. I hope that it gains 
1I1creasing official recognition by the authOlities as being our genuine mother 
tongue and thus an integral pal1 of the Fiji Indian identity. 

- Anirudh Singh (Fiji Times 5 June 1986) 

Later that year, the Pacific Languages Unit of the University of the South Pacific 
pro~sed to teach a summer school course entitled "Inu'oduction to Fiji Hindi Studies". A 
requlre!l1~nt for the Certificate of Pacific Language Studies was that students had to pass 
a hngu~lics.~ol1rse focussing on their own language. Such courses had already been 
offered 111 FIJian and Bislama (the lingua franca of Vanuatu). The proposed course was to 
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give Fiji Indian students the opportunity to fulfil this requirement. However. the 
Permanent Secretary for Education infolmed the university that the Ministry would not 
commit itself to the normally routine sponsorship of students for such a course. (D. Rao 
to R. Wah. 5 August 1986). 

Soon aftelwards, another letter of SUpp0l1 for Fiji Hindi was puhlished. hut ulis time 
in a Standard Hindi newspaper (Makinson 1989: 17): 

Yah bha~a kisi prakar se bun bha~a nahi hai. Akhir is bha$a ne to hi 
fiji ke bhartiyo ko ek sutr me badh kar rakha hai. Fiji ki bha~a sunne 
me bahut madhur lagti hai. Fiji ki hindi ko devatao ka asirvad prapt 
hai yah saty hai . 

.., . 

lTIlis language is in no way a bad language. After all. this language has tied 
Fiji Indians with a single thread. It seems very sweet to hear Fiji's language. 
Fiji Hindi has received the blessings of the gods. it is true.' 

- Dharmendr Candr Sanna (Sartaj 24 September 1986) 

Over tlle years little has changed with regard to attitudes and policy. One change, 
however. has occurred in hroadcasting. With regard to radio commercials, Moag 
(1986:356) reported: 

The wliters of Hindi commercials ... insist on using tlle complex fonns of 
numbers found in SH in quoting bargain plices, despite tlle fact that most of 
the audience does not understand them, and tlley themselves have to look 
them up in the dictionary. 

However. nowadays English numbers are used in commercials, as tlley are in Fiji Hindi. 
Here is an example from tlle Fiji Broadcasting Corporation's new Hindi station, Radio 
Navtarang (15 October 1993) which illustrates extensive code-switching to English: 

...taza saman kharidiye Morris Hedstrom se - FMF flour ya sharps ten 
k.g., jive ninety-five; Street's assorted ice cream, two litre, two ninety
nine; Steggle's chicken, number seventeen, jive ninety-nine; Lux beauty 
soap, one hundred grams, two for one dollar seven; kaha, sirf Morris 
Hestrom me. 

It is interesting to note that aJthough switching to English is allowed in radio advertising, 
Fiji Hindi is generally not. TIle matrix language for tllis adveltisement is clearly Standard 
Hindi. as indicated hy these items: 

Standard Hindi meaning Fiji Hindi 

khandiye buy (polite imperative) khan dna 
ya or lei 
sirf only khali 

The only use of Fiji Hindi in tlle recorded radio commercials was in a bIief dramatised 
conversation ahout a tlleft which was pm1 of a torch battery commerciaJ. Fiji Hindi was 
never used hy tlle radio announcers. 

Nevertllelcss, there are still complaints from purists about the standard of the language 
used in broadcasting. illustrating continuing negative attitudes towards Fiji Hindi: 

I am disgusted at tlle standard of Hindi spoken on the radio, especially the 
adveltisements which are atrocious because tlley use the street language 
spoken every day. We Indians in Fiji are unf0l1unate in tllat we have 
departed from the original Hindi which is the one spoken in India. Nearly all 
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of us would want to learn or at least hear our real mother tongue. ll1at's why 
our school's cl1I'ricula are designed to teach pure Hindi (shud). 

- S. Sharma (Fiji Times 19 Fehruary 1993) 

But again, there was a reply in defence of the language: 

When a language is transplanted to a new soil hy migrants, it develops and 
changes along two different lines - one in the original home and another in 
the new home ...This will be the fate of Fiji Hindi. It is inevitable. What is 
surplising is that we Fiji Inaians refuse to accept this. Moreover, we seem to 
be ashamed of our own language Fiji Hindi. Mr Shalma says street Hindi is 
used on the radio and he is disgusted. What he means is that the language of 
the people is used, and he should be proud ...For imported Hindi is a foreign 
language, as far as we are conccl11ed .. . Fiji Hindi is not improper, not 
impure, not unclean, and not ashud. It is merely different. Vive la 
difference. 

- S. Subramaniam (Fiji Times 23 February 1993) 

With regard to English. on the other hand, attitudes have always been positive. For 
example, early on many Fiji Indians have put up with proselytising in church schools 
because of the opportunies to leam English there. Later, in the 1950s, attitudes towards 
English in education were desclibed in detail by R.S. Adam, the director of the Education 
Research Institute for Fiji and the Western Pacific TenitOlies (Adam 1958). He reported 
that Indian leaders advocated early and extensive teaching of English, and also discussed 
in detail the results of a 1950 Education Department survey of parents of children 
attending Indian and mixed schools. 

Of the 4,781 replies to this survey, 45 percent chose English as the language that 
should be taught first in the schools; 30 percent chose Hindi, and 17 percent other 
(mostly Indian) languages. Adam also examined the factors influencing the choice of 
language. First of all, parents living in urban areas tended to choose English, whereas 
those in rural areas tended to chose Hindi. Second, the only fathers who chose Hindi or 
another vel11acular language were those over 40. Third, the choice of English was much 
greater among those wilh the highest level of education. 

A survey of language use in Fiji (White 1971) showed that most Indians consider it 
important for their children to speak English for three reasons: (1) it is a language of 
wider communication; (2) it is the national language of Fiji; and (3) it is the key to 
success in education and employment. 

S. THE FUTURE 

As already mentioned, although there has been a shift from Standard Hindi to English in 
the active fonnal domains, Fiji Hindi is still the mother tongue of the vast majority of Fiji 
Indians. 

The major factor responsible for the shift that has OCCUlTed appears to be the education 
system. Formal education is usually required to leal11 to use a language in these domains. 
In the past, Standard Hindi was leal11ed for reading. wliting, and public speaking, hut 
now English is learned for these skills. 

. In the Fiji education system, the vemacular is supposed to be the language of 
mstruction for the first three years of primary school. However, Standard Hindi is 
considered to be the vernacular of the Fiji Indians, and Fiji Hindi is not allowed in the 
classroom. But hecause of the differences between Fiji Hindi and Standard Hindi, 
exacerbated by the Sanskritized fonn advocated by the purists, students often find what is 
SUPposed to be their vernacular language more difficult than English. 
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English is taught as a suhject from grade one onwards, and then hecomes the medium 
of instruction for the rest of formal education. Although some lime is officially allocated 
for Hindi studies after the switch to the English medium, in practice the teaching of Hindi 
is often ignored after grade three. This is hecause English is considered more impoltant 
and is a required suhject on all examinations, whereas Hindi is not. In secondary school, 
Hindi is an optional suhject for extcmal examinations, but only a very small percentage of 
students take up this option. 

But what is the future of Fiji Hindi? Will it be maintained despite the negative attitudes 
held toward it by many of its speakers and despite the growing acceptance of English? In 
order to answer tJlis question, we have to look at similar sociolinguistic situations in other 
areas of the world. 

',~ 

First of all, in Fiji we are clearly dealing with the maintenance of a nonstandard 
vaJiety. Years of education have not led to a shift towards Standard Hindi; rather, it is 
Standard Hindi which has lost ground to English. It is ironic that efforts to promote a 
language by teaching a standard valiety to speakers of a nonstandard valiety often have 
the opposite effect. For example, DOIian (1987:59) notes with regard to East Sutherland 
Gaelic: 

... [nhe introduction of non local nOlms only has the effect of reminding 
local speakers of just how deviant their own everyday speech is ...The effect 
of these effOl15 to promote Gaelic by teaching it can be seen overall to have 
been alienating rather than reinforcing, and this is a common-enough result 
where a threatened language displays pronounced dialect differences and no 
estahlished standardization tradition exists to temper the alienating effect of 
encounteling authOIity figures who attmpt to inculcate local nOlms. 

In an earlier work. Dorian (1981 :89) desclihes people who have "given up rather than try 
to leam to speak a Gaelic which is unnatural to them and 'sounds foolish' coming out of 
their mouths". She adds: ''They recognize the prestige of this fOlm of Gaelic but do not 
aspire to speak it." 

In an article on maintenance of Pennsylvanian German (PG) among the Amish in 
Iowa, USA, Dow (1988:29) describes a similar detlimental effect of the standard: 

Standard German seems in these cases to represent a perfected, correct, 
pure, even superior language. By implication, standard German, or its 
speaker, seems to suggest that PG is defective, incolTect. contaminated, or 
substandard, and this in tum often leads to self-conscious behavior which is 
evidenced in linguistic withdrawal. This kind of stress is even more subtle 
than English influences. simply because it has implications conceming the 
quality and the efficiency of the Amish primary code, PG. 

With regard to Italian, Bettoni and Gihbons (1988) describe how negative attitudes 
toward nonstandard vaIieties have promoted shift from Italian in Australia. Rando 
(1982:70) refers to the negative attitudes of teachers of Italian towards students' use of 
nonstandard dialects. Bettoni (1990:268) mentions that the Greek community in 
Australia, for example. is tolerant of local norms, hut notes: ''The Australian Italian 
community, by contrast. shows little clemency towards transgression from the purist 
norm . . . " The consequence of these attitudes is greater shift to English in the Italian 
community. 

Finally. Brown (1993:77) reports that in an attempt to reverse language shift from 
nonstandard varieties of French spoken in Louisiana, USA, International French - the 
standardized, prestige valiety - was reintroduced hy tJle govemment as a language of 
inslluction: 
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Thus, the valicty r~introduccd in thc schools was markedly differcnt from 
the varicties spokcn in the home. This situation had ramifications at the 
community \eve I. Teachcrs were orought from Quebec, Belgium, and France 
and were assigned in rural communities. Their task was to fulfil the function 
of teaching a varicty of French recognized as standard (i.e. "oetter"). This 
state of affairs has met with mixed reactions. On thc one hand are the law
makers, searching for a prestigious nOlm; on the other hand are the local 
community memoers, leaming that their mother tongue is incolTect and 
inappropliate. Moreover, this instruction has not hclped the children 
communicate with their grandparents. 

According to some linguists, the reinu'oduction of standard French has led to greater shift 
rather than greater maintenance. . 

All these reports are reminiscent of the situation in Fiji. And if we look at other 
varieties of Overseas Hindi, spoken in fOlmer plantation colonies such as Mauritius, 
Trinidad, Guyana and South Aflica, it seems that the future of Fiji Hindi is not very 
blight. The varieties once the mother tongues of the Indian communities in these 
countries are either nearly extinct or rapidly declining. This is despite efforts in each of 
these countlies to teach Standard Hindi. In fact, as in the other cases just mentioned, the 
insistence on teaching Standard Hindi may have inadvertently led to language shift. This 
point has been raised by Mesthrie (1984:71) with regard to South Aflican Bhojpuri: 

The scanty two or three years of part-time schooling in Standard Hindi did 
more halm than good in the long run, since it impalted a cel1ain disdain 
towards BhojpUli, essentially a non-literary language, without compensating 
by increasing fluency in the Standard to any appreciable extent. . 

Mesthlie (1984:70) also mentions the "amazing amount of insecurity among speakers of 
Bhojpuri, arising from the patronizing attitude that pliests and others educated in 
Standard Hindi have displayed towards it". Similar linguistic insecUlity has been reported 
for other now dying valieties of Overseas Hindi, such as Guyanese Bhojpuri (Gambhir 
1981 :33) and Tlinidad Bhojpuri (Mohan & Zador 1986:314). This insecurity among 
speakers of Fiji Hindi has already oeen described. 

It is ironic that because of their intolerance of any nonstandard valiety of Hindi, even 
though it is the mother tongue of the community, the pUlists may actually contrioute to 
the demise of not only the nonstandard valiety, but Standard Hindi as well. Thus, South 
Africa, Tlinidad and Guyana, the living nonstandard valieties are nearly gone and 
Standard Hindi remains only as a "cultural language", learned as a second or third 

. language by some, but of more symoolic than practical value. (See Siegel 1990b: 108.) 

It is notable that the one other valiety of Overseas Hindi which is alive and well is 
Suriname Hindustani or Sarnami. It is the only valiety which has been recognized as a 
language in its own right. In the early 1970s, SUliname Indians living in the Netherlands 
began a movement to SUppOlt Sa1l1ami. They showed that it is a language which 
developed in SUliname and is distinct from any valiety of Hindi spoken in India or 
anywhere else. 

In the years that followed, there was a great deal of linguistic activism to raise the 
prestige of Sa1l1ami to compete with Standard Hindi and other languages of SUliname. It 
IS now used in many more contexts such as literature. informative magazine articles and 
POlitical speeches. A grammar, textbook and several books of educational stories and folk 
tales have oeen produced. The gove1l1ment of Suriname has even appointed a committee 
to help develop the language. In 1984, this committee proposed a spelling system for 
Samami using the Roman sClipt, approved oy the caoinet council in 1986. (See 
Damsteegt 1988.) 
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Fiji Hindi alrci.ldy has two pcdi.lgogici.ll texL<; (Siegel 1977; Moag 1977) and a 
dictioni.lry (Hobbs 1985). However, it is still not uscd sCliously in thc media or in 
literi.lturc. The only exccption is Ri.lymond Pillai's play in Fiji Hindi Adhurd Sapmi (the 
first act of which appears as Pilli.li 1988). (This play was performed in Wcllington, New 
Zealand in November this year, but has still not been seen in Fiji. ) But if Fiji Hindi. and 
indeed Hindi at all, is to have a future in Fiji, it must be recognized and promoted by 
authorities, especially in education. Like Sarnami, its prestige must he raiscd and its use 
extended into more domains. If the standi.lrdization and teaching of Fiji Hindi is too great 
a step to take at prescnt, at least children should be able to use their real mother tongue in 
the classroom. Later. students should learn about the unique historical and linguistic 
features of their language, and how it relates to other varieties of Hindi spokcn around the 
worl<*': 
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Jnt-roduction 

This paper concerns itself with lhe possibilities that exist 

for Indian languages being accorded a viable status in South 

Africa which would enable schools, colleges, technikons, 

universities and olher inslilutions to teaching 

programmes in them for all Soulh Africans irrespective of race 

or elhnic origin. We rend nd ourselves thal the country is 

just now entering a period of very serious political 

transition so the months that lie before us in the immediate 

future will have to accommodate drastically revised policies 

lhal would revolutionise lhe social scenario that. obtains in 

the country at The changes that will usher in the 

new democratic dispensation will have nevertheless to accord 

with the efforts being made to preserve the cultural 

differences that characterise the ethnic and of course racial 

Variety of South Africa's demographic infrastructure. The 

Indian community has not, let me inform you, proved itself as 

vocal about demands for the preservation of a separate 

cultural identity as is being heard from some other ethnic 

cOn.ffiunities like the Zulus and the white Afrikaaners. 

Nevertheless a componential analysis reveals that language, 

religion and culture delineate lhe distinctive features of 

this ethnic rHinol-ity and demands for recognition of lhis 

differentiation should, this paper says, be respected. 

~Olltical Structure an d Language Policy 

languages that occupy the interests of this paper are 

Tamil, Telugu, Hindi, Gujerati and Urdu. It is a 
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n>.3tter of very extraordinary coincidence that almost at the 

vel-y mOHlent that I first commenced preparation of this paper 

on the afternoon of Tues day 16 NovenJl-)~ r 1993 an announcement 

on radio informed the country that the Negotiating Council had 

decided to recognise eleven languages as the official ., 
languages of the country. The Negotiating Council you are 

probably aware is the body of people that brought into 

existence the Transitional Executive Council that wi 11 

supervise the general elections in the country to bring into 

existence a new non-racial government. South Africa will 

henceforth have English, Afrikaans and nine black languages as 

the official languages of the country. The Indian languages 

have been accorded what will in future be called "community 

statu!":;" whereby Indian children 101 ill be allowed to learn an 

Indi8D language of their choice. How the cowmunity 101 ~ 11 

uti! ise the fruits of this new dispensation will depend upon 

the resourcefulness of the comrliun i ty • The will to ensure that 

these languages are well preserved through popular usage is an 

onus that rests very heavily on the community itself. 

The whole question of the development of Indian languages in 

South Africa must be seen against the backdrop of the new 

political developments now taking place there. On the 27 

April ]994 the very first non-racial general elections evel i n 

the entire history of that country will be held. The five or 

six political parties that will contest the elections have yet 

to formulate their positions on language usage and language 

status in the country. That eleven languages have been given 
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recognition as official languages, is a temporary n,easur e. 

The TI'ansi tional Executive Council that has assumed office 

will spend the next five years drawing up a new Constitution 

which will thereafter consolidate the fOlces that wi 1 1 

together build a new democratic country. Politicians are: now 

becolT,i ng increasingly aware that political stability is built 

on the goodwill of people who know that their cultural values 

are respected. 

The Democratic Party is the only party in Parliament that has 

a history of struggle for full democratic values. It has 

represented these interests for all the people of the country 

irrespective or colour over n,any years. Its policy 

document makes particular reference to its demand for an 

education system that w j 1 I give all young people in the 

country a non-discriminatory education which would inculcate 

moral values that do not exclude cultural parameters. 

Education it says will be free and compulsory at least at· the 

pr in,ary school level. A child shall be given an education 

which will promote his culture and enable him on the basis of 

equal upportunity to develop his abilities, his individual 

judgement and his sense of moral and social responsibility and 

become a useful member of society. 

The African National Congress under the leadership of Nelson 

Mandela has agreed to the establishment of a language board to 
promote South Africa's eleven official languages as we I I as 
alx more 

Community languages. Presented with a proposal by 
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the A.N.C. lhe Negotiating Cuuncil has agreed thal th8 Pan 

South African Language Board would aid the development of all 

lhese languages in lhe counlry. 

Nalion~list Party is lhe party that ruled South 

Africa since 1948 as one of the most oppressive reg i nl e s k now n 

to the world this century. This party was adamant thal 

Indians had to live in separate Indian areas to promole their 

own cultural, political, social and economic interests. But 

this was lhe cornerstone of apartheid which means thal 

everything the white, particularly Afrikaner people did was 

done within the context of apal-thei d so the difficulty arose 

that while the effect of the policy was in some ways 

beneficial to Indian people the policy itself was politically 

abhot-rent. 

The country is now entering a very crucial stage in its 

political development. The trallsition we hope is going tG be 

very beneficial for the country a whole. One very 

important responsibility is to ensure that political changes 

will not adversely affect our cultural life. Even if this is 

to happen changes must be kept to a minimum. Lel us . cons i det· 

one very impot-tant example of the kind of changes that will 

inevitably ensue after the 27 April this year. The very fir st 

impact will probably be felt in education. At present we 

operate under a system of differential educalion which 

been operational for very many years. Indian children by 

large go to exclusively Indian schools some of which 

and 

teach 
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Indian language~. These were ho\..'ever i.ntroduced int[l 1.11 C! 

curriculum only about ten yeats ago. The overall 

cffl?ct of thE.: introduction of Indian languag~ teaching has 

be.:n good and rodn], thousands of Indian children have been 

g i vel: the OPpD!-tuni ty of 1 e Cl r 1: j n 9 Tam i I Telugu, Hindi, 

Gujerati and Urdu at Government schools. 

Tbe right to mother tongue educati on may ~nove to be a I ather 

short lived gift to Indian children. If dra£tic changes to 

the educ.:.tion system are intt.oduced and schoo 11:; become 

racially integrated the chances are that Indian languages will 

~e seriously e(od~d no matter whcd promise s are n1ade, even at 

the high.:st level by educ.3tion or governn!ent authorities. How 

pr ec i ~:e 1 y Indian languages wi 11 be taught in completely 

integrated schools is difficult to determine at this stage and 

my own pt- ognost i cat ions are that there is foreboding of 

considerable uncertainty if not complete disaster. It 

certainly would have helped considerably if there was only one 

Indian langua.;e to contend with. Six Indian language s 

the task a little difficult. 

There will presumably be nine regions or provinces in· the new 

Soutt. ),f 1 i Cd. L:ch of these wi 1 1 becon,e 

embrOiled in the diffi cu lties that often accompany attempts to 

the multi-ethnic and therefore multi-lingual 

CODlplexitie~ \o.'ithin the socio-political framework that the new 

regions will present. One specific forlTlulatiof1 will have to 

-Confront the problem of language and nowhere in the entire 



6 

coun1.ry 101 ill any Indian languag~ any overliding 

signific<lnce. The roetl-opo l i1.an language of the region 101 i 1 } 

inEc'vitably drown out any del/land for any J nd j a ll 1 angu.:; g", 

accorded a position of any impor1.ance. The cowmunity will 

have to rely on all effec1.ive 
,7 

cultural interests of the Indian community. 

One of the greatest socio-linguistic difficulties any 

c or"liluni ty encounter~ in a multi-cultural, multi-lingual 

situation is the ability of people to sustain i nte r est_ in 

secund or thir'd languages (more especially) if these have nC! 

~,ignif i ('a nt r e 1~ v a fl\.:: e 101; t h i nth e cultural frame uf ref"'l ell C'" 

in which s pecific community or cultural demands are made. In 

South Af rica howevel- , despite the s t ron.,., at. t <; c 1.111 e n t Jndian c 

have to their cult.ural history, economic prerogative s 

prescribe language preferences. English is by far the 

w~dely spoken language and under white racist regime 

Afrikaans was furced upon the Indian community very much at 

the expense of Indian languages and very much against the will 

of the cort:mun i ty. 

Much material can be gathered on language policies in lOallY 

countries around the world. , Joshua Fishman d raws reference t o 

the relation between national language and languages of wider 

comn,un i ca t i on. No Indian language will ever, one suspects, be 

considered a language of wider comrr,unication. For the 

foreseeable future English will continue to preserve its role 

as the language of the widest communication and Indian 

http:coun1.ry
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languages will continue their erosive trend due to the dbse.nce 

of a single over-arching s ocio- c ultu r al pervasi v eness that i s 

sufficiently strong to withstand the ever gro\o.'in9 demands fOI 

Eocial, political or above all e con a n, i c st a b iIi t y • The heart 

of the in South Afric i; draw s pdrcdlels to 

difficulties that obtained in India at the time of 

independence. 

Th e deruand for nationism, not nationalism, is of 

concern to South Africans at vresE:nt. And for the foreseeable 

f u t.'"l"': again the lan g uage of widest communication will 

continue to don: i n ate national demand s . Langu';Jge huwevel 

!:o i 0, ply cor 1 s tit ute s one of a number of features of den,ograp~,ic 

v a riation. Although ethnic boundaries are still very distin~t 

they are co-variant with other fields of discourse and social 

setting. However, if the trend, as we recognise so often in 

different parts of the world, is to elflphas i ze ethnic 

difference to the poi n t a fen g end e r i n 9 ani 0,0 sit i esthen these 

should be held in check. Howe v er multi-lingualism is a 

feature of life in South Africa as it is in many countries dnd 

our ~ocial pattern does recognise a growing tendency of heavy 

weighting against the use of Indian languages: The 

communication role of Indian languages when tested against the 

functional mastery o f language usage would l-evedl a gross 

ina d equacy on the part of Indians of competency in their own 

lang u ages. We have already begu:", to ac c ept, and this has been 

happening Over 1II0re than twenty years, that English has 

Virtually t_aken over as the home language of over ninet}' 



8 

Indian people in thE: count,y. Thif,; means in 

significant question: 

effect that the next generation of India n peoplE: thems121ves 

nl aye 0 nl''' tor ega 1 d I II Ll ian 1 a n 9 u age s a s ~ LlI Ee i 9 r; 1 a II 9 u age s, t h ;; t. 

if thi~ trend has not already begun in those guarters 

w h E: [ . e J itt 1 e 0 fIn d ian c U 1 t u lei sst i J J pre S (0' I V E: d • 

Culture Content in Language Osage 

Mdny young in the IndiCin are 

ask, what often emer' gee a~; a 

'What need is there for Indians to insist on the USE: of 

r lid i -'In 1 anguag8 in thE: hom",?' This quest i on measur",d against 

ral-'idly aevane-illg s t; c u 1 a r i ~ ; d t i 0 I'l i -c:: k i ng p~8. c e 

assumes far greater importance than ale willing to 

con c ecJE=. Lanl~uage . \oJ~ 8l-'preciate features guite strongly as an 

aspect of cultural life and marks out (J~e of the distinct 

features also of OUt demographic val iatiol:. So while ethnic: 

boundaries are still very distinct such differences as are co

vat iant wi tI, field~: of disc:ou[s~ and social set~ing need to b~ 

played down in the interests of wider nation bu i lding. S o 

young people no 1 011ge r have the same sentimental 

cultUl31 attachment to their heritage as was known to Indians 

a genetat.ion or two ago. Language is 0: ,"ea lIS uf con,n,uni cati o f! 

but i Ttt t) st Opetdte withi n the sp e c i f l ~ framew or k 

Cultural leaders coul~ very easily face up to this threat that 

arises from within the cornmun it y • But cultural 

any of worth can be found, are known to be as reticent about 
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defending cultural standards as they are about enquiring into 

what the highest ideals of the comnlun i ty ought to be. They 

face yet another threat against whict, they appeal tc be alnl o st 

totally helpless. The very worst factor of exploitation of 

cultural weakness within th~ Hindu cumn,un i ty is the. wo rk of 

Christian missionaries. They are trained never to show 

resp~ct fOl- ot.her cultures particulal- Iy Hindu cultule. A 

carefully planned programme of conversion has been 

orchestrated in South Africa against the ancient heritage of 

the Indian people with heavy government support for their 

a c tions. Wlli 1 e cOT1ve t- sion to Islam has always been somewhat 

s~rreptitiuus conversion to Christianity is always - blatant and 

o pen I ~. di!;lespectful. A I 1 conversjon exploits social, 

education",l and economic weaknesses and language and cultul' e 

are the inevitable heavy losers in the process. 

Indians in South Africa, like their compatriots in India, 

often reflect their inability to rise to the challenges {hat 

confront them at almost every level of human existence. One 

is conscious of the differences that often characterise Indian 

life in many parts of the world evidencing thereby the serious 

repe rcussions that impinge on cultural weaknesses. Tnese have 

enabled foreigners to invade with impunity every vestige of 

Indian sacrosanctity. If then there is a problem with Indians 

facing the challenges of having to protect their use of their 

own languages, one realises just how serious is the question 

of cultural validity in a multi-cultural situation and the 

nebulousness that enables politicians to exploit these to 
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pcliUcc;l advantag".. .3 n. r- eutl nde c CJf SWciTiLi 

words cuncernins t!,e educ",tional despondency that the culturE 

of victim tu. Hatdly wort.llyof t I: e 9 I a :.: I ~ 

Vedic he r i 1..;age of so often clf 

1.. r a d i 1..'(0 II () [ e }: c ell en c: e ofte:l l,eld aluft Ci.~. tl)e beacun ight 

of our cultural ideal. 

1 nt.eI·nat.iona 1 Co-oper-atioJl in Language Osag£o! 

SWZlIili Vivekananda believed very strongly that ever-y n,an 

capable of receiving knowledge if it is iwparted t .o hint in I. is 

d belief that most Indians subsc~ibed 

tu c.;n! j ] v",ry recent])'. Eviden c e IlUW point" tu :lJ,e conti "" y 

and fur this the blame lies squarely on the fact that !ndia n ~ 

ltave fJ] a}' t ' d s u c h ,3 nelJulolls rule what is t.!.": ;! 

Loa~ic educ8tional right. The right a free eel ueat. i or, 

commensurate with the cultural ideals reflected in their Vedic 

heritage. One of the earliest difficulties lay in the history 

Indians first we:;t to South Aftiea. 

There was little possibility under those conditions to n,akE 

dED.dnds for tLe ptovi~ion of d 900 d " t. and d r d 0 f E: due a t i 0 r. when 

even inferior educational facilities were virtually non

existent. • 

The history of the struggle under very great odds to establish 

an educational infrastructure of high st.anddrrj now culminat.e;; 

in a political cystern of some uncertainty. Sal v'" gingel e iL' e! ,t" 

of 3 goo d e d u cat i 0:1 a I sy sten, wIle r eby Hindu-Indian cultural 

ideals will be met (with even a semblance of success) 
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rather bleak. One positive suggestion therefore does pre se nt 

itself and this paper makes it with some degree of conviction. 

J 1... i £; now abo ~ 1... 0 n e nlo nth 0 r so sin c e 1... h e for c i gil min i s 1... e [,; 0 f 

both India and South Afric a met to discuss bilateral 

diplomatic relations. ThE! establ i shnlent. of an Indian cultuta] 

centre in South Africa could be seen as the beginning of a 

programme of cult.ural and e due a t i 0 II a 1 r tc COIl S 1... t- U c 1... i 0 Il • Th,," 

teaching and learning of Indian languages with some assistance 

fronl thf;! Governlllent of India through its cultu:al office in 

South Africa is now a growing possibility. This paper however 

strongly recommends that Sansk ri t bl2 rHade the root of 

lan g udge le arning for SOllie rather obvious intellectual merits 

the history of this language has signified. 

SOUUI At r i L:"" has been a two language country fot many years. 

Two official languages that is. With the r' ul e of the whi1...e 

Afrikaner dominating politics for nearly fifty years Afrikaans 

wac given a 1-'08it.ioll of importance alongside t.hat of English. 

Afrikaans; often referred to as the "language of the 

oppresser" and Indian children have always Leen forced to 

learn it oft.en against their wi 1 I • Indian children as we all 

know so well take very easily to learning English. 

lfl th1~ la:-I<;j u.:I ge 1...hEy ffiw~t certainly do. Is there any need 

now for U~ to be discussing the latest development in India 

which prodUces writers in the English language who are being 

nominated for p!es1...igious awards internationally? 
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This is precisely the ideal that some of use n vis age for y ( J u r ";1 

else in theIndians in India, South Africa and 

lola 1- 1 d where we are n o \o.' resident. Except of c o ur~e that 

prestigious awards both nationally and internationally 

more welcomE: any other 
,,~ 

for WI itings in SansKl it and Indiall 

language. If the Central Institute of Indian Languages in 

Mysote that is hosting this meeting could bring into exiEt~nc e 

such incentives with Government assistance fOI Indians both 

locally and abroad, happy indeed would we be in the knowledge 

that India too would be recognised for the heritage we 

appreciate j 11 Greece, Rome, Egypt and Babylonia. 

inc e n t_ i ve s sus t a i n 0 uri n t erest. More noble of course would 

be our striving if love for our languages was the 9 I eat 

subvening basis. These incentives would present us with goals 

that were not available tCl !;Jeo pie of Indi.an origin in all, 

earlier generation. The possibilities of making Indian 

languages compare well wit h the n.o s t pop u I a t - 0 f t Ii e languages 

of the west are endless. How we meet this challenge is in 

itself a cultural ideal wot-thy of considerable investigation. 
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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN LANGUAGE AND CULTURE: 
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The reciprocal relationship between language and culture 

has been recognized by scholars, particularly of 

sociolinguistics. This has been confirmed by studies of 

ethnic mother tongue retention in minority communities 

globally. Moreover, Handa (1978) describes language as a loom 

on which cultural patterns are woven. Edward Hulmes, dealing 

with Education and Cultural Diversity (1989) asserts that 

language strengthens the civilization it serves and nourishes 

the dominant culture it is part of. This reciprocity implies 

mutual support as well as a deeper, more fundamental 

contribution of the one towards the other. Maharaj in her 

research on the Hindi language in South Africa thus concludes 

that in the early period of Indian settlement in South Africa, 

language protected culture, whereas in the present day culture 

is resuscitating interest in language. (Maharaj 1992: 180). 

Hulmes (1989:2) avers that 

"In any situation of cultural and racial mix it is 

clear that the maintenance of cultural identity 

will be of high priority to those concerned" 
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Hulmes speaks of present day conditions in places such as the 

united Kingdom; however, the viewpoint holds true for the 19th 

century Indian people who found themselves as minorities in 

alien countries. Language maintenance and cultural 

preservation were common phenomena amongst the "Hindi" 

.speaking " people who emigrated as labourers to Mauritius, 

Trinidad, Suriname, South Africa and Fiji • The term "Hindi" 

is used here to imply the family of related dialects 

including Avadhi and Bhojpuri, spoken by the emigrants, and 

distinct from Standard Hindi. (See Barz 1980:4). In Mauritius 

the Bhojpuri dialects led to the formation of Mauritian 

Bhojpuri, whereas in South Africa there developed a 

distinct South Africal Bhojpuri or "Natali" Hindi. Both 

versions helped to sustain Hindi as a language in their 

respective countries. Fiji saw the development of Fiji Hindi 

wi thout any Bhojpuri elements, and the Fijian Hindi people 

attained a high level of proficiency in the language. 

The South African experience of Hindi began in November 

1860 with the arrival of indentured labourers (Girmitiyas) 

from Eastern Uttar Pradesh and North-Western Bihar. Various 

dialects of Bhojpuri as well as Avadhi served as a medium of 

daily communication for these new immigrants wbo knew 

neither any Western nor African language Their common 

religio-cultural background facilitated social cohesion and 
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language usage. They developed solidarity in an alien and 

often hostile environment. This provided early impetus for 

the maintenance of the Hindi language in South Africa. 

The Hindi immigrants were largely non-literate but by no 

means ignorant of their religion, language and culture. A few 

learned Brahmins always accompanied these labourers into the 

diaspora, contributing to the maintenance of religion as well 

as language and cuI ture. The oral tradition of the Hindi 

people was revitalized by the presence of these literate 

people. 

In South Africal Bhojpuri and Avadhi contributed to the 

formation of a poverful medium of communication between the 

Hindi people This "Hindi" language facilitated the 

transmission of religious and cultural norms and values, 

bringing about social cohesion and solidarity amongst the 

Hindi people. The immigrant labourers were widely 

distributed over estates throughout Natal, nevertheless the 

pattern of religio-cultural development throughout exhibits 

remarkable similarity. 

All the Indian settlers in South Africa discerned early 

in their stay that their languages had no economic value in 

their new environment. English and the Zulu language 

dOminated in Natal; thus Hindi, together with Tam.il and 

Telugu, was relegated to the private and domestic domain . 
Since many of the indentured labourers had already served 

their contract periods, but remained in South Africa 

VOluntarily after ten years, language shift could have 
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occurred by the beginning of the 20th century, if not sooner. 

But it has been said that language has to do with the soul; 

and the Hindi people retained their language, using it in the 

domestic domain as well as religio-cultural functions and 

gatherings which were being held on appropriate occasions 

wi th the erection of temples from the 1880 's. In 1970 D. 

Bughwan investigated the use of English by Indians in Natal, 

and was led to conclude that the Indian mother-tongue 

languages in South Africa have a mystical or spiritual 

significance for the Indian people This attests to the 

inextricable bond between language and culture, the wealth of 

the tradition represented by these languages, as well as their 

capacity to express the Indian WELTANSCHAUUNG . 

For the Hindi speaking Indian in South Africa the 

Ramcharitmanas of Goswami Tulsidas served as spiritual 

sustenance Shukla (1989:180) comments on the many roles 

played by the Ramcharitmanas, serving as a source for spiritual 

upliftment, diversion as well as a textbook for language 

acquisition. The Ramayan sabhas which emerged in the early 

days of indenture sustained their faith and provided hope 

for the future. Like the baithkas in Mauritius , these sabhas 

played an increasingly vital role in the lives of the people. 

The employers of the indentured Indians had no intention 

of supporting the religious or secular educational needs of 

the people. It was probably this realization that led the 

aHindi people, as well as the others, to help themselves; 
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trait which persists to the present day. What educationists 

such as Hulmes have realized in the present era, was part of 

the consciousness of the Hindi people, viz. that "Education is 

integrally connected with the Dharma of a community" (Hulmes 

1989:122). Thus some of them sent their children to the only 

available schools, run by Christian Missionaries, yet avoided 

proselytization through religio-cultural reinforcement. 

Before the rise of community organizations in the early 

part of this century, the only schooling was available in 

private homes or little outbuildings or garages where 

people with a smattering of Hindi taught the totally 

ignorant. Bhawani Dayal who was educated at a Gurukula in 

India tried to teach Hindi wherever he went, severely 

deprecating the tendency of westernization amongst the 

people. Even when he worked in a mine in the Transvaal, he 

taught the young people Hindi, enlisting the assistance of 

his wife and brother when he worked night shifts (Bhawani 

Dayal 1947:166). 

The arrival of Prof. Bhai Paramanand and swami 

Shankarananda in the early 1900' s infused hope and love for 

language and culture in the Hindi hearts. These missionaries, 

who were inspired by the revival of Hinduism and fervqur for 

the freedom of India, echoed Bharatendu Harishchandra's 

clarion call: 

"The development of one's own language is the root 

of all progress. The pangs of the heart cannot be 

eased without knowledge of one's own language". 
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This period marked the establishment of Arya Yuvuk Sabhas 

and other movements, . propagating religion and Hindi, and the 

founding of the South African Hindu Maha Sabha by Swami 

Shanky-ananda on 31st May 1912. This national body of the 

Hindus in South Africa has been playing a vital role in the 

promotion and protection of the Hindu interests in the 

country. The formation of the Arya Pratinidhi Sabha of South 

Africa in 1925 led to the further consolidation of 

religio-cultural and language interests of the South African 

Hindis. The work done by various pathashalas and Hindi 

pracharini Sabhas continued, the one complementing the 

other. The Sanathan Dharma Sabha of South Africa, established 

in 1941, carried the religio- cultural work further into the 

community. 

Hindi and other Indian languages received no official 

support up to 1977, when Indian secondary schools offered 

Indian languages. It was only in 1984 that primary schools 

attended by children of Indian origin offered Indian 

languages. The Cape Town Agreement of 1927, dealing with the 

welfare of the Indians in South Africa, excluded Indian 

mother tongue languages from the curriculum of Indian 

schools. Sri Srinivasa Sastri, Agent -General of India in 

South Africa, concurred with the view that the Indian people 

in South Africa must adopt the Western way of life. sri 
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sastri did not take cognisance of the powerful influence of 

the languages and culture of these people in their lives. 

Even the Dyson Commission later recommended that mother 

tongue education could be provided by the community outside 

the normal school curriculum, at the community's expense. The 

foregoing provided some opportunities and education to the 

offspring of the indentured labourers, but at the expense of 

their cultural heritage. 

The Hindi people continued their efforts at language 

promotion on a localized and individual basis. Their 

affiliation to the Hindi language as part of their 

religio-cultural heritage kept the Hindi language alive in 

South Africa until the Hindi Shiksha Sangh of South Africa 

was founded in 1948. Pandit Nardev Vedalankar, a Vedic 

Scholar of Gurukul Kangri and Hindi teacher trained at 

Wardha, came to South Africa to teach Hindi. Pandit 

Vedalankar saw the need for coordination in the field of 

Hindi teaching, as well as the need to train teachers. To 

this end the Hindi Shiksha Sangh of South Africa was formed 

in April 1948. The "Sangh" has been doing sterling work in 

the promotion of Hindi through pathashalas throughout the 

country, and the promotion of music, dance, Ramayan and Gi ta 

studies, Veda studies etc. by holding eisteddfods and 

cOlllpetitions annually. The Sangh' s work would become more 

diversified and important in the years ahead. Its efforts at 
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promoting language and culture are already bearing fruit. 

Language and religion were equally important, if not 

synonymous, to the Hindi people. The home was a sacred 

domain, or sanctuary, for prayer and recitation of scriptures 
,,,, 

such as Ramayan; Hanuman Chalisa, Bhagavadgita and Mahabharat. 

The use of English was forbidden in the home, in order to 

preserve harmony and keep the spiritual environment intact. 

This reverence for the hierophany, or divine presence, as 

well as utmost respect ~or their sacred geography, insulated 

the Hindi people against the excessive influence of western 

culture as well as proselytization. This protected them 

against inhuman and insensitive acts perpetrated by people 

in power, as recognized by Oosthuizen (1979:512): 

"Religion helped them to preserve their spiritual 

heritage and to be rooted during the various 

storms that went over their lives in the land of 

their adoption". 

The language practices of the Indian South Africans may 

have shifted, Hindi is no longer the home language of the 

majority belonging to that linguistic group. In 1936, 60,276 

Hindi speakers were recorded, rising to 126,067 in 1960. The 

figure declined to an alarming 25,900 in 1980 (Mesthrie 1991: 

16 ) ~ However, the long period of propagation of Hindi by 
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scriptural reading and recital, discourses and other means, 

reinforced religion and culture. Orthodoxy and traditions 

became firmly established, and there have been few converts 

amongst the Hindi people. The gradual language shift 

restricted the domain of usage to the religio-cultural 

sphere, which resulted in the strengthening of this sphere. 

The emergence of the South African Indians as a stable 

community, finally granted ci tizenship in 1960, led to a 

greater feeling of pride in their origins and traditions. 

Within the grand design of Apartheid, the destruction of 

settled communities and institutions and mass removals of 

people to "group areas" under the Group Areas Acts caused 

tremendous pain and hardship. Nevertheless the resilient 

Hindis and others, driven by the courage and faith derived 

from their traditions, re-established their institutions 3nd 

resumed their way of life without official sUf' l.-' ort 

or-compensation. Their ordeals in South Africa strengthened 

them and gave them dignity that inspires even today. The 

Hindi people of South Africa have played a noteworthy role 

in pUblic life from the time of Mahatma Gandhi's work in 

the country, and his ideals have remained a part of their 

heritage. The liberaticn struggle in South Africa has 

always had Hindi speakers amongst the many stalwarts of 

Indian origin. In view of all this the HinG~ people justly 

believe that the new democratic dispensation will give them 
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the security, recognition and opportunities so long denied. 

Hindi has been accepted as one of the subjects of the new 

core-curriculum for the new education; it is granted 

"protected" status, but efforts are being made to give it 

equal~status with all other languages as a heritage language 

in South Africa. 

It was observed above that the religious and cultural 

practices of the Hindi people continued unchanged amidst a 

changing language scenario. The majority of the Hindi 

people subscribe to the orthodox faith, many being members of 

religious institutions and societies following orthodox 

traditions. Some of these institutions actively promote 

Hindi learning. Thus Hindi is spreading to Indians across the 

linguistic barriers. 

The practices retained by the Hindi people pertain to 

birth rites, marriage, death, pujas such as Sri Satyanarayan 

Vrat Katha, observance of Sri Ram Navami and Sri Krishna 

Ashthami, Deepavali and Hanuman Jayanti. Hindi is used in 

all these observances, thus younger generations are exposed 

to religion and culture as well as the Hindi language. 

Television Serials on Ramayan, Mahabharat, Sri Krishna etc. 

have engendered interest in ancient Hindu values. Critical 

minded Hindi youth are becoming appreciative of the 

teachings of the Bhagavadgita and Ramcharitmanas. Their 

language and cultural heritage are gaining status in their 

eyes, and a desire to learn Hindi, Sanskrit and Indian 
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Philosophy is becoming apparent. Professional men and women 

are also taking courses in Hindi for personal enrichment. 

There is a renewed interest in the traditional music and 

dances of India, as well as television serials on religio

cultural themes. While food habits remain almost completely 

Indian, there is an emerging tendency amongst men to dress 

in Indian garments at least for special occasions. The Hindi 

women have almost always used Indian dress. 

Heightenedd religious and cultural awareness led to 

the revival of old, as well establishment of new Ramayan 

Sabhas. These Sabhas are dedicated to the study of 

Tulsidas's Ramcharitmanas as an exemplar of the pe"rfect life. 

This generates interest in learning Hindi to facilitate 

reading, recitation as well as understanding of the text. 

Hindi assumed a new dimension and status with the 

opening of the Indian Cultural Centre in Johannesburg and the 

arrival of Air India in South Africa. The words "Bharatiya 

Sanskritik Kendra" and "Air India" , written in the Nagari 

script, are often seen in notices and advertisements in the 

South African press. South Africans of various linguistic 

background are now enquiring about tuition in Hindi. 

Howeverlit will be the religio-cultural domain, especially 

the feeling of personal identity, that will keep Hindi alive 

in South Africa. Hindi and the other Indian languages will 

aot aSSume any great significance in the national life. 

Z (1980:10) stated with reference to Hindi in Mauritius 

the Mauritian Hindi speakers realized that their 
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heritage in so closely bound with Hindi that only through 

Hindi can they contribute to the composite cultural life of 

their country, for overall enrichment and not narrow 

sectarian or parochial motives. It is in this very spirit 

that people have dedicated themselves to the preservation, 

protection and promotion of the Hindi language in South 

Africa. 
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INTRODUCnON 

This paper is based on ethnographic research which is being cat11ed out in Gujarati

!'peaking household!' and local community contexts in Britain 1. The focus of the 

project is on multilingual literacy practices among Gujaratis in the East Midlands city 

of Leicester. Included in the sample are Gujaratis of different religious backgrounds, 

maintenance in the diaspora. 

In this research, we are work.ing within a particular view of literacy: a social or 

ideological view of literacy (Street 1984, 1993; Barton 1994 and Saxena 1993 ). This 

approach to literacy has as its central goal the study ofpeopte's literacy practices in 

their social and historical context. This view ofliteracy is a new and developing one 

and, in our project, we aim to develop the theory to take account of multilingual 

and multicultural settings. such as those of Gujaratis in Leicester. 

We will give a fuller account of this theoretical framework later on in this paper. Here, 

by way of an introduction, we will briefly state some of the ideas about literacy and 

multi1in&ualism that we are worlcing with. For example, we take the view that people's 

individual literacy practices are imbued with attitudes and values, and that people use 

reading and writing to assert different cultural identities. Moreover, we feel that it is 

essential to see how an individual's current literacy practices build upon a whole life 

history ofpractices. Literacy practices change through an individual's lifespan, but 

some practices and values remain constant or are even strengthened over time. This 

ebb and flow in an individual's practices provides important insights into the ways in 

which social processes impinge on people's lives. The experiences of bilinguals who 

migrate from one country to another are particularly revealing, because these social 

PI'Ocesses are thrown into sharper focus in the context of migration. Shifts in literacy 

practices over time are likely to be more marked and so this provides useful ground on 
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which to investigate the ways in which reading and writing come to be imbued with 

different cultural meanings in different social and historical circumstances. 

In this paper, we present preliminary findings from our broader ethnographic project in 

Leicester.We will present our initial interpretation of data gathered by means of in

depth ,~terviews carried out with two informants: they are both Gtljarati men in their 

late forties, one Hindu and one Muslim, and they are both active in community work 

in their respective communities, We will begin the paper with a brief account of the 

migration history of Gujaratis. focusing first on the social and political dimensions of 

migration to East Africa and then to Britain. In looking at migration to Britain, we will 

focus on patterns of migration to the city ofLeicester and on the experience of 

settlement in Leicester. We will then go on to look in detail at the language and 

literacy histories ofthe two informants, focusing on how their histories are embedded 

in the wider social histories of their communities. 

In the final sections of the paper, we will expand on our view of multilingualism and 

literacy referring back to the two case histories. Then, we will offer some more 

general reflections on the role of different languages and of different literacy practices 

in the maintenance and transformation ofIndian cultural identities in the East African 

context and now in inner city Leicester. 

FROM INDIA TO EAST AFRlCA. 

The Indian settlers in East Africa in the early part of this century came mainly from 

Gujarat and Kutch. Unlike the Panjabis who were recruited by the colonial authorities 

as unskilled workers to build the railway from Mombasa to Kampala, the new migrants 

from Gujarat and Kutch were mainly petty traders and skilled artisans who sought 

fresh opportunities in the East African territories administered by Britain, namely 

Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda. Most ofthese migrants were literate in Gujarati, and 

sometimes other languages, because they had completed at least some basic schooling 

http:Leicester.We
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in India As these Gujarati and Kutchi settlers prospered, they were joined by friends 

and relatives Once there were sufficient numbers, distinct local communities began to 

emerge. The predominant language was Gujarati and therefore other Indian migrants 

acquired familiarity with the language (Neale 1974). 

In these Gujarati speaking communities, Jinks with Gujarat were regularly maintained 

for both marriage purposes and to maintain caste and kin solidarity. The basic 

organising principle for the emerging Hindu communities was the caste system and, for 

Muslims, the different sects ofIslam. Local community organisations provided the 

ground on which a new East African Indian identity was forged and the use of Gujarati 

in its spoken and written forms played a key role in trus process. However, colonial 

education involved the increasing use ofEnglish. The English language began to be 

equated with Westernisation and status (Neale 1974). Certain groups, such as the 

Ismailia Muslims and the Goans, consciously cultivated English as their first language 

(Morris 1968: ]9). 

At first, Afiicans did not have a share in the increase in prosperityin the territories 

administered by Britain, the colonial power. However, when the decolonisation 

process began in the early 19605. this accelerated Afiicanisation ofthe civil service. 

and, to some e~1ent, of commerce. During trus period, the Indians were already 

beginning to be unea!:y about their future in East Africa and a trickle of emigration to 

Britairi had already begun. Their position in the newly independent territories became 

increasingly insecure, as these territories gained their independence and emigration to 

Britain increased By this time, the prospect of returning to India did not appeal to 

many Indians. since British education and administration had made them more 

prepared for life in Britain than in India. 
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FROM EAST AFRICA TO BRIT AlN. 

A number of factors shaped the patterns of settlement in Britain. There is already a 

substantial body of sociological and anthropological research on the factors influencing 

patterns of settlement. Summaries of the findings of some of this research are already 

available ( See, for example, Chapter 2 of : Linguistic Minorities Project 1985). So, we 

will coricentrate here on migration to Leicester and patterns ofsettlement in the city. 

In Leicestershire, it was the textile and hosiery industries which attracted the migrants, 

as did prospects ofbetter education for their children. There were also employment 

opportunities for women. From the early 1950s onwards, migrants with different 

religions and different experiences of life outside Gujarat began to settle in and around 

the city of Leicester. The processes which had accelerated migration to East Africa 

from Gujarat were repeated despite the increasing hostility from the 'host' conununity. 

The maliS exodus oflndians from Kenya in the late sixties and from Uianda in 197112 

swelled the numbers of Gujaratis in Leicester. 

Now, in the 1990s, Leicester now has one of the largest Gujarati communities in 

Britain. The ]991 census puts the 'Asian' population of Leicester at 23 .7% of the 

overall population (Leicester City Council 1993). Gujarati is the most widely reported 

language in the bilingual population of the city (Leicester City and County Councils 

1983). 

As in East Africa, the Gujaratis in Leicester have moved into specific economic ruches, 

such as the retail trade and industrial entrepreneurship. Factors which contributed to 

the emergence ofdistinct local communities and voluntary associations in East Africa 

also applied in Leicester. The Hindus clustered around caste and religion and the 

Muslims around Islamic sects. In Leicester, for example, the areas ofBelgrave and 

Rushey Mead, to the north of the city, are predominantly Hindu Gujarati, whilst the 

inner city area ofHigh fields, to the east of the city centre is predominantly Muslim. 
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The local voluntary and government-assisted organisations provide support for the 


local communities and help to maintain religion, culture, and, to some ex1ent, 


language. Though Gujarati, for example, is being taught in some state schools, the bulk 


of the teaching of the language goes on in voluntary or supplementary schools, funded 


in part by local government, but largely by voluntary contributions in temlS of money 


or human resources. 


The establishment of a stable population of Gujaratis in Leicester has ensured the 


stability ofdistinct community organisations and has seen the emergence of 


conununity leaders. These leaders play an important part in the community and in 


local politics. Maintenance of cultural practices and identities has become 


increasingly important as the leaders and members of local institutions have become 


more self confident. The temples and mosques provide a focus for the maintenance of 


religious practices. Community organisations such as the Indian Education Society 


and Shruti promote cultural and social activities. 


NevertheJesss, there is a strong economic imperative associated with English and 


there is therefore an equivocal attitude among different groups within the Leicester 


Gujarati community today towards the maintenance and development of Indian 


languages. Language stands in an ambiguous position for those who are forging new 


identities in the British context : on the one hand, there is a pull towards being British 


and securing a place v.ithin an increasingly hostile society and, on the other hand, 


there is a strong pull towards maintaining an Indian identity. 


LITI:RACY HISTORIES OF lWO GUJARA 11 SPEAKERS. 


How have individual Gujarati speakers responded to the experience of migration to 


.Britain? What social and cultural identities have they taken on at different phases of 

lives in East Africa and, here, in Britain? How have their choices of languages and 
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literacies contributed to the construction of these plural identities? How have these 

languages and Jiteracies come to be associated with different domains? We ~ill answer 

these questions here with reference to the literacy histories of two Gujarati men from 

the Belgrave area of Leicester. They have been interviewed as part of our ethnographic 

project on multilingual literacy. 

BABUBHAI2 

Babubhai was born in Nairobi, Kenya in 1945. His father had gone to Kenya in 1938 to 

seek fresh work opportunities. His mother followed in 1944. Babubhai was the eldest 

of five children. He was brought up in a Hindu household where there was strict 

religious observance. Most of the books in his home when he was a small boy were 

books that had religious significance. These included children's versions of Ramayan 

and Mahabharat as well as religious books and magazines imported from India. The 

literacy practices that he participated in from an early age were shared activities: 

moments when adults read aloud extracts from the Bhavad Gita and mythologies, this 

was usually on festival days~(ego Holi) or during ceremonies (eg. to mark the birth of a 

child or a move to a new house) ; prayer-readings; shared reading and writing of 

letters to and from relatives and friends in India and storytelling events. 

As he grew older and went to primary school, he began to read and write in both 

Gujarati and English. The medium ofinstruction was English in the schools for Indian 

children and Gujarati was taught as a SUbject. The literacies he was to encounter in 

school were culturally specific, that is: in the Gujarati class, the curriculum was 'similar 

to that in primary school in Gujarat. The children learned the Gujarati script and 

sound/symbol correspondences by rote. Later they were introduced to books with 

traditional Gujarati stories and universal prayers (learned by Hindu, Muslim, Jain and 

Parsee children alike). In the English class, the books and literacy practices he 

encountered were part of an English cultural tradition: he read books by English 

authors such as Enid Blyton. 
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At home, he began to read on rus own. He recalls two kinds of solitary reading: he 

read picture books in Gujarati and did study-related reading and writing under his 

mother's supervision. Although his mother had not roceived any advanced education 

herself she had strong values about education for her cruJdren. Another thing that 

Babubhai remembers from his childhood is seeing his father doing solitary reading late 

in the evening before bedtime. His father was active in local community affairs in 

Nairobi and he often brought home writing tasks like reports and minutes from 

meetings. The only sibling to influence his literacy practices was one ofrus sisters. He 

and his sister did a lot of shared reading and writing. 

Apart from rus immediate family, one ofrus neighbours encouraged his interest in 

reading and lent rum books. These were mostly religious books but later as he grew 

older this neighbour lent him Gujarati novels. Beyond the household, there were other 

domains ofJiteracy that he began to explore. He went with his father and close friends 

to two local bookshops: one of these was close to home (on the way to school). This 

shop specialised in books, newspapers and magazines imported from India. Babubhai 

would buy cheap comics and more expensive books would be bought fur him by his 

&ther. A lot ofthese books dealt with Hindu beliefs and practices but were in English. 

The other bookshop was farther from home and he visited it less frequently. It had a 

IIlOre general stock ofbooks along with nm.. tobacco and confectionery. Babubhai 

aJlO visited the Patel Club library in Nairobi once or twice a week. The library was part 

oran organisation set up by the Patel community in Nairobi. The library was, however, 

open to aU and contained newspapers, magazines and books in both Gujarati and 

1aJatish.The newspapers and magazines included local publications and some imported 

.... India. Babubhai borrowed materials from this library in both Gujarati and English. 

lnansh came to dominate his educational experience, he found himself reading and 

more in English and less in Gujarati. The homework load increased in 
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secondary school and the peer group became a source of mutual support. Homework 

in both English and Gujarati was often done collaboratively. The 'written work included 

writing compositions, reading comprehension and grammar exercises in both 

languages. 

Aftedinishing his secondary school education, Babubhai went to Gujarat to study 

engineering. This move led to significant changes in his language and literacy resources 

and practices. On arrival in the technical college in Vidyanagar, he had to learn to read 

and write Hindi. It was compUlsory for all stodents from overseas. In East Africa. he 

had already become familiar with the spoken language, mostly through Hindi films He 

took on this new literacy with relative ease and did well in his Hindi classes. His 

learning of Devnagari script was reinforced by the fact that he now found himself in a 

new literacy environment with public notices all around him in Hindi. During this 

period, he also joined the National Cadet Corps where Hindi was also the official 

language. 

The engineering classes at the college were all English medium. So English literacy 

continued to predominate in the educational domain. He says of this time ofhis life: 

"My mind was more tuned to English". The pressures ofwork were also considerable. 

He was spending more time in the public domain than in private. In Vidyanagar, he 

lived alone in a student hostel and then, he transferred to Baroda where he stayed with 

relatives. He remembers that the family he stayed with in Baroda did not share an 

interest in reading and Gujarati literature. 

During this period in Gujarat, when he was alone, writing in Gujarati began to 

predominate over reading in Gujarati. There was not enough time to read books in 

Gujarati but there were now important motivations for writing letters in Gujarati. This 

led to a shift in his literacy practices. He corresponded regularly with those members of 

his family who were in Kenya and with those who had already moved to Britain. They 
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wanted to hear from him one or twice a week. In addition, he corresponded with two 

special friends, one male and one female. He used to exchange Gujarati poems with his 

male friend and also used poetry in his letters to his woman mend. This 

correspondence in Gujarati was a source of pleasure to him during a relatively lonely 

less and less in Gujarati as English predominated. 

He was in Gujarat for six years and returned to Kenya in 1971 after his marraige. On 

his return, he and his wife moved in to his parents' household. His younger brother and 

his family lived next door. When Babubhai's parents retired and left for Britain in 1973, 

be and his wife remained in the main family residence. His wife had been educated 

through the medium of Gujarati and they spoke Gujarati at home. All three of their 

children were born in Nairobi between 1975 and 1979. Since Babubhai's own parents 

had left for England, again, at this point in his life, letter-writing in Gujarati assumed 

considerable importance. Letter.vnting was clearly a crucial means of sustaining family 

bonds, in Babubhai's words, "we are a united family". Letters also came and went 

from Gujarat from his wife's family. 

After returning to Kenya, most of his day to day life was spent in public domains. 

These were new domains for him: the workplace and participation in local conununity 

organisations. In these public domains, he took on new identities and new literacy 

practices. We describe these below, focusing first on the work domain and then on his 

involvement in local community-based organisations. 

Over an eighteen year period, Babubhai established three main business interests in 

Nairobi. These were: a restaurant selling Gujarati food, an engineering workshop and a 

private technical college. In all three businesses, his partners were Gujaratis and they 

used spoken Gujarati in meetings but all written conununication was in English. His 

language and literacy practices were more multilingual when he was working in the 
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restaurant. He used to buy food supplies in the market where spoken Kiswahili was 

used. He used to wnte lIsts 01 supplies, pnces aM quantlues In \.rt.lJarau lOT IUS 

partners. But, all written communication with customers was in English. 

Babubhai also became involved in community affairs at a time when the Indian 

communities in East Africa were coming under increasing political pressure as a result 

of the" Africanisation policies. He became a prominent member of two Hindu 

associations. This community work meant taking on new literacies, such as writing 

speeches, minutes of meetings, correspondence, Some ofthese literacies, such as the 

correspondence, were typically in English. Rather little was written in Gujarati l1ecause 

Hindi was adopted as the working language of the associations to mark their affiliation 

to an Indian national identity. This gave Babubhai an opportunity to revive his Hindi 

literacy. He said about his own conscious language choices in caO)i.ng out this 

community work: "I felt it waS my duty to speak Hindi and write Hindi if I had to" , 

Babubhai moved to England on the death of his brother in 1989. As the eldest child, 

he was called upon to assume responsibility as head of the extended household. His 

own father had died in England in 1979 and, after his brother's death in England, his 

sister-in-law and her children and his own mother needed support. He gave up his 

business interests in Kenya and moved into public sector employment in Leicester. He 

began the work that he is still doing, that is, teaching English as a Second Language to 

adult speakers of other languages. In this work domain, he has taken on other new 

literacies in English, for example, compiling student records, preparing timetabl.es and 

filling in his timesheets. He has also learned word-processing in both English and 

Gujarati . He uses both spoken and written English and Gujarati at work. He uses 

Gujarati in class with Gujarati learners. 

After settling in Leicester, he became involved in three types of community activities: ' 

first, he is called upon to do translation work from English into Gujarati for the local 

http:timetabl.es
http:caO)i.ng
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social services in Leicester; secondly, he is active on the committee of the Hindu 

temple; and thirdly, he is al~o actively involved in two Hlndu community associations. 

The work with the temple and with the Hindu a~wciations continues to create 

opportunities for him to engage in literacy practices such as preparing speeches, taking 

minutes, writing reports and drafting a constitution for one of these associations. Most 

of this writing is done in English, but !:peeches are sometimes delivered in Gujarati or 

Hindi depending on the audience. He also reads material in Hindi associated with this 

work. 

At home in Leicester, he speaks both Gujarati and English. The literacy environment of 

the home is reminiscent of that of his childhood home in Kenya For example, there are 

books in both Gujarati and English on various aspects ofHinduism; there are reports 

and other materials connected with his work and community interests in both 

languages, and, in addition, there are newspapers and magazines in both Gujarati and 

English. Most of his books are now kept in his study upstairs. In the dining room, there 

are dictionaries, reference books and religious books. Also visible in the house, 

alongside English newspapers such as the Leicester Mercury, are magazines and 

newspapers in Gujarati. These include magazines produced locally, such as Ame 

Gujarati, and others produced in Gujarat. Babubhai says that he makes a point of 

reading every evening. He reads mainly in English. His preferred periodical is The 

Reader's Digest. 

Still today, letter writing continues to be an important way of maintaining specific 

family bonds. Now, the person Babubhai VvTites to most often, in Gujarati and in 

English, is his sister who now lives in another East Midlands city. This is the same 


. lister Who shared literacy activities with him in his childhood. His other siblings and 


their families since they are all now living in Leicester. The telephone has taken ~he 


JIIace of letters in maintaining close contacts with them. 
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YUSUFBHAJ 

YU5utbhai was born in Gujarat in 1945 and, when he was three months old. his parents 

moved to Mombasa. He was brought up in a Sunni Muslim hou~ehold . Yusutbhai was 

mlrr~~~ ~~~~l ~m~l~ IlflllllllllUllll1 '- ". Jlr II II 
father did a good deal of this work at home. So, at an early age, Yusufbhai saw his 

falh~ uSinl Gurati 
liternl in rus wo~. In 'd~n~ 1~111111nIIIm~~ 

I' r ',1 II 

Yusutbhai was initiated into Gujarati literacy in primary school. In the early years, 

children in his school in Mombasa were taught in Gujarati, up to what was called the 

KP (Kenya Preliminary Examination). After that, he studied through the medium of 

English but continued with Gujarati as a subject up to secondary school level (Senior 

Cambridge Examination). He also learned to read and write Kiswahili. During his 

primary education, Yusutbhai also attended the local mosque where the Urdu and 

Arabic texts were written in the Gujarati script to enable those who could not read 

Urdu and Arabic to recite the holy texts. 

One Gujarati teacher who had quite an influence on him wa.c: a Mr Dave, a Hindu 

Brahmin. Mr Dave moved into the secondary school context as Yusufbhai moved up 

from primary school Yusufbhai remembers admiring Mr Dave's calligraphy, he said: 

"He wrote beautifully!" Mr Dave also encouraged him and his older brother and their 

friends to read and discuss literature written in Gujarati and to exchange books and 

magazines. The school also had a Gujarati literature society founded by Mr Dave 

where Yusufbhai and other students who were drawn to Gujarati literature were 
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encouraged to write and read stories in Gujarati and offer mutual criticism and 

support. Pupils \Vere also encouraged to do drama and poetry reading and writing in 

Gujarati (~ in school. Yusufbhai became quite involved in these extra-curricular 

literary activities. 

There were other influences on his Gujarati literacy during his secondary school years. 

A Brahmin neighhour used to lend him books to read and discuss them with him. A 

library was also opened in Mombasa with funds from Said Bin Salim., a relative of the 

Sultan of Zanzibar. Yusufbhai remembers vividly the opening of this library. Kaka 

Kalelkar, a well known Gujarati writer, went to Mombasa as the special guest at the 

opening ceremony. Yusufbhai greatly admired this writer and marvelled at his 

command of Gujarati as a Maharastrian . Yusufbhai used to read Gujarati and English 

newspapers in the library and borrowed books and magazines. He visited the library at 

six o'clock every evening. The bulk of the books in the library were in Gujarati. He 

recalls reading Gujarati novels, both classical and contemporary. 

Another literacy resource for Yusufbhai consisted of two bookshops in Mombasa. One 

was a Christian shop (run by the Catholic Mission Schools) where books in English 

were available. The other was owned by a Gujarati Muslim and specialised in Gujarati 

books, magazines and newspapers imported from Gujarat He vlsited these bookshops 

once a week. 

A$ he grew older, Yusufbhai became more involved in letter writing activities at home. 

Letters were sent regularly to relations and mends in Gujarat and in other parts of 

kenya. His mother provided guidance with family conventions of letter writing. He 

says. "I still remember writing a letter - my first - to India, to my mama (maternal 

UIlc:le). She told me how to write the lett<:r; I still remember the words - with the name 

OfA11Ih:. He then went on to recite the full fonnulaic expression conventionally used 
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by Muslims as an opening form of address in letters. He then said : "We have inherited 

our identity through our language" . 

After leaving school, he moved into the domain ofwork. He got ajob as a cutlery 

salesman with a Gujarati company. He spoke both Gujarati and Kiswahili with his 

custom~s and he kept records of sales and other notes in Gujarati. He also had a 

second job as a debt collector. In this job, he drew more often on his multilingual 

resources, using Gujarati, Kiswahili and English. Again, he kept his records orhis 

dealings in Gujarati. This job proved to be quite dangerous and he did not stay with it 

for very long. 

His wife-to-be lived in Nairobi. A good part of their courtshlp was conducted by 

tener. They wrote to each other in Gujarati. His wife had more experience of writing 

in Gujarati than he did. They married in 1967 and, soon after, moved to Britain, so that 

Yusufbhai could further his education. 

They did not move to Leicester right away. They first settled in another British city 

where Yusufbhai enrolled in a technical college. There were great demands on his 

English literacy during this time because he had to write up reports on experiments and 

read textbooks in English. He later obtained a job with a manufacturing company 

which had a staff with different ethnic backgrounds. Yusufbhai talked in Gujarati at 

work with Gujarati-speaking colleagues but made no use of his Gujarati literacy at 

work. This reflects the wider trend in language and literacy use in the workplace . 

reported in a survey of Gujarati speakers carried in 1981 by the Linguistic Minorities 

Project (Linguistic Minorities Project 1985, Martin·lones 1991). 

Yusufbhai and his wife had four children during these years in their first home in 

Britain. Once they had become parents, they needed to deal with local social and 

medical services. English literacies became an increasingly important part of their daily 
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lives and of their encounters with bureaucracy. Then, when the children went to 

school, Yusufbhai and his wife began to receive letters from the school in English. 

During this time, Yusufbhai began to take an interest in voluntary work which involved 

translating and interpreting from English into Gujarati for local government and 

voluntary agencies. He also tried his hand at keeping a shop, where he recalls keeping 

most of the accounts in Gujarati. But, this venture failed and he then moved with his 

family to Leicester in 1989. 

In Leicester, he moved into work in the public sector. He was employed as a group 

care officer with the elderly and this is the work he is still doing. Those in his care are 

all English speakers. He works with two Gujarati colleagues but consciously avoids 

speaking Gujarati at work, so as not to confuse or upset the residents. He only draws 

on his English literacies in this job, keeping records and filling in time sheets. 

Yusufbhai is active in Muslim community affairs in Leicester. He is President of one 

the community organisation (jamaaO associated with his own sect. He writes the 

notes in preparation for these meetings in Gujarati and also writes up minutes in 

Gujacati. He is also involved in setting up a newsletter for his community. This is a 

bilingual newsletter but it is mostly in Gujarati. He has contacted someone who has 

come direct from Gujarati, from Navsari district, to do the calligraphy for this 

blWsletter. This decision to appoint a calligrapher was made because of the relative 

difticulty of access to printing and word-processing in Gujarati. Yusutbhai greatly 

....res this person's handwriting; in his words, "his handwriting is like a string of 

spare time, Yusufbhai is involved in a number ofBritish charities based in the 

area. For this community work, he has to prepare posters, write letters, take 

in meetings, write up minutes and reports. All of these literacy activities are 
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conducted in English. In addition, he has taken on per~onal correspondence in English 

with a boy in West Africa and sends financial contributions to him. 

Yusufbhai's siblings are all in Britain now: some are in Leicester and others are in other 

urban areas. Members of his wife's family are also in Leicester. Kinship links are 

maintainedprimarily by telephone and Gujarati is the preferred language for telephone 

conversations. Few letters are now exchanged with members ofthe family, but 

correspondence with friends overseas still continues in Gujarati. 

At home, he normally reads English papers. He goes to the two local libraries once a 

week to read Gujarati newspapers and magazines. He used to borrow Gujarati books 

but is now too busy with work and family reponsibilities. There are plenty of Gujarati 

and English books in his house and he always keeps a book on his bedside table. His 

writing in Gujarati is now primarily focused on community work, such as producing a 

newsletter for his iamaat. This writing is done at home in collaboration with others It 

is a shared activity. 

LOOKING AT LITERACY IN ITS SOCIAL AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

Now, drawing on the details of the multilingual literacy histories of these two Gujarati 

men, we will say more about our view of literacy. As we indicated at the beginning of 

this paper, we are moving away in our work from narrow conceptions ofthe subject to 

broader views which take account ofthe socio-cultural context and social meanings of 

literacy; that is, we are moving from a view of literacy as an autonomous set of skills 

to a view of reading and writing as culturally embedded activities, as activities 

embedded in social institutions in particular places. Here we can only sketch out this 

above as examples. 
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!IIIIIrnnll!!_ while Babubhai was 

The first point to make is that we see people's reading and writing as social practices. 

Literacy practices are the shared ways of using reading and wTiting which people draw 

upon in any particular literacy event. The two men we have been describing above 

have, throughout their lives, been involved in individual activities such as writing 

letters, doing creative writing, keeping records at work. What we are saying is that, in 

carrying these activities out, they have been drawing upon specific socio-cultural 

views of what is meant by reading and writing. We see literacy as a social activity 

which ultimately gets its meaning from its social purposes. lake, for example, the 

concern with maintaining family links expressed by both Babubhai and Yusufbhai. 

Reading and writing letters in both Gujarati and English has played a key role at 

different junctures of their lives in sustaining the bonds between members of the 

e)(tended family . 

As we have seen in the accounts of these two men and their families, literacy activities 

are often shared activities involving several people and written and spoken language 

are totally intertwined with each other. Moreover, certain ways of speaking and 

writing. such as the use of fonnulaic expressions to open and close letters, are clearly 

emblematic of different social and cultural identities. It was Yusufbhai himself who 

provided the example of the Muslim greeting that he learned to use in letters while he 

was young. And it was he who made the explicit link with identity in sharing this 

example with us in his interview 

The second point to make is that the detailed ethnographic descriptions we have just 

IlI'tIIemed above centred around different domains of life such as home, community 

education or the workplace. It is clear from these descriptions that 

liIICIitnt practices are associated with different domains. It is also clear that more than 

is associated with each domain and people have a range of different 

which they make use of. These include literacies in different languages, so, 

running his restaurant in Nairobi, those literacy 
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practices which were associated \\·ith ordering food supplies were in Gujarati, those 

concerned with communicating with customers were in English. 

The third point to make is that practices are constantly changing and adults are 

learning new literacies throughout their lives. There were several examples of this in 

the liteJacy histories of both men. This is also true in social tenns, that is, new literacies 

are constantly developing and drawing upon existing practices.Socio-cultural 

definitions ofliteracy are not fixed, but are continualy evolving in reponse to 

changing social circumstances. On both the individual plane and the social plane 

current practices are created out of past ones. There are several examples of this in the 

literacy history of both men: take letter writing, for instance. Throughout their lives 

Babubhai and Yusufbhai took on different ways ofwriting letters, starting with letters 

in Gujarati to relatives in India and elsewhere in Kenya. These were written in . 

coUaborative fashion with other family members. Later, they both began to engage in 

solitary letter writing in both Gujarati and English. Then, in their capacity as 

community leaders, they took on a wider range of letter genres in both languages, with 

the balance shifting towards more official letters written within a more public domain. 

In Leicester, Babubhai went on to use word-processing for official letters. 

Om:: final puint to make Is that an Imponant aspeCt of investigating multilingual literacy 

practices is examining how they are patterned socially, how they vary, for example, 

according to gender or religious affiliation and determinin.g to what extent this 

variation is shaped by power relations and by linguistic inequalities in the wider 

society. In recent work on bilingualism. some suggestions have been made as to how a 

more critical approach might be developed in community-based studies ofbilingual 

discourse practices, one which takes more account ofpower assymetries and linguistic 

inequalities (Gal 1988, Martin-Jones 1989, Hel1er 1991). We are developing a similar 

approach to multilingual literacy practices in the wider ethnographlc project that we 

have undertaken in Leicester. 
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NEW PLACES: CONTINUITY AND CHANGE IN LITERACY PRACTICES. 

As we noted in the opening section of this paper. the social processes which impinge 

on the)ives of individual bilinguals, on their use of the spoken languages in their 

communicative repertoire and on their literacy practices, are thrown into sharper focus 

in the context of migration. In this final section, we look at the patterns of continuity 

and change in the literacy practices that we have documented in the lives of our two 

informants and ask what clues these give us about the wider social processes 

contributing to the maintenance and/or transformation of Gujarati identities in the 

diaspora. 

Kenyan Gujarati communities and literacies. 

The Gujaratis who settled in Kenya during the colonial period chose to set up their 

own community organisations, religious institutions, schools, bookshops and libraries. 

These initiatives were possible because quite a few of the new settlers came to have 

enough resources to support the development of such institutions As we indicated 

earlier in this paper, many of the Gujaratis who migrated to East Africa already had a 

level of education and moved into employment in the public sector, for example. in the 

colonial administration. So, there was a strong element of choice in these early 

community initiatives. People chose to recreate Gujarati identities in their new place of 

residence. 

Bul these community initiatives also need to be seen as a response to the social ~nd 

political circumstances in which the Gujaratis found themselves. Local community 

organisations had several broad functions: providing welfare, acting as local pressure 

II'Oups to represent conununity interests (securing land for burial grounds and temples, 

.pttiDB grants for school buildings. lobbying for broadcasting time on local radios, 

colonial laws which conflicted with cultural practices) and maintaining 

"tullte and culture. 
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Literacy practices supported these community functions in some ofthe ways we have 

described in this paper and in other ways which we are still exploring. Babubhai and 

Yusufbhai were actively involved in commumty work in Kenya. As we have shown, 

they drew on different languages and literacies in this community work as they took on 

new roles. 

British Gujarati communities and lileracies in Leicester. 

Silllihu :;u~ial pi v~~:;:;t::; bavt: ut:t:I1 al wVlk. ill lht: ~tauli$hn\el\l of Gujarati community 

organisations in Leicester. Babubhai and Yusufbhai have become closely involved in 

the establishment and running of these organisations. From our interviews with these 

two informants, we have clear evidence of continuity in literacy practices within the 

new community domains in Leicester. 

But, the specific social and political conditions of the settlements in Nairobi and 

Mombasa in the 1960s and 1970s were different from those in Leicester in the 19805 

and 1990s. AJso, the constellation of languages v.~thin the local settlements is 

different. So, we also have evidence of change in their literacy practices. Both 

Babubhai and Yusufbhai are taking on new literacies and, along with fellow members 

of their local communities, are using their established literacies in new ways, 

transforming them to meet the demands of the new circumstances in which they find 

themselves. Two examples come to mind here: the new uses that Babubhai is 

discovering for his Hindi literacies in his work with the Hindu associations and . 

Yusufbhai's involvement in writing the constitution of his own local Muslim 

organisation. 

To conclude then, we would argue that literacy practices need to be seen as individual 

practices, as a matter of individual choice, but also as social practices embedded in 

local community institutions that have emerged partly but not wholly in response to 
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asymmetrical power relations in the \\;der society. In the context ofmigration, literacy 

practices appear to be central to the social processes involved in the maintenance and 

transfonnation of linguistic and cultural identities within local communities. 

NOTES. 

(I) This ethnographic project is being camed out by a group of researchers bas~ at 
Lancaster University "fhe members of the full team are: David Barton, Arvind 
Bhatt, Marilyn Martin-Jones and Mukul Saxena The project is funded by the 
Economic and Social Research Council from 1993 to 1995 . 

(2) Fictitious names have been used in this paper to preserve confidentiality 
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Introduction 

Following the 7th International Conference Seminar on Tamil Studies held 

in Mauritius in 1989, it was planned to set up a joint research project on 

Indian languages in Mauritius, between the Mahatma Gandhi Institute and 

the Ecole Pratique des hautes Etudes (lVe SectionL under the aegis of the 

MinisfTy of Education and Science of the Government of Mauritius. 

This project aims at defining the concept of "language of culture" especially 

in the Mauritian multilingual and multicultural context, in order to 

develop research on and teaching of Indian languages spoken in Mauritius 

that are cherished as national cultural heritage. This joint project is thus 

conceived principally to identify (1) the domains where Indian languages 

are used, (2) the needs of different linguistic communities and to explore the 

correlation between linguistic repertoire and the cultural contexts. The final 

stage should permit the establishment of adequate measures, both material 

and other intellectual means, that could help maintain and develop Indian 

languages in Mauritius. This project is part of my teaching and research at 

EPHE under the direction of Professor Fran<;ois Gros. 

To commence the project, it is arranged to conduct a survey on the Tamil 

community and the investigation should be extended to the other linguistic 

communities of Mauritius. My study trips to Mauritius and research were 

financed by the ACCT (Agence de cooperation culturelle et technique), Paris. 

Before moving on to a discussion on the joint project-survey, we first need 

to review some of the general observations about minority groupS in 

relation to society. 
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development 

However, 

In the last dccades, much intcrest has h('C'n shown, both by sociolinguists 

and ethnographers, on the role and nature of different languages in 

multilingual and complex societies . Naturally, Indian communities abroad 

share a major fundamental character in that they are all found in 

multilingual set-ups. It is generally known that the extent to which 

linguistic minorities can maintain their language depends on their ability to 

mobilize communal, political, national and other kinds of organized or 

unorganized sources of support. This is true, for example, for the major 

Indian languages in India and also languages such as Breton and Catalan in 

Europe. 

In modern nations there is a tendency to develop a supra national culture 

common to minority groups, wi th or without weakening the cultural 

bounderies between different groups. This kind of supra-national culture is 

propagated by the patterned national education system, mass media - mostly 

television - and highly competitive employment opportunities, etc. 

Further, the process of modernization through industrialization, 

urbanization and economic growth also contributes to a large extent to 

reducing the cultural differences and drastic changes in societies. Industrial 

and emerging patterns of consumer society in many 

economically developing nations have changed the traditional way of life 

and the concept of the family. 

one should not forget the language policies of multicultural 

!lations. The survival of any minority language depends above all on the 

tical willingness of each nation and the degree of tolerance towards 

istic and cultural diversity. Legislation of linguistic policies seems 
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more crucial in countries where multilingualism and cultural diversities 

are witnessed as a natural process . 

Finally, despite all these complex issues, a strong tendency towards 

linguistic and ethnic rennaissance or revivalism is being observed among 

many,....minority groups in recent decades. This tendency is revealed by 

strongly organized forces acting as pressure groups reinforcing cultural and 

religious identities and giving utmost importance to language learning. 

Although most of the observations are found in most of the multicultural 

and pluralistic societies, it should be borne in mind that ethnic and 

linguistic identities can be defined meaningfully only within the relevant 

framework of a given country or society. 

Mauritius - a pluralistic society 

With these basic observations I shall try to define the multicultural and 

multilingual character of Mauritius in order to better understand the notion 

of "Language of culture". There exists, in fact, several studies on the 

linguistic situation of Mauritius. A major portion of these studies deal 'with 

language use, language politics, contact between languages, institutional use 

of languages, etc. The drawback of this kind of (sociolinguistic) approach is 

that they fail to notice, on the one hand, the cultural and symbolic values of 

the languages, and the hidden cognitive structure of the people using these 

languages, on the other. 

Instead of identifying the manyfold contexts and variables in language use, 

there is a general tendency to focus onl y on some of the aspects. 

Unfortunately, this kind of simplification underestimates the comple~ 

interrelation between languages and the cultural and environmental factors 
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that influencc the usc of languages in a pluralistic socicty like M<'luritius. 

Consequently, most of the available literature on Mauritius shmvs that the 

only three major - supra communal languages -Creole, French and 

English- have an important role in Mauritius. And what is more 

important is that the other Indian languages, except for Bhojpuri are 

considered as almost extinct. In fact, as I have mentioned earlier, these 

studies, based on major issues of language planning and politics of 

language-use have failed to take into consideration the underlying cultural 

and linguistic diversities, and a complex set of values and symbols that 

characterize Mauritius. Unfortunately, the very conceptual basis of a multi

cultural and multilingual society is not at all evident. 

In order to better understand the pluralistic nature of Mauritius one must 

take into consideration the multiple facets of Mauritian society. Mauritius, 

with a population of 1 million shares about 22 languages, of which 11 are 

Indian languages. English is the official language, French the language of 

the mass media and Creole the lingua franca spoken by the totality of the 

population. Mauritius is a modernizing agricultural and industrial country 

showing considerable social and cultural changes which are on the move. 

Each community is very proud and conscious of its ancient culture, 

tradition and civilization. It should be borne in mind that each minority 

group, whenever necessary, refers to its African, Asian or European sources 

of identity. On the other hand, despite all these cultural and linguistic 

diversities, they are very conscious of their Mauritian national ide~tity . 

The Mauritian Government, aware of the national linguistic and cultural 

diversities, considers all the ancestral languages as national cultural heritage 

equal rights to all these languages. Most Mauritians are trilingual. As I 

mentioned earlier, all of them speak Creole for wider communication. 
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English and French are essential for social and economic advancement. The 

other ancestral languages are taught in schools, and each community has its 

own organizational network to maintain and cherish its own cultural 

identi ty. 

Given ~pese multi-facets of the Mauritian nation-society, I wish to 

emphasize on the less perceived symbolic and organizational aspects that 

are utilized by different groups to maintain their tradition and cultural 

specificity. Precisely these facts have not been taken into consideration in 

some of the literature available in Mauritius. For this reason, it seems 

important that a detailed investigation should be made on the rise of 

cultural consciousness of a particular group and the role of their language in 

the mechanism. 

Language of culture 

Recent studies on the speech act in socially complex multilingual 

communities have made it clear that certain functions are confined to 

particular linguistic codes. In our present study, our main concern is to 

examine which language is more appropriate (from the point .of view of the 

speakers) for particular socio-cultural purposes. In search of a theoretical 

framework, I feel much benefit can be drawn if based on the ethnography of 

speaking. Further, being aware, to some extent, of the linguistic and cultural 

diversities in Mauritius, I felt it is important to keep to the d~stinction 

between "sacred" and "profane". "The term sacred refers to the institutions 

and values' that function to sustain and reaffirm cohesiveness and 

separation of the group" ; "Profane refers to the aspects of society that ~v "\'\
/-' i\ function to fulfil practical, everyday goals" (John J. Gumperz, 1975, XIII). 

With regard to our present study, the term profane refers to the three major 

supra communal languages, Creole, English and French, and their related 
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functions. The term sacred refers to the ancestral languages and their 

symbolic and cultural functions. Further, the sacred embodies the notion of 

"language of culture" that we are trying to define in relevance to the 

multilingual and multicultural context of Mauritius. 

ETHNOLINGUISTIC SURVEY 

The Mauritian Tamil community 

The Tamils are the second largest Indo-Mauritian community . The Tamil 

language has been taught as early as 1839. In 1925, the teaching of oriental 

languages was officially recognized, and since 1934 the Mauritian 

Government gives due importance to the teaching of oriental languages. In 

fact, the characteristics of the Tamil language can be schematically put in the 

following terms: 

The Tamil language is: (1) used considerably in religious domains 

(Temples); (2) the major means of transmission of cultural values, customs 

and manners, (3) taught both at educational institutions and private 

organizations like Tamil temples and associations; (4) Tamil, like other 

languages in Mauritius, it is observed, is faced with problems of linguistic 

erosion (language maintenance is endangered); and (5) a strong ethnic and 

linguistic revivalism to help maintain the Tamil language has been 

observed in the last decades. At this juncture it is important to remind 

ourselves that the Mauritian Government encourages multilingtJism and 

multiculturalism and the Mauritian Tamils' ability to mobilize the social 

forces to maintain their language and culture. It is evident that Mauritius 

presents an ideal context to study the dynamics of language maintenance. 

I 
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Aims of the survey 

Our investigation, I believe, would try to give appropriate response to 

questions that are very relevant in order to better understand the 

mechanism of language use. 

(1) What are the conceptual and symbolic domains that are directly related 

to the rfse of the Tamil language? 

(2) Whether the utilization of Tamil is confined to sacred-religious 

activities? 

(3) Between the "Tamil religion" and Brahmanical Hinduism what really is 

the function of the Tamil language? 

(4) What kind of religious/sacred Tamil texts are used? 

(5) In the lack of an appropriate linguistic means how are these sacred 

practices (religious and family ceremonies) transmitted to the next 

generation? 

(6) Can the knowledge be successfully maintained and transmitted through 

oral traditions? 

(7) What are the different needs of the Mauritian Tamils? And, 

(8) How to respond meaningfully to their various needs? 

Questionnaire 

The questionnaire is based on my observations during my two study trips to 

Mauritius. The numerous formal and informal conversations I have had 

with a good number of Mauritian Tamil families, representatives .of Tamil 

Temples and Associations, and Teachers of Tamil, to a very large extent, 

helped me to understand the nature of the Mauritian Tamil community. I 

have benefitted largely from discussions with Sri Bissoondoyal, Director of 

the Mahatma Gandhi Institute, Sri Pushparatam and Sri Sivan Chetty, 

Tamil Department of the MGI, and also from other scholars such as Dr 

Hookoomsing and Mr Sadasivan J. Reddi. However the finalized version of 

http:representatives.of


9 

the questionnaire was elaborated ,,·;ith the agreement of the Director of the 


MGI. 


The questionnaire is divided into four parts: 


(1) General information (on informant); (2) knowledge of the Tamil 

language; (3) attitudes towards language and culture; and (4) motivation and 

needs . The last part is again divided into five sub-groups: language and 

literature; history and society; culture and general way of life, and family; 

and social and religious acti vi ties. 

The survey was held at the national level, with moral and material support 

from the MGl, and about 15 teachers of Tamil helped us in conducting the 

survey. The questionnaires were distributed in twelve regions which were 

identified as having a concentration of Tamil population (Stan lay, Mont 

Roche, Rose Hill, Port-Louis, Rose Belle, Mahebourg, Quatre Bornes, 

Vacoas, Souillac, Piton, Riviere de Rempart, Providence, Flaq, Terre Rouge 

and Saint-Pierre). A tolal number of 150 questionnaires were distributed and 

137 questionnaires have been returned. 

Results 

As I have mentioned in the previous section, informants from all over the 

country representing all levels of the population, have responded to our 

questionnaire. This study provides us with interesting and original data and 

reveals some of the following information: Tamil is used not only in 

religious but also in socio-cultural activities and in families, and the use of 

Tamil can be extended to different levels of education and mass media . 

The family, as an organized structure, plays an important role in the 

transmission of moral and cultural values. The subjective attitudes of 

Mauritian Tamils towards the Tamil they speak and the Indian Tamil is 
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another concrete proof that the Tamil language is still a part of their 

complex linguistic repertoires. I feel it is very important to mention here 

that it is the Tamil language that plays a major role in the conceptual-sacred 

domain which enables man to communicate with his environment, and at 

the same time to affirm his cultural-ethnic identity by con trasting himself 

with regard to other groups in Mauritius. It is equally important to mention 

here that the three major languages -Cr~ole, English and French- are 

given only secondary importance in the sacred domain. 

In the following section I will try to present in brief the results of our 

investigation in relevant to the following aspects: 0) knowledge of the 

Tamil language as judged by the members themselves of the Tamil 

community; (2) personal or subjective attitudes towards the Tamil language 

and culture and (3) motivations and needs of the Tamil community. 

1. Knowledge of Tamil language 

Knowledge of Tamil language is not and should not be confined to an 

individual's ability to read, write, speak and understand, because many of 

them who cannot read and write can well recite prayers, narrate stories, sing 

film songs, call names in Tamil and can use appropriate adressing and 

kinship terms relevant to the context. 

29% of the informants declared not knowing to read, write speak and 

understand Tamil. Only 18% said not knowing prayers, film songs, lullabies 

in Tamil. 

It is important to note that the three skills are principally learnt from school 

education: 

To read - 72 

To write - 71 

To speak - 50 
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But at the same time the role of other Tamil cultural institutions like 

Temple, evening schools and Tamil associations cannot be underestimated . 

On the contrary, Temples playa major role than schools, for example, in the 

learning of prayers: 

schools 50 

Temples 93 

Another striking instance is on the acquisition of stories and folk tales: 

School 41 

Temple 25 

Associa tion and evening schools 38. 

These few data show the importance of different kinds of institutions in the 

transmission of each type of linguistic competence. The family also serves as 

a major means of transmitting the Tamil language. It is important to note 

that almost all the informants (129 over 137) have declared knowing prayers 

in Tamil. 

2. Attitudes towards the Tamil language 

Here an attempt is made to point out how each individual judges the way 

he speaks his own language, the knowledge they have about the Tamil 

language and the symbolic values they attach to the Tamil language. In 

short, all these seem to be "positive" and well thought. Knowledge of 

Tamil, however little it might be: 

is very important 99 

important 34 

not at all important 1. 

The Tamil spoken in Mauritius compared to the Indian Tamil is : 

very good 25 

good 56 

archaic 2 
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too much literary 8 


should not compare 38. 


• 39 informants feel that they speak Tamil with a "bad accent"; 


• only 6 feel ashamed to speak Tamil; 


• 16 feel uneasy speaking Tamil in the presence of non Tamil community 
, ~ 

members; 

• 104 encourage children to learn Tamil; 

• 112 wish that their children should continue to learn Tamil at secondary 


level. 


3. Motivation and needs 

The previous two aspects show clearly that the Tamil language is an integral 

part of the cultural consciousness of the Mauritian Tamils. In these sections 

I stressed only on the importance of the Tamil language to better 

understand the utilization and perception of the Tamil language that has 

been transmitted by the ancestors and their moral and intellectual 

involvements to keep alive this cultural heritage . 

In the following section, v;e will examine the following questions: what are 

their needs and how they are motivated to fulfil their needs and also what 

relative importance is given to Tamil and other languages spoken in 

Mauritius in their different approaches to maintain their cultural and 

linguistic iden ti ties. 

As I have mentioned earlier, the religious activities are closely related to the 

use of Tamil language. But one cannot limit its utilization exclusively to 

liturgical activities. It grossly underestimates both the role of the Tamil 

language and the organized efforts of the community to maintain their 

language. 
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3.1. tal/SlIase a(alli~iti()n 

As our main concern is about the development of Tamil language, it seems 

important to evaluate the needs of the Tamil community on fields of 

language learning and literature. It should be reminded here that Tamil is 

taught officially in schools and every Tamil having had school education 

has no doubt learnt Tamil. But the main question here is how to achieve 

the continuity of the Tamil language learning process beyond school levels. 

As far as the language aptitudes are concerned, it should be stressed here, 

only 2% of the informants feel that they do not need to learn any more 

Tamil. It is very interesting to note that the need for each language skill 

varies considerably and it can be ordered as follows: 

comprehension 84 

speech 77 

reading 71 

writing 68. 

116 of them showed interest in developing their writing skill . 

.3.2. Literature 

Here also we are able to understand their knowledge of and the appreciation 

about the different kinds of Tamil literature (classical, modern, religions, 

folklore, etc..). 

For example, only 63 showed interest in learning classical Tamil literature, 

107 of them are interested in modern Tamil literature and 110 in 


folklore. 


As regarding the religious literatures: 


Shivai"te 115 

Vishnouite 59 

JaIn 4 
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Buddhist 6 

Christian 4 

Islamic 3. 

As regards the means to achieve these goals, 123 are interested to have a 

handbook on general Tamil literature. When asked about translation of 

Tamil l-tterature in any of the major languages spoken in Mauritius, the 

following importance is noticed for the different languages: 

French 92 

English 69 

Creole 31. 

And for the handbook on general Tamil literature, it is as follows: 

French 87 

English 64 

Tamil 56 

Creole 28. 

3.3. Family, households, habits, religion .. . 

Some of the activities that are intimately linked to the inner core of the 

Tamil society, representing at the same time the sacred domain, show a 

conscious utilization of set of structured lexical items. Further, these sets of 

lexical items help them achieve some social and symbolic functions and are 

means of social and linguistic identities . The above mentioned activities 

concern households, family rituals, religions ceremonies, clothing, food 

habi ts, funeral, etc. 

Each of these domains help us explore and appreciate the hidden cognitive 

strUl:ture of the Tamils and their relationship with the external world . 
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Let me illustrate these facts with a few examples. For instance, regarding 


house construction, 108 informants wish to respect the traditional houses 


with puujai arai (prayer hall), samaiyal arai (kitchen) and 96 of them are 


interested in knowing the symbolic and religious values about (manai 


saastram) all steps in the construction of a house. 


Preparation of Tamil food is still an essential part of their life and they 


prepare specific kinds of food for each kind of ri tuals and ceremonies: for 


kaavadi festival: eezu kari, payasam, rasam; puTTu for puberty ceremony; 


keTTitopam and adirSam for Deepavali festival. And 96 of them are 


interested in cookery classes in spoken Tamil. 


Traditional clothing like veesTi, pudavai, choli, tunDu, taJapaagai are very 


important for them . They are very fond of jewels like TooDu, kammal, 


jimikki, kaaSu maalai, meTTi, koluSu. 


Some of the traditional games like pallaanguzi, kooLaaTTam, kummi, 


kooTTi are known to them. 


The kinship and addressing terms are considered to be semantically very 


important in the linguistic pattern of individuals. In fact, these terms are 


very widely used even in interactions with other group members. 117 of 


them know and use addressing terms among their family members and 


kins. 


UtiliZation of kinship and adressing terms is a sign of 

Tamil identity 99 

Respect 114 

Pride 64. 

102 of them are willing to have a complete list of all terms and 86 of them 

prefer it in Tamil alphabet and 60 in Latin alphabet. 
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Family rituals like marriage, child birth, funerals, are observed very 

regularly. For 116 informants it is very important to celebrate all the family 

functions. The more important factor is that 125 informants are very 

interested to learn about the values of, for example, all the rituals related to 

the marriage. And 119 of them believe that if the ceremonies are celebrated 

with a ft'111 knowledge of the facts, it would only contribute to develop the 

Tamil language. 

Mauritian Tamils, like many of the other groups, are very fond of 

understanding the values and symbols which are the roots of their culture. 

114 of them are interested in courses dealing about these questions: 

in spoken Tamil 67 

literary Tamil 22 

French 66 

English 42 

Creole 22. 

It is important to note that each individual has a complex set of linguistic 

repertoire and the degree of association of each language varies in relation 

to the context. Again it . is interesting to point out that French occupies the 

first place as a means to achieve their goals and English and Creole follow 

French. 

I have already mentioned the organizational ability of a community 

contributes to a large extent to the maintenance of their language and 

culture. One can notice regular organization cultural functions among the 

Tamils: Valluvar Day, Tamil New Year, Annual function of the Tamil 

Federation, Baradhiyar centenary, etc. 119 of them mentioned that they 

participate regularly in these functions. 
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The religion, mentioned as "Tamil religion" by the Mauritian Tamils, 

seems to be one of the most important sign of Tamil identity. It is quite 

obvious that the Tamil language enjoys a privileged place in religious 

ceremonies. For instance, when asked what is your language of prayer: 

Tamil 114 

Creole 37 

French 6 

English 3. 

But only 79 of them believe that a prayer said in Tamil has more effect than 

in other languages. And 125 informants know prayers in Tamil. Their 

motivation goes beyond simple recitation of prayers . They are interested 

(121) in learning about the symbolic values of all the religious ceremonies 

and 120 of them are willing to have conferences on Tamil religion. When 

asked about prayer books, 98 of them wish to have it in Tamil alphabet and 

57 in Latin alphabet; and with translation in: 

French 87 

English 64 

Creole 30. 

It is evident from the last section that the needs of the Tamil community 

are manifold. What is more interesting is that the Tamil language, by 

structured set of lexical items, plays an essential role. It is important to 

strengthen the role of the Tamil language by different means. These 

different means can easily be inferred from the few of the results I have 

mentioned, for instance - handbooks, translations, guides, list of specialised 

lexical items, conferences and so on. 

Concluding remarks 

Here an attempt is made to define the concept of language of culture, and 

Use of the Tamil language in a socially complex multilingual situation and 
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investigate the different means t"ly which the Tamil community in 

Mauritius maintain their tradition and language. The Mauritian context in 

fact is different than other countries in the sense that the minorities are 

given equal rights and the minority languages are taught in schools . 

Whatever be the national context, the minorities to retain their cultural and 

Jinguisti€' distinctiveness have to utilize their organizational ability and 

symbolic values. 

In fact, I paid attention to the notion of sacred domain which I believe 

represents the inner core of the Mauritian Tamil culture. This very same 

core of the culture is used by any group, whether minority or not, but in 

different ways, to retain their identity . Further, in the face of rapid social 

changes triggered by modernization and industrialization, I think that it is 

up to each community to find out appropriate means to retain its culture 

and language. 

In our investigation, I have taken into consideration all the domains that I 

thought would help us to identify and at the same time strengthen the 

utilization of the Tamil language. I believe that it is more prudent to 

strengthen the already existing roles of Tamil language instead of creating 

new ones. 

The following remarks can be made from the results I have discussed so far: 

(1) contrary to some of the previous studies, a large number of functions are 

directly associated with the Tamil language; (2) the strengthening of the role 

of the Tamil language in these functions depends on the individual and 

collective consciousness; (3) the motivations and the needs behind shoW 

some functional orientations to achieve their goals. 
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One of the measures to respond effectively to some of the needs in the fields 

of language and literature would be, as proposed in our present joint 

project, to plan out workshops, symposium and multidisciplinary training 

programmes to language teachers, and to encourage scholars from 

Mauritius and other countries to elaborate teaching and reference materials 

on different aspects of the Tamil culture. 

However, I wish to insist on the fact that this is only a preliminary report on 

our project and wish very sincerely to benefit from your suggestions and 

discussions. 
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1. Introduction 

On the 16 th November 1860 when the ship "Truro", the steam 

peddler, carrying 342 passengers arrived in Durban, along with 

the Tamils the Andhras and their language, Te1ugu, entered South 

Africa (then Natal). These Andhr~s, due to various 'pull' and 

'push' factors, left their place of origin and arrived in Durban 

in search of livelihood and better employment. 

Between 1860-1911 many thousands of Andhras made South Africa 

their home. At present there are approximately 80,000 Andhras 

in South Africa and they are the minority 'enclave community' 

within the minority Indian community in South Africa (see graphs 

1 & 2). However, according to the 1991 census only 0.2% of the 

total South African population speak Te1ugu as their home 

language (Source: South African Government Population Census 

Statistics taken at 1991). 

Graph 1 Graph 2 
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This paper, based on the findings of a sociolinguistic research 

conducted on the Hindu Andhra community (with 146 respondents) 

in South Africa, briefly focuses on causes for the shift of 

Telugu language in South Africa. The theme of the paper, the 

parameters of maintenance of the Telugu language, is later 

discussed in detail focusing on the present-day South African 

Andhra linguistic behaviour. 

2. PROBLEM OF THE STUDY 

In any research process, the first and foremost step is that of 

selecting and clearly defining a research problem. English as 

the language of power and the lingua franca in South Africa, is 

a dominant "out-group" language for the Andhras. Forced by 

various other factors, the minority Telugu speakers, learnt 

English and use it in such domains as trade, science, technology, 

economics, education and the socio-political arena (Prabhakaran 

1992 4) • The immigrant Andhras and the South African born 

Andhras raised their children in the dominant out-group language 

which has a higher status than their ethnic mother tongue (EMT), 

and they did not transfer their EMT from generation to 

generation. 

However, there are some Andhras, who are loyal towards their 

language and culture, who tried or are trying their utmost to 

nurture the Telugu language in the face of socio-economic 

pressure from the dominant out-group languages (in which 

Afrikaans is included). This brings one's attention to the 

problem of the study: two forces working in opposite directions. 

Like any other minority, enclave community in the diaspora, the 

situation of Telugu speakers on the one hand indicates language 

shift in favour of English (cf. Bughwan 1970, Mesthrie 1985, }\. z iz 

1988, Prabhakaran 1992). On the other hand there are indications 

that the Telugu language in South Africa is not completelY 

eroding and many Andhras are returning to their EMT in their 

religio-cultural practices (Prabhakaran 1993 a : 69-83). ThiS 

conflicting situation, shift and maintenance, generates the main 

2 




objective of this study. 

Although the main focus of the paper is on the parameters of 

maintenance of the Telugu language in South Africa, to understand 

that maintenance, it is pertinent to briefly focus on some 

sociolinguistic aspects of the shift of the language. 

3. LANGUAGE SHIFT AND MAINTENANCE - SOCIOLINGUISTIC PHENOMENON 

Language shift and maintenance should not be seen as complete 

opposites, however, as two sides of a same coin. Fasold (1984: 

207) defines 'language shift' simply as "the process of a 

community giving up a language or their EMT (e.g the Telugu 

language in the case of the Andhra community) completely in 

favour of another (in this case, English). When a community does 

not maintain its EMT, but gradually adopts another one, we talk 

about language shift. According to Hoffmann 1991 : 186), "the 

shift can be incomplete where a section of a speech community 

retains its old language in addition to acquiring the new one, 

as in the case of Wales. At the same time it could also be 

incomplete because some members of the community may resist shift 

in certain domains and continue to use their EMT for certain 

functions. Fasold (1984 207) states that both shift and 

maintenance are "really the long-term, collective results of 

language choice" of a group of people. 

Maintenance is often a characteristic of bilingual or 

multilingual communities found in such countries as India, Africa 

and South Africa. According to Fishman (1971 308), the 

language maintaining multi-lingual communities reserve each 

language for certain domains with very little encroachment of one 

language on the domains of the others. However, this language 

aaintenance or language loyalty (see 5.2) occurs only when the 

ainority or an enclave language is being threatened by a dominant 

language. 
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According to Fasold (1984 : 214) "the choice made by the members 

of a particular speech community, reflecting their cultural 

values, add up to shift or maintenance in that community". Thus, 

the terms "language maintenance" and "language shift" refer to 

the extent to which an individual, or a group of individuals or 

a whole community, as immigrants, continue to use or abandon 

their EMT in a foreign environment. As stated earlier the study 

of any language maintenance or shift can be undertaken only in 

the countries" where immigrant groups have settled (Richards et 

al 1985 : 158) for some time. 

4. CAUSES FOR TELUGU LANGUAGE SHIFT IN SOUTH AFRICA 

various sociolinguists have identified several factors that 

facilitate or accelerate language shift (Fishman 1964, 1985, 

Dorian 1981, Gal 1979, Hoffmann 1991). Although there are no 

specific sets of predictable causes for the language shift of a 

speech community, the sociolinguists roughly group them into 

various groups (cf. Mesthrie 1993). When members of a community 

emigrate from one place to another or from one country to another 

where they are exposed to a new language, which has more 

speakers, social status or political status than their own mother 

tongue (MT), the people usually shift their language to the 

dominant language of the new environment (Hoffmann 1991 : 189). 

Thompson (1974 : 58) states that the immigrants' MT disappears 

because "they do not transfer it from one generation to the 

next". In the light of this sociolinguistic phenomenon an attempt 

is made to briefly analyze the causes for the shift of Telugu 

language in South Africa. 

4.1. The supe r s eding of Telugu by English 

h~en the Andhras have a rived in Na t al as ind e n tured workers i n 

1860, they had English speakers as their employers. This verY 

fact exerted great influence on the economic and social aspectS 

of the lives of the Andhras. Although knowledge of a few English 

vocabulary was sufficient in the initial stage to communicate 
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with their employers, the need for English as a means of 

communication in the commercial and social spheres increased 

daily. Later the development of local industries, gold mining 

and agricultural plantations accelerated the commercial economy 

which increased the scope of government employment. To take 

advantage of these new developments, it became imperative for the 

Andhras to become a "real" South African rather than to remain 

a foreigner who spoke only Telugu. So the immigrant Andhras and 

the first generation South African born Andhras did not resist 

English; in fact some of the immigrant parents forced their 

children to learn English as soon as possible and some 

discouraged them from learning Telugu (Prabhakaran 1991 : 181). 

:In this situation, in consonance with Fishman's 'bilingual 

functioning and domain overlap theory' (1971 : 306), the Andhras 

became bilingual (and some even multi-lingual) in Telugu and 

English. Once the immigrant becomes bilingual, he is prone to 

shift his language in favour of the acquired language which has 

more status than his own language. Since there was no domain in 

which the non-English EMT alone was required for membership in 

the community, the Andhra children, who had become fluent 

bilingual in the family, became more and more monolingual English 

speakers. At this stage of bilingualism, as Thompson states 

(1974 : 58), the EMT usually disappears and the Andhras, being 

no exception to this norm, raised their children only in English. 

t.2. Education policy of the South African government 

During the period of Andhra immigration, the state made no 

provision for the :Indian children to learn their own language and 

and Oosthuizen 1979 21) . Above all, the 

were admitted to white schools provided they 

acceptable to the school authorities who 

western dress and general habits. Later, when 

one of the official languages of South Africa, and 

Town Agreement of 1927 which made many tempting 

as Union citizenship to those who follow western 
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Having been brought to South Africa by the Andhras over one 

hundred and thirty four years ago, and being a minority language 

in South Africa with limited cultural contacts with the Indian 

subcontinent and with various socio-economic problems, how did 

the Telugu language, like the other Indian languages, survive in 

South Africa? In the next sub-section a brief attempt is made 

to analyze the factors that govern the maintenance of Telugu in 

South Africa. 
~ 

5. FACTORS GOVERNING THE MAINTENANCE OF TELUGU IN SOUTH AFRICA 

5.1 Relationship between language and culture 

Edward Sapir, a prominent Anthropological linguist, and Benjamin 

Lee Whorf, his student, advanced the hypothesis that 'Language 

is the guide to social reality'. The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis 

concerning linguistics and cultural relativism (Hoijer 1954 : (9) 

emphasizes culture as a determinant of the individual's values, 

motives, needs, and, in general, his world-view. According to 

Brown (1980 124), 'Language and culture are· intricately 

interwoven that we cannot separate the two without losing the 

significance of either language or culture'. 

The loyal Andhras in South Africa were or are aware of this 

relationship between language and culture. Some of the present

day Andhras opine that it is a distinct ethnic duty to protect 

their Andhra cultural heritage and tradition from attrition. 

They conceive that if Telugu is eroded, then all their Andhra 

experiences, their feelings, their cultural traits and above all 

their group identity will be lost. They are aware that the 

loss of their own linguistic heritage could negatively influence 

their cultural growth in South Africa (Prabhakaran 1991 : 83). 

5.2. Language loyalty 

The Andhras's positive attitude towards the Telugu language and 

their continuous efforts to save it from attrition could be 

defined as "Language Loyalty". Weinreich (1979 : 99) defines 
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language loyalty as: 

a principle, in the name of which people will rally 
themselves and their fellow speakers consciously and 
explicitly to resist changes in either the functions 
of their language (as a result of a language shift) or 
in the structure or vocabulary (as a consequence of 
interference) • 

Thus, if a small group in any community shows resistance towards 

the cultural or language change either lexically or phonetically 

and tries to prevent its language from becoming obsolete, then 

it is displaying loyalty towards that particular language. 

However, as stated earlier, this language loyalty or maintenance 

occurs only when the minority language is being threatened by a 

dominant language. In South Africa, English is the dominant 

language and Telugu, along with the other Indian languages (and 

other minority languages), is threatened by English. Because it 

is under threat the loyal Andhras are trying to save Telugu from 

attrition through their religio-cultural activities (cf. 

Prabhakaran 1993 a). 

In this paper, those Andhras who formally tried, or are now 

trying, to preserve the language are referred to as "the 

custodians" or "the guardians" of the Telugu language. To these 

custodians, language is an important issue related directly to 

their cultural identity and to the existence of the Andhras as 

in South Africa. 

Andhra Maha Sabha of South Africa and its branch 

rapid language shift towards English (and to some 

Tamil), after 1930s many Andhras were concerned 

future of the Telugu language and Andhra culture in 

They were alarmed by the deterioration in the 

of the other Andhras towards their language and 

Being loyal to their language, they realized that they 

their MT and that realization led to a mass 
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meeting of the Andhras on Thursday 14 May 1931. This meeting 

later led to the formation of the Andhra Maha Sabha of South 

Africa (AMSSA), a 'parent body' organization to cater for the 

religio-cultural needs of the (Hindu) Andhras in South Africa. 

Very soon this Maha Sabha had branches allover South Africa and 

at present there are over 30 branch sabhas under the 'parent 

body' . 

,iI' 

The main aim of the 'parent body' and its branch sabhas are : the 

promotion of brotherhood amongst the Andhras, to encourage, aid 

and foster the study of the Telugu language and culture among 

many others. In order to fulfil its aims and objects, the AMSSA 

and its branch sabhas have tried and are trying their utmost to 

retain and nurture the Telugu language and Andhra culture in 

South Africa. This is achieved through their religio-cultural 

activities such as conducting bhajans, dramas, organizing 

cultural shows, Telugu quiz prograrnmes, annual Eisteddfod, annual 

Tyagaraja Music Festival, running patasalas, celebrating Andhra 

Ugiidi, and many other religio-cultural activities in the past and 

the present. 

6. 	 AREAS WHERE TELUGU IS USED IN SOUTH AFRICA BY THE 

PRESENT ANDHRA COMMUNITY 

6.1. 	 As the home language and in personal domains 

until the mid-twentieth century Telugu was spoken by almost every 

Andhra in South Africa (Source : Population census between 1931 

1970). Due to the various reasons discussed previously, English 

has superseded Telugu in almost all areas of communication. 

However, Telugu is still spoken in South African Andhra homes by 

4.9% of the total South African Indian population according to 

the census figures of 1991. This is further demonstrated in the 

response to the question "do you consider Telugu to be your hoInS 

language?". ~9.2% of the respondents replied positively, 25.3% 

of them replied negatively and 5.5.% of the respondents did not 

answer (D.N.A) the question. 
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To the questions "do you use Telugu while praying alone?" or, 


"did/do your parents speak to you in Telugu?", in many cases the 


responses, which are tabulated (see tables 1 and 2), clearly show 


the use of Telugu in certain domains. 


TABLE 1 


DO YOU USE TELUGU WHEN PRAYING ALONE? 


YES NO TOTAL 

81 65 146 

55.5% 44.5% 100% 

TABLE 2 


DID/DOES YOUR PARENT SPEAK TO YOU IN TELUGU? 

-

D.N.A YES NO TOTAL 

5 104 37 146 

3.4% 71.3% 25.3% 100% 

The above tables reflect the retention of the Telugu language in 

some private domains as indicated by Fishman (1971: 306-7). 

7.2 Within the family circle 

is evidence to show that many of the present-day Andhras 

USe Telugu while communicating with elder members of the f~~ily 

community : with grandparents, parents and authority figures 

example, the Telugu lecturer at the University of Durban

(U. D-W) . 13.7% of the respondents speak Telugu to 

grandparents, 25.3% of them speak in Telugu to their 

50.7% of them speak in Telugu to the elder members of 

t he community in which the Telugu lecturer is included. 

Kinship terms 

during research, it was noted that even those who state 

they cannot speak Telugu, use various Telugu words in their 
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everyday conversation despite knowing the equivalent English 

words for some of the Telugu words. For example, the kinship 

terms such as Amma, Peddamma, Pedda nayana, Mama, Akka, Anna, 

Aththa, and many other words are used freely in their daily 

conversation. The interesting fact about these kinship terms is 

that they use these terms not only within their household circle 

but also in the presence of the non-Telugu speaking community 

(Vide: research finding). 
iiJ' 

6.4 Household articles, food and vegetables 

The Telugu names for household articles such as ce~a, pasupu, 

cintapandu, kurcY, pusthakam, vankaya, sorakaya, gongilra, sanka~i 

and many other words are commonly used by the Andhras in their 

daily lives. 

6.5 Andhra jewellery 

Many Andhras own traditional Andhra jewellery and identify them 

in Telugu. The following is a list of some of the names of 

Andhra jewellery most commonly known and used by the community. 

They are kasula danda, tYgi, kapu gajulu, bulaku, ginni bo~~u, 

kammalu, savaram, tali, ma~~elu and ungaram. 

Even though born and raised in South Africa and surrounded by 

English as a dominant language, local Andhras do not have any 

equi valent English terms for these Telugu words and it is very 

difficult to translate these names into English. When 

interviewed, an eighty-three year old lady argued that "when we 

have our own Telugu names why should we have English names for 

these Andhra jewellery?n. This argument illustrates the language 

loyalty and preservation rather than a forced use of TeluyU 

terminology. 
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6.6 Telugu verbs in common use 

Many Telugu verbs are in common use amongst the present-day 

Andhra community. For example, rii, po, normiisuko, tonga, oggeyi, 

tantiinu etc. The commonly used verb is podiimii, ceptiinu and 

parigeththu, but with little phonological variations. Another 

expression commonly used by the Andhras is "miiriijulii poyi rii". 

This expression is used to bless someone who is taking leave from 

the conversation or leaving the country for some reason. 

6.7 Traditional Andhra greetings 

The common means of Andhra identification with another Andhra is 

by using the traditional Andhra greeting of bringing both hands 

together and saying Namaskiiram. Most of the Andhras, even though 

they cannot speak or communicate in Telugu, greet another Andhra 

in the traditional Andhra manner of greeting by saying 

nnamaskiiram" or "namaskiiramandi". As Fasold {1984 : 236} states, 

if the people greet others in their own language, in some cases 

it may simply be due to the fact that they do not understand 

English. However, in the South African context, if the Andhras 

greet others in Telugu it is so because it is culturally 

appropriate to address other Andhras in Telugu. Linked with the 

cultural importance of such manners is the question of Andhra 

identity {prabhakaran 1991 : 276}. 

many present-day Andhras open their telephonic 

with traditional Andhra greetings and close with 

leave in Telugu. Those who are semi-fluent in Telugu 

continue their conversation in Telugu for some time, whereas the 

continue the whole conversation in Telugu. 

Family gatherings - jokes and riddles 

use Telugu at family gatherings such as birthday 

Dar·~ies, weddings, naming ceremonies, and family piijiis conducted 

homes. Some interviewees indicated that they use Telugu in 
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family jokes, asking riddles of each other and answering them for 

fun, teasing each other while cooking in the kitchen or at the 

dining table. There are some people who can II spin various 

riddles II in Telugu and challenge others. The interview conducted 

with some Andhras indicated that they can nspin" Telugu riddles 

to challenge anyone, and they claim that they can solve any 

riddle. 

According to'" one informant, the Puntans Hill Andhras use Telugu 

on many other occasions such as the singing of traditional Andhra 

songs during the nalugu ceremony, during or after the wedding; 

jesting with the bride and the groom. They also sing Telugu 

songs while pounding rice in the home (the traditional Andhra 

behaviour), bathing the baby, and on many other such occasions. 

6.9. Telugu names and surnames 

Another area where Telugu is being maintained in South Africa 

today is in the authentic Andhra names given to children, and in 

the use of Andhra caste names as surnames and the use of Telugu 

intiperu. Many of the Andhras have names like Appanna, Latchanna, 

Viranna, Giddayya, Gangayya, Nagiyya, K6malangi, Abbai among many 

others although spelt South African way, stand out as good 

examples of Telugu names locally. Similarly, the surnames like 

Reddy, Naidoo or Naidu, Chetty and Naicker, and use of intiperu 

like Rapiti, Bongu, Dadi and Bisetty also exemplify the use of 

Telugu in South Africa. 

6.10 Media - Radio Lotus and Television 

Another area where Telugu is used is on Radio Lotus. Radio LotuS 

broadcasts Indian film songs and programmes and Telugu goets its 

share of broadcasting time every Friday evening from 19 h 00 to 

20 h 00. The purpose of this Radio station is the revitalisation 

and maintenance of Indian culture and languages in general. Radio 

Lotus also contributed to the advancement of Telugu language in 

South Africa through the four series of language lessons given 
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in Telugu along with the other Indian languages. Recently the 

first television broadcasted Telugu mini series called 'Manishi' 

was well received by the younger generation and there is more 

demand for such Telugu films (Sunday Times 31 October, 1993) to 

be broadcast on television. 

7. MEANS BY WHICH TELUGU IS BEING MAINTAINED IN SOUTH AFRICA 

7.1 Telugu vernacular education at present in South Africa 

Telugu is being maintained in South Africa by means of the 

teaching of the vernacular language in the patasalas run by the 

branch sabhas. Although, compared to the mid-twentieth century 

patasala enrolment, there is a serious decline in the student 

numbers in the present patasalas, it is still a place of learning 

for the Telugu language and Andhra culture in South Africa. The 

patasalas, despite their paucity, have some language and culture 

promoting activities such as teaching the vernacular, teaching 

Telugu songs, and training the pupils to take part in the 

Eisteddfod. At present there are many Christian Andhra children 

learning Telugu and they also take part in these Eisteddfod. 

According to the 'custodians' of the Telugu language the 

patasalas are playing an important role in preserving the Telugu 

language in South Africa. At present there are 18 patasalas in 

Durban and the surrounding areas teaching Telugu literacy to 

juveniles and adults. 

Telugu teaching in State schools and at the University 

introduction of Telugu as an optional teaching subject in 

primary schools since 1984 opened another avenue for 

maintaining the language in South Africa. The introduction of 

Indian languages including Telugu was made possible by 

Section 21 of the Indian Education Act, 1965; and I.E Circular 

29 of 1983 facilitates the introduction of the Indian 

languages in the state schools. At present there are 52 state 

.chools in Natal, which offer Telugu at primary level and over 
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2 300 students are studying Telugu at these schools. Similarly, 

the arrival of a qualified Telugu lecturer into Natal has 

resulted in the increase of student numbers taking Telugu as one 

of their degree subjects at the University of Durban-Westville 

at various level. 

At present in the post apartheid South Africa many positive steps 

are being taken to introduce Indian languages, along with other 
v 

South African languages, as second languages in the state 

schools. New syllabus to teach Tel'lgu as a second language in 

the state schools is being drafted and new text books to suit the 

South African Telugu pupils are being written. This processes 

surely will enhance the maintenance of the Telugu language in 

South Africa. 

7.3 	 Religio-Cultural activities of the Andhras which govern the 

Telugu language maintenance in South Africa 

In consonance with Prabhakaran's (1992 and 1993 a) findings, and 

in the spirit of religio-cultural adherence, the South African 

Hindu Andhras observe many festivals and rituals which provide 

opportunities for the use and preservation of the Telugu 

language. 

7.3.1 Ugadi 

In South Africa the Andhras celebrate Ugadi as a community 

function rather than as a family function due to urbanisation, 

since they do not have any farms or carry out harvesting. The 

AMSSA conducts this festival every year unfailingly in one of the 

Andhra cultural halls in Havenside or in Mobeni Heights and 

invites the Andhras and other linguistic groups to att·end. 

Usua ly, the function commences with a Telugu prayer, or a 

Sanskrit prayer, thereafter religious bhajans are rendered in 

Telugu, followed by a speech delivered by the guest of honour on 

the significance of the Andhra Ugadi. New Year resolutions are 

taken, the implementation of the previous year's resolutions are 
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Hindu culture 

increasing popularity of this festival, 

festivals, 

Festival will 

7.3.3 

representing different branch sabhas, 

candidates 

, ~~rAssion of 

discussed in the meeting. The speech is followed by cultural 

programmes which include Andhra dances like gobbi and kolatam and 

Telugu songs. It is pertinent to state that here there are some 

Andhras who, as master of ceremonies, could conduct the entire 

function in Telugu. 

7.3.2 Tyagaraja music festival 

The immigrant Andhras who brought their cultural habits and 

practices also brought Tyagaraja Kritis with them to South 

Africa.. They celebrated music festivals where the Kritis of 

Swami Tyagaraja were sung by the Andhra artists. Since 1960, the 

AMSSA, with the help of its branch sabhas, presents the Annual 

Tyagaraja Music Festival on a magnificent scale. Various Andhras 

as well as Tamil musicians are invited by the AMSSA to render 

music, viz. the Tyagaraja Kritis and bhajans. The prominent 

feature of this festival is that all the music is rendered only 

in Telugu. 

The Tyagaraja Music Festival not only contributes to the 

propagation of South Indian music but also to the maintenance of 

and the Telugu language in South Africa. The 

as evinced in the recent 

leads one to conclude that the Tyagaraja Music 

survive in South Africa. 

Annual Andhra Eisteddfod 

'!'he Andhra Eisteddfod is the main preserver of the Andhra culture 

language in South Africa. Children as well as adults, 

take part in this annual 

The patasala teachers teach and train their 

in music, dance and other items such as sketches, 

and operetta, all rendered exclusively in Telugu. Much 

is given to correct pronunciation and the correct 

the language. 
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Many people feel it helps to acquaint the younger generation with 

the Te1ugu language and Andhra culture. The writer's personal 

participation in the past five Eisteddfodau leads her to concur 

that the Eisteddfod is a means of preserving the Te1ugu language 

and culture, because even those who cannot communicate in the 

language participate, wear traditional Andhra dress and recite 

poems and dialogues in Telugu. 

In 1993, !n order to increase the Telugu literacy amongst the 

present-day Andhras, the AMSSA announced that the candidates who 

wish to participate in the eisteddfod must at least have passed 

level one and level two examinations conducted by the educational 

board of the parent body. This clause resulted an increase in 

the candidates nwnber for level one and two examinations in 1993. 

7.3.4 Bhajana festivals and bha j ana groups 

Bhajana is solely an expression of devotion by a Hindu devotee 

towards God. The indentured Andhra immigrants, once freed, 

established within a few years various bhajana groups, offered 

their services to the community freely and sang the bhajans in 

Telugu. They laboured between sunrise and sunset on farms and 

then found solace in singing bhajans praising Lord Rama or other 

Hindu deities at night and over week-ends. The early bhajana 

groups were very popular and were regarded not only as loyal 

custodians of Hindu religion but also as the custodians of the 

Te1ugu language. 

Since 1982, the AMSSA celebrates the Annual Bhajana Festivals, 

usually at Sri venkateswara Cultural Centre in Havenside either 

in September or October. The AMSSA sometimes invites the various 

linguistic groups among the Indian community and they render 

items in their respective languages. 
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7.3.5 Daily prayers and Santi Patam 

The daily prayers the Andhras offer as Hindus also foster Telugu 

language maintenance. Some of the Andhras while performing their 

morning prayers chant Ra~mi mantram (Surya man tram) and pray to 

the Sun God. This prayer and chanting of Telugu mantras not only 

maintains Andhra culture but also preserves Hindu culture in 

South Africa. 

Another area in which Telugu is used extensively by the Andhras 

in south Africa is in the traditional Andhra prayers. The 

Andhras have their own traditional prayers which have been 

transmitted from one generation to another and are still recited 

in Telugu. 

The members of the AMSSA recite the "Subhakarya Prardhana", 

"Siiyankala Priirdhana" and "Prathahkala Prardhana". All these 

three Telugu prayers are used by the AMSSA and its branch sabhas 

during Eisteddfod and other religio-cultural gatherings. Each 

prayer, 12-15 lines in length, is recited in chorus or singly and 

also forms part of the weekly services of the branch sabhas. 

8. 	 RESURGENCE IN THE ANDHRA COMMUNITY 

identification of the facets of resurgence 

to the Concise Oxford English Dictionary "resurgence" 

During research many 	informants {Interviews: 

Ellaurie: 1992, Dadi,S : 1991, Manthrie : 1993 and 

indicated that there is a resurgence in the interest 

the Andhra community in keeping their Telugu language and 

culture alive in South Africa. 

branch sabhas have been recently established within a 

period of ten years 	and there is a revival in the interest 

the South African Andhra youth, which led to the establishment 

the Andhra Youth Movement (SAAYM) in December 1989. Within 

four years many branch youth movements have been 
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established and all these Youth Movements are affiliated to the 

SAAYM and coexist as a sister organization, with the AMSSA. 

Their main aim is to nurture the Telugu language through religio

cultural activities. 

AS recently as 1991, a Telugu Examination Board was established 

under the Education Committee of the AMSSA. This Board conducts 

Telugu examinations twice a year for the beginners at elementary 

" once year advanced levels with theand intermediate levels and a 

Telugu lecturer at U.D-W as the Examiner. In October 1993, 468 

students wrote these examinations at various levels and in 

centres in which oral efficiency of the candidates is also 

tested. 

Many new branch sabhas are participating in the Annual Andhra 

Eisteddfod . For example, eight new branch sabhas including the 

Transvaal Andhra Sabha took part in the 1991-1993 Andhra 

Eisteddfodau. The number of the candidates participating in each 

item is growing and the high standard of performance makes 

adjudication a demanding task. New Andhra Cultural Halls are 

being built at various places such as Port Shepstone and 

Havenside. 

As recently as 1990, many Andhras claimed that they were hearing 

more Telugu being spoken among members of the Andhra community 

compared wi th the early years of the previous decade. The 

present-day officials of the AMSSA are making it a habit to 

deliver their official speeches in Telugu instead of English. 

More young Andhras are aware of their cultural heritage and are 

trying to preserve it. All these developments indicate that there 

is a revival of Andhra interest in the retention of their 

language and culture in South Africa, which is attributable to 

a var iety of causes. 

9. CONCLUSION 

In this paper the parameters of maintenance of the Telug1l 

language in South Africa are discussed in detail. From thiS 

20 




paper it is evident that the Telugu language, having been brought 

into South Africa more than one hundred and thirty years ago, is 

still used in the country as a mediwn of communication, although 

on a small scale. The Telugu langl.!age is maintained for symbol ic 

purposes in South African context as against its steady erosion 

as a medium of everyday conversation. 

If plotted on a graph (see graph 3), the status of the Telugu 

language in South Africa would indicate a sharp decline in the 

early years of the Andhraimmigration to the count~7 because of 

the hard working conditions on the plantations and sugar 

factories. The 'Pravasandhras' did not worry very much about 

losing their EMT because most of them thought of going back to 

India. For them Telugu is a medium of communication, they talked 

in Telugu, scolded in Telugu, prayed in Telugu and even cursed 

in Telugu. However, they did not have opportunity, time or 

sufficient facilities to teach Telugu to their children because 

they were fighting for their survival in an alien environment. 

They came as indentured labourers whose main concern was to 

satisfy their physical needs viz. food and shelter. 

GRAPH 3 

STATUS OF TELUGU LANGUAGE 

IN SOUTH AFRICA 1860-1993 


120 

I 
1 

I 100 1= 
N 

I 
p 

E 

R 80 ~ 

C 60 

E 

N 

T 40 

A 
G 

E 20 


0 
1860 1911 1920 1930 1950 1960 1980 1994 

~ OBSERVED EROSION - EXPECTED EROSION 

21 



By 1930s most of the Andhras had gained little economic stability 

and status. By this time most of the immigrant Andhra generation 

died and the community mostly comprised of the first South 

African born Andhras, who started to realise the need to preserve 

their MT from oblivion. Between 1930-1960 the graph took a sharp 

positive rise. Most of the Andhras were actively involved in 

preserving the Telugu language and Andhra culture in the country. 

At this stage the Telugu language was actively used and 

maintained as a medium of instruction and communication. 

However, most of the efforts of made by the well established 

Andhra community were ruthlessly destroyed by the oppressive 

Group Areas Act and as a result after 1960s the graph took a 

sharp decline and from that time onwards the general interest of 

the Andhras went down up to 1980s. It took them almost twenty 

years to reestablish their communities and thus after the 1980s 

the graph has taken a positive upswing and is steadily rising 

towards 1990s. 

Kloss (1966 : 78) discusses a series of factors which contributes 

to language maintenance. One of them, religio-societal 

insulation, is sufficiently powerful that groups so endowed can 

resist assimilation. It is, however, to be found only among 

small minority groups such as the Andhras of South Africa. A 

small pocket of the Andhras of South Africa have resisted 

complete assimilation through their religio-cultural activities. 

The domination of Tamil on the Telugu language (Prabhakaran 1993 

b : 1-15 and 1994 in press) has also not been able to supplant 

the Andhra identity. The separate celebration of the Ugadi by 

the Andhras bears testimony to this. Telugu is mainly kept alive 

in South Africa because of the various religio-cultural 

activities of the community. 

Even though Telugu is still being maintained in South Africa, the 

"South African Telugu" is an isolated dialect, a speech community 

island cut off from other dialects of the modern standard Telugu 

of Andhra Pradesh, India. Telugu in isolated pockets in soutb 
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Africa is characteristically poorly valued even by its own 

speakers. Attitudes of most of the Andhras towards the Telugu 

language tend to be apologetic and negative. 

After one hundred and thirty four years of its existence Telugu 

is being eroded to a great extent in South Africa. However, the 

researcher, born and raised in Andhra Pradesh, having witnessed 

the attitudes of the Andhras in other immigrant situations, feels 

that if the Telugu language, with all the problems surrounding 

it, could have survived thus far in South Africa, will continue 

to survive in the foreseeable future in South Africa, if only for 

the purpose of religion and culture. There are many present-day 

young Andhras who still feel that Telugu should be cultivated and 

retained as a primordial link wi thin the Andhra culture, and they 

are willing to take an active role in an organized effort to 

preserve and promote the language. 

When asked "what is your opinion about the future status of the 

Telugu language in South Africa?" the responses elicited are 

tabled as follows (see table 3): 

TABLE 3 

RESPONDENTS' 

It will disappear soon from S.A 

It will be kept alive for the 

purpose of religion and culture 

It will be neglected 

The present status will be 

maintained 

There will be a resurgence 

Total 

5.5% 

66.5% 

4.8% 

15% 

8.2% 

100% 

OPINION ABOUT THE FUTURE STATUS OF THE TELUGU 
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With regard to the majority view above Fishman has the following 

remark to make (1966 : 399): 

In general, ethnicity and culture maintenance appear 
to be much more stable phenomena than language 
maintenance. 

This dictum appears to be true with regard to the Andhras of 

South Afrj.ca. As Nancy Dorian (1987 60-61) .opines, "the 

languages struggling to survive have often had to make heroic 

efforts" in an alien environment and this is true in the case of 

Telugu and as well as all the other Indian languages existing in 

South Africa today. 
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Introduction : 

Maintenance of minor/minority languages and cultures 

all over the world is increasingly becoming deSirable, 

aitficult and complex. While it is esser.tial to unQerst;>nd 

the problematics an:: aynemics of language maintenance and 

cultural identity, it is equally import,nt, if not more, to 

compre hensively char<.cter ize t he notions of langu~ e power 

ana liOnguilge pressure for viability at minor/minority 

languages end cultures. It is only by a meaningful and 

J;"ee1istic linkage bet",een the minority languages 2nd cultures 

and the language of dominance ard power that the minority 

communities can achieve the ir goa 15 and reali se their aspi

rations. An attempt has been made in the present Paper to 

underst,nd the notions of language power and language pressure 

and to bring out. their implications for the dynamics of 

languDge maintenance and cultural identity on the one hand, 

znd the planning of bilingUalism on the other. It is argued 

that the maintenance of minority languages artJ cultures is 

not only necessary ane relevant for the minority cOl1Il1unities 

but also makes a vital contribution to the enrichment and 

cultivation of majO!'ity lan::Juage·~ ane cultures and thus ensures 

a more civersified end creative socioculturc;l and linguistic 

life in a society. 
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Goals of Language Maintenance 

The minority co..nnunities may show a great deal of 

variation in terms of goals of language maintenance. It is 

possible to esta bUsh at least three major types of goa Is. 

First, the minority .commur .ities may engage in languiJge 

maintenanCe for the sake of language ard cultural identity. 

Second, ttl e language maintenance efforts may be focused on 

'" 	 the CUltivation and enrichment of language and cultur'1. 

Finally, the goal of language maintenance may aim at language 
c..", \ .:: I. ' I!, y" 
~ement and redistribution of power relations vis-a-vis 

language of power and dominance. The major goals of language 

maintenance depend not only on the sociolinguistic resources 

of the minority communities but also on the developmental 

status and evtluation of these resou:-ces in relation to the 

sociolinguistic resources of the dominant language and 

community . This will become clear in the discussion in 

the next two sections. It may however be pointed out here 

that these goals are ideal types ard th..t a particular 

minor·ity conmunity in actual context may emphasize all of 

them in varying degrees oepending on its resources and 

pov.er. 

The goals of language maintenance need to be considered 

in the context of language diversity as language maintenance 

is necessi'rily relateci to it. [ua (1990) has critically 

:uui examined the issues involved in language diverSity in 

relation to the educ, tional and communicational planning on 

the one hand, iJld the ethical, philosophical and language 

rights on t he other. He has argued how language diverSity 

is not only functional in multilingual societies but also 

inherently valuable and an asset to mankind. It is necessary 

to extend the discussion here to some other pertinent issues. 
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One of tte significant issues perteins to the process of 

'We sternization and Europeanization. For inst, nce, Husserl 

consioered. as pointed out by Halbfass (198S:437,.that Europe 

a lone could provide other tr; dit ions with a uni v er sal frr> me

work of meaning and unCierst l nding and thrt Europeanization 

of all foreign parts of mankind was the destiny of the e~rth. 

However. Halbfass maintains th2t Europe is certainly no longer 

the master and protagonist of 1h e procec s of "Enropeanization" 

and thut it is searching new alternctive s am -turning towards 

those non-European traditions which it tried to !lEI ster. 

supersede. ·unoerstam-·~ and "explain" (440). This implies 

that the dominant langu<'ges and cultur~s need not necessarily 

be adequate and may not fulfil all the socio-cultural. 

linguistic and communicctive functions of all minority groups. 

Second. it is not eno\..gh to recognize the value of 

langucge di\,ersity or the relevcnce of the alterna t ive mores 

of perception and analys i s. It is also es sential that the 

western societies or the domina nt langu~ e groups come out 

of the ir o.m grooves c n:i a;:e in e posit ien to di stance them

selves fran theiI own peorspec1ive in order to See the relevance 

and meaning of the minority languages for the latter's identity 

and self-definition es well as for their mutual understanding 

a nd enrichment. 

Finally. it is necesscry to (leconstruct "metc.nerratives· 

or centralizing and homogenizing tendencies. categories or 

notions that are promo1F d by the dominant languages and 

cultures, unc:er one reCSon or; not her. Lyotard (1979/84) 

points out the impossibility of belief in metanarr atives as 

charac:::eri stic of ·postmodern" cr itica I thought. He me int<'ins 

th<:t a justice of the "postmoc\ern conditiorl' c a nnot be conceived 

in terll6 of universal laws thi' t resolve diversity, difference 

or contrc:dition. He considers the cri ticd force of sma 11 

narratives and their confl,ctual multiplicity and heter6geneity 
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necessay for resisting totalization and authoritarianism. 

Lyotard (1979184:67) affir.s : ·One must maximize as much as 

possible the multiplication of small narratives· as part of 

"a politics that woulc respect both the desire for justice 

and desire for the unknown." Similerly Carrol! (1987:103) 

explores the issues relcted to the notions of nerrative and 

heterogeneity from a perSpective of politics and justice and 

points out that both Lyotard's and 8akhtin's works lead "to 

critical strategies thet indicate :inC irectly an Idea. (or 

-fiction") of heterogeneous humanity as the foundation of the 

social, an Idea that must be pursued in the name of justice, 

1n the name of an obligetion to others and alterity in 

general." He concludes t hit for both Lyotard an:! Bakhtin 

"be just- ffiE!ans something like the following: "Resist and 

undermine authoritarien metanarratives an:! let the dialogic 

interaction of languages, discourses, little narratives, aro 

phrases pro("uce their multiple eff~'Cts in thepursuit of a 

human canmunity still to be formed and imaginable, not 

knowable, in terms of multiplicity of ends.· 

In short, the theoretical groundings of the goals of 

lc.nguage maintenance raiSe crucia 1 issues relcted to mutual 

unaerstznding aoo dialogic interaction between the dominant 

and minority communities and form the basis for a richer 

culturel theory and langui~e development. They not only 

highlight the functional ane irherent value of small languages 

for alterlK'cive modes of perception and analySis as well as 

for social justice but also enjoin on the dominant languages 

and cultures to recognize an:! understcnd the richness of 

minority languages and cultures. It is this perspective 

based on the theoretical groundings thct ean enrich the 

process of language mainte nance ana prov ide strong support 

to the goals set by the minority/minor languages for "the 

developmert of their languages and cultureS. 
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The notion of langui'ge power has not yet been adequately 

unoerstood a nd systE'm2tically chan:ctE'rized within the frnoo

\'JOrk of sociolinguistic or langU i' ge plcnning theorie s , though 

some scholars ha ve usee the concept in dc fir.ing the £tatus 

aro position ot lcnC) u ~ ge (Mackey 1976; Pieterson 1978; 

Kachru 1986b; Duo 1 989; forthcoming). ,..S the cha r acterization 

of the notion of longuaJ po,p. r has bee n dealt with in det2il 

e Isetlhere, it woulc suffice her e to draw atte ntion to the 

follol'ling aspects of langu i'ge poweT cn: to make a few cri tical 

remarks relev ant to the question of language mainten~nce. It 

may also be pointed out th , t though it is possible to identity 

certain crucial aspects of languegc? power, the meesurer..ent 

of these aspects in Gu"ntit2tive terms is beset v/ith complex 

theoretic al ano methodological issues. />.s" result l a ngu c ge 

power c ~ nnot be tully charecterized, though it Ci'n f o rm the 

basis for unoerst. !"di ng some funoemental is s uE's in language 

pl"nning as well a ~ form the pers pective of languil g<' maintE' nance. 

The most salient aspects ot langu age power rel evint for 

our purpose include the following 

(i) The number of domains in which it is used; 

(ii) 	The number of both first ane Second language 


speakers ane their competence in it; 


(ii$) 	The degree of development in tE'Tms of stntJadizatioQ. 

function81 styles and adequacy of writing system end 
vocabulary; 

(it!) Thl:' diversity, quantity and quality of all kinds of 

discourse production including the systems of 

public,tion ane libra ries; 

vj The instrucr.lE'nt ;,l, integr ative and com;nuni cr tive 

functions actu c lly realized or potentially a s sumed 

to be associcted with language; 
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(vi) 	The juridical and sociocultural status explicitly 

formalized or implicitly recognized by the first 

or second language speakers. 

It is necessary to recognize two important chilr2cteristics 

of language use relevant in th!' context of language maintenance 

as well as lClnguilge planning. First, l~nguage use in ciifferent 

dom"ins tends to be mutually interactive and cumulative. 

The more a language is used in a number of domains, tip more 

it tends to embrace other domains anci the more its uSe is 

further strengthened anJ entrenched. However, it must be 

recognized that language use tends to be interactive and 

cumulctive at a particular threshold level which depends 

on several linguistic and sociocultural factors and the 

sociolinguistic context of the society as c whole. While 

a language can survive at the minimum level of its use, it 

can become a vital medium of expression only when its use 

becomes interactive and cumul2tive after i t ta~es off from 

the threshold level. 

Second, the different domains of langu<,ge use differ ~ 

in their salience from the point of view of language power. 

Furthermore, the different domains may be characterized 

by different degrees of social and institutionCll support. 

Thus, while the use of a languege in a family and the sup;:,ort 

provicied for it may be adequate for its maintenance, it is tae 

use of language in education and other domains that renders 

it more effective medium of expression and leads to its 

develo;:xnent. 

Whether it is the question of languacp use, oiscourse 

production or function aro status of language, it must be 

understood that all aspects of langui'ge po,ver are implicated 

in Some form or Ue other with socia I re lations of power 
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and institutionul structures. The soci",l relations of pOl'Er 

and institutional structu:res are n~produced t "rough form?lly 

estcbl ished systems 0 f education and lega 1 apparatus or market 

and the rep.oduction of power relations and intitutional 

structures is legitimized by sodel nonns, values en;! other 

forms of control. It needs to be pointed out here that both 

discursive practicesard non-discursive fntors mutually 

reinforce each other in the formation of subjectivity/ 

subjectificction and reproduction am legitimation of social 

relations of power. Not only are the different discourses 

interrelated with each other in terms of discursive relations 

and practices but also they contribute to the unity of non

discursive practices so th;;t various SOcial, political, 

economic, technological and pedagogical factors rome together 

and function in a coherent way in legitimizing the principlea 

of discourse prociuction, classification aoo distribution. 

As a result langurgC! power is not only repr00uc!!d, sustained 

and further extcncied but also it tends to become a source of 

appropriation, control and po","lE!r. 

The charccterization of the concept of language power 

as briefly prescribed above poses a formidable challenge to 

minority languages en; cultures. On the one hand the dominant" 

language tends to take over more a~ more functions of the 

minority langueges. Its inc."(,erin'J Iole as well as its 

power are seen fS reasonable, necessary ard legitimate. On 

the other ham the discourse on the need and relevance of 

minority lcnguages en:: cultures from perspectives of lan

guage equality ,langua~ rights, language development or 

inherent value of language diversity is rendered more a~ 

IOOre irrelevant, divisive, irrationCll, impracticoble and 

so on. This leads to the assimilction of minority languc:ges 

and cultures into dominant velues,ncrms aro discursive 

pr.,ctices. The more the minority languages; n;! cultures 

become ussimilatiopjst in their attitude, appr02ch or 
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thinking. t he more they are likely to be marginalized leading 

to loss of language distinctiveness and cultur21 identity. 

The only way by which they can withstC'nd the pressure of the 

dominant langucge 2nd culture ane reverse the trend of their 

marginalisation is to develop counter-hegemonic forces by 

recognizing and cultivating the dynamics of their own corrrnunity. 

Without a coherent appr02ch and a sustained effort in the 

£ultivation of community dynamics and concomittant counter

forces it would not be possible for the minority languages and 

cultures to struggle for and realize the goals of language 

mai nte na nce • 

Languaoe Meintenance ard Community Dynamics: 

Minority groups can make languoge maintenance realistic 

and viable if they fulfil certain conditions. It is not the 

purpose of the present paper to pre sent a co~rehensive 

analYSis of the oesirable conditions. An attempt will be 

made to highlight only some of the basic issues that ere 

crucisl to the viability of languC'ge maintenance • 

. First, it is necessary to highlight the D Ie of com

muni ty approfich su staining language maintenance effort s. 

While the stste policy and politic21 sy stem may prov ide 

certain institutional arrangements for the maintenance of 

minority 1 anguage s end cultures ,i t is only throuch Ue 

initiative and efforts of the comr,lUnity that these provisions 

can ate effectively litilised for the use and development of 

the minority languages. Without an active interest and involve

ment of the minority groq> in meking full use of the provisions 
+..<, ~ 

it may not be possible to tird out ,far the provisions are 
" 

adequate to fulfil the goals of language maintenance. If Ue 

st"te does not provide al'¥ institUtional arrangements within 

the framework of its language policy or if the prOVisions' 

provided by the st2te are inadequate in fulfilling the goals 

of language maintenance,it is only by community initi~ti ve 

ana effort that the necessary c~ions can be created for a 
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realistic sust2inable level of language maintenance. 

The cOllT.1unity initiutive arr! effort is not only essential 

for creating sufficient i r6titutional Clrrangements but ellso 

for deve loping socio lingui stic re sources com~nsurcte with 

them as l'Iell as e('ual to the goals of longu~ge mainten,nce. 

The sociolinguistic resources include skills, mcte~'i"ls, 

manpower, ana institutions on the one hano, ano develo)Xllent 

of art, literature, culture cnd science on t he other. 

Whether lcnguage maintencnce is for culturC'l identity, 

language enrichnent or language empowerment, it cannot be 

sustained without adequate development ot sodolinguistic 

resource s. 

Secor,d, t he success of language maintenance depe nds on 

the de,!!ree of congruence between linguistic and non-linguistic 

par;;meters. The non-linguistic parameters embri'ce C' wide 

range and may include sod oculturFl symbols and values, 

reli gion, myth, history, sociopoliticd org;-n isation afl(1 

social structure of ttl! community in question. The nature 

.and scope 01 sociocultural values, myths and symbols provide 

the basis for group identity ano define the sociell status of 

a group. The distinctive historical b~ckgroUnd ot a com-nunity 

serves as a source 01 power for mobilization of group solidarity 

ano mcy accord a certcin degree 01 stctus to its langucge. 

Thus the non- lingui stic parameters not only define social 

status of a com~unity as well as its ioentity but also sU?port 

language distinctiveness. The interaction between lirguistic 

and no~linguistic parametl'rs is required for d eve loping 

sufficient degree of congruence b.. tween them for the viC'bility 

of language maintenance. 

Third, it is necessary to understcnd the nature arr.' ri'nge 


of social differentiation in a community. The greater the 
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range of social differentiation in termS of level of literecy, 

urbanization.occupation, socioeconot:lic status etc., the greater 

the likelihood th~t the co:1];;unity may b+ivided over the ::-1' 

goals of language maintenunce. The greater th~ lack of COr:llluni

cation ano interaction aroong the different sections of a 

com;nunity the greater the possibility for lack of consensus 

ano sociopoliticCll mobiliZption for the cultivation of socio

lifljuistic resources. witt is relevant in the context of 

~ social differ~. ntiation in a minority cOlJrnunity is how sharp 

cleavages are irored aut and how rifference can be reduced 

in perceptions with regards to the goals of language 

maintenance on the one hand and the role of dominant language 

on the other. 

Finally, the dynamics of a community depends on the 

nature and scope of sociopolitical mobilization. An adequate 

degrc' e of sociepolitical mobilization is crucial to sustencnce 

of community initiative and effort, cultivation of congruence 

betwee n linguistic anci nonling uistic parameter sand manage

ment of social differentiation for language maintenClnce. 

In broad terms the nature of sociopolitical mobilization can 

be understood in the extremely complex behaviour of elites. 

The types of elites, the attributes, interests and motives 

of elites vis-a-vis masses, ard the selection, articulation 

aoo advocacy of group symbols by them form the basi s for 

de fining group boundaries c rd projecting language dema nds. 

Thus the elites play. vital role in inculcating positive 

language attitucies on the one hand, and in prOjecting the 

need for language development and use on the other. Dua 

(forthcoming) shows how the EngliSh educe ted elites and 

intelktuals have promoted the use of Eng lish for their 

vested interests am social status and how this has contri

buted to the margine lization of modern I ndian languages. In 

short, without a positive and dynamic role of the elites it 

would not be possible to harness the resources of socio
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political mo!Jilization for achieving the goals of languilge 

mc;inte nance. 

Lanousge Maintenance end BilinguC'lism 

Language mcintenance cen neitrer be viable nor it can 

fulfil the aspirations of minority cOl!nunities as well as 

contribute to culturel gro :th if societal bilingualism does 

not support it. It is essential to uneersta nd the characteristic 

features of societal bilingualism that provide socioculturi'l 

sustenance to the goals of langu<:ge maintenance. One of the 

basic features pertains to stable bilingualism (Fishman 

1968, 1977). Whatever the form of stable bilingualism it 

ensures functional interlinkage between the two languages~n :-r 

question which may be maintained by informal means or by 

formal learning/teaching of the languages. The form of 

the stable bilingualism aOO modes of lear;:ing the two 

languages (currrnins 1986) will determine how minority lan

guage will maintain itself and what role it will perform for 

the minority group in particular and the society in general. 

Ar-other feature of societal bilingualism relevant in 

the context of langucge maintenance conc.-rns the distinction 

between additive ane replacive bilingualism. It hasbeen 

well established by research on bilingualism in general and 

bilingual educ<tion in particular that additive bilingualism 

not only leads to a higher degree of competence, in the 

second language but also it affirms the use and competence 

of the first language. Thus the additive bilingualism 1Y0uld 

be supportive of stable bilingual±; m on the one hand ane 

would enrich both the bilingual competence and the two 

languages on the other. 

The third important fe2ture ot societe 1 bilingualism 

is re l ated to the dominant language group. As regcrc's 

bilingu2 li srr. , it is mostly the minority group that bears the 

burcen. l~o't only is the i r.cicie nce of bilingualism generally 
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low among the dominant group but also the speakers of the 

dOmincnt group are not very much inclined to ac"uire bilingua

lism in the minority lenguages. While there may be villid 

socioculturel reasons for thiS, it need not necessarily 

preclude the learning of minority languages by the majority 

speake r s for strategic educi'tional purposes. If t he le;;rning 

of the dOminant language by the minor ity children under the 

~ 	rationale of positive ere! adc'iti~ bilingualism is essential 

apart from other considerat ions, t he same arguments apply 

to the majority children for cultivating posi.td.ve. -attitooe:s· 

among them not only the positive attitudes towc>rds minority 

languages but also ensuring the cognitive benefits ossociated 

\'lith bilinguali8ll. The nature and extent of bilinguaUsm in 

the minority languages willbe useful in two ways. Apart 

from the educiltional and cognitive advantages to the learners 

of the majority group, it will enhance the status of the 

minority langua~es co:tlng their speakers. Furthermore, it will 

also provide a firm support to culti..c tion of steble 

bilingualism. 

Finally, the societal bilingualism must be considered 

from the perspective of the distinction between the integrative 

and instrumental functions. In a situCltion of une(:ual relation

ship between two 1cngUClges it is rarely the case that both 

the functions are fulfilled by them. Generally the dOminant 

language tends to take over the instrumental function, whereas 

the learning of tte first IClnguClge m~y be considered essential 

for integrccive as well as educ?tional reasons. While both the 

functions may be equally import, nt , the instrument"l fUnction, 

being associatec: with socioeconomic stctus .nd occupational 

mobility, tenes to assume precedence over the integr,tive 

function for some, most or all the minority speakers dejl9nding 

on the sociolinguistic context. It is not merely, tte Question 

of the precedence a the instrumentd over the integrctive 

f unction but the cissonC'nce felt by the minority speakers 

http:posi.td.ve


: 13: 

may eventually lead them to fulfil the integrative function 

by the oominant language. Thus the disparity enc conflict 

with regard to the instrumr)nt,l "TXi integrative functions 

as associcted with the dominant and mincrity languages has 

the potential of langu<>ge assimilation an:! tends to undermine 

the very structuu of stable and adC:itive bilingualism. It 

is therefore necessary to ti:ke scme positive steps to enhance 

the functional value of the mir.ority languages. The lei'rning 

of these langucges by the majority s;:>eckers is such a step. 

Additionally it might be useful to establish some reward 

system with respect to t he learning of mincrity languages as 

well as adequate car.petence in t herr. trom the point of view 

of their use, development or material production by both the 

mincrity eI'D majority cO!lVl1unities. The rc.tionale behind this 

suggestion is that language mcinten2nce is not merely the 

need am the prerogative of the mincrity cOrmlunities but it 

is equally irrport~nt to fino out ways arc; me"ns by which the 

majority groups can also make a positive cor.tribution to its 

suste nance. 

The characterization of the features of societal bi _ 

lingualism relev2nt in t he conteoct of language maintenance 

is not meant to be exheustive or complete. However, it is 

ade~uate enough to point oli that such a societal bilingualism 

reouires a basic chan.;e in educ, tional language plenning. 

This change. cannot be effected onthe baSis of the findings 

of bilingual eout,; .- tion experime nts that sUpport either 

tr2nsitional bilinguclhm or discredit mothertongue educ,tion 

under OnE' plea or another. Such bilingual educ?tion progr.-mrnes 

start from the wrong premise in thct they assume the efficacy 


of the oominant stondard language and are designed in such a 


way that they are more likely to prove this rather than dis


credit it. ilhat is required is thE' fODnulation of bilingual 


progra!lVl1es which make use of two languages to optimise 


advantage from t he points of view of the irxlividual .; n:! 
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societal bilingualism on tre one hrrd, and the mutual 

enrichment of languages am respective literatures on the 

other. The bilinguel educ ' tion progr2mme s conducted with thi s 

goal in view can only provide a sounc' basi s for change in 

educctional langua.,;e planning oonduci'oE to language mainten<lnce 

as well as cultur.;l gro·..rth. 

Conclusion: 

" To sum up, it has been argued the>t the minority comnunities 

must clearly underst?nd the ncture zoe s cope of the gOels of 

languege maintenance. While basica 11 y the goa 1 s 0 f language 

maintenance areconcarned with t he use and development of 

minority languages as well as the growth of minority cultures, 

it is equally necessary for both the minority and mc:jority 

cO;;]Olunities to recognize the inherent value of language 

civersity are the fundamenti:1 contribution that the minority 

languages 2nc cultures can make to both language development 

ano cultural growth. The logic and Ilationale of language 

maintenance must however be related to the Question of 

language power on the one hand, and th e sociocultural and 

political dynamics of the rom-:tunity on the other. As II! gards 

the question of language power it needs to be recognized 

how the dominant languilge ~ends to assume more end more 

po·,·.er and legitimacy, how both its power are legiti:il2cy are 

contirually constituted and socially reproduced, and ho'.,' they 

create assimil"tioni st force lecdil1:J to marginalizction or 

irrelevence of minority languages and cultures. The minority 

communities can f ace the onslaught of the domi nant langucge 

only on the basis of their own dynamics. The com';1unity 

dynallics can be characterized in terms of the community 

initiative and effort, the degree of congruence between 

linguistic erC non-li g ui stic par2meters, the nature <'nd 

scope of social cifferentiation and the dynamics of socio_ 

cuItu:ra 1 and pelit ical mobilization. While the minority 

http:po�,�.er
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corrununitie~~lay show C great deal of dynamics, it will 

fail to provide thp expected results if the societal bilin

guclism is not characterized by certain attributes which are 

ess·2Tltial for the cultillstion and sustenance of lcnguage 

maintencnce. The att. ibutes of societal bilingualism 

considered hQ; e point out the need for a restructuring of 

languagi! educ~tion and a more positive ancl constructive role 

of the majority group in leani ng minority language s ilnd 

encouraging t~ir growth and development. Thus while the 

minority communities are called upon to playa double role 

in maim aining their languages and cul t ure 5 at a viC'ble and 

sustainable level of develo(.l1lent and in making a positive 

contribution to the enrichment of both languC'ges on6 cultures, 

.. he majority com.-;lunities must also provire both milt!'rial and 

moral support by actually l;>arning the minority langu?ges. 

In short, languc:Je maimencmce fundamentally inplies that 

both the minority are majority cOl:lmunities must work together 

in a spirit of cooperation and mutual exchaTt;Je for 

o more diversified and crective sociocultural anei linguistic 

life. 
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