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Abstract

Language attitude plays a vital role in shaping linguistic behavior, influencing decisions
regarding language maintenance, shift, and identity. Assam, a linguistically diverse state in Northeast
India, is home to multiple languages such as Assamese, Bengali, Hindi, English, and various tribal
languages. This study explores the language attitude of the educated populace of Assam, examining their
perception towards mother tongue (especially Assamese), English, and other regional and national
languages. It analyzes socio-cultural, political, and economic factors influencing these attitudes and their
implications for language policy and identity in Assam.
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Introduction

Language is not merely a medium of communication but a symbol of identity, culture,
and heritage. The attitude of individuals towards their language or other languages reflects
broader socio-political dynamics and cultural orientations. In multilingual societies like Assam,
where language plays a significant role in social cohesion and regional identity, understanding
language attitudes becomes essential for shaping effective language policies.

This paper investigates the language attitude of the educated class in Assam, especially
focusing on their preferences and perceptions about Assamese, English, and other regional or
national languages. The study also evaluates the influence of globalization, education, and
digital media on these attitudes.

Significance of the Study

This research holds significant relevance in contemporary Assam, where the identity
politics associated with language is witnessing renewed debates. With the increasing use of
English in education and technology and the marginalization of many tribal and indigenous
tongues, assessing the language attitudes of educated individuals is crucial. It contributes to:
Understanding the interrelation between education and linguistic preference. Evaluating the role
of English as a dominant language in professional and academic domains. Highlighting the
implications of language preference for regional languages like Assamese. Offering suggestions
for language planning and educational policy in Assam.

Objectives of the Study

To explore the language preference among educated people of Assam.

To study the attitude of educated Assamese speakers towards their mother tongue.

To analyze the perceived role of English and other languages in academic and professional
advancement.

To assess the impact of education, media, and globalization on language behavior.
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Scope of the Study

This study focuses on the language attitudes of educated individuals in Assam, particularly those who have
received formal education at the higher secondary, graduate, or postgraduate levels. The study covers a broad spectrum
of respondents from diverse linguistic backgrounds including Assamese, Bengali, Bodo, and Hindi-speaking
communities. It primarily examines urban and semi-urban populations in cities such as Guwahati, Dibrugarh, Silchar,
Jorhat, and Tezpur, where access to multilingual education, media, and professional spaces is significant.

The scope includes:

Formal Language Use: Analysis of language preference in educational institutions, workplaces, and formal
communication.

Informal Language Use: Patterns of language choice in homes, social settings, and digital communication.

Language Perception: Evaluation of emotional, cultural, and pragmatic attitudes towards Assamese, English, and other
regional/national languages.

Influence of Education and Media: How academic background, medium of instruction, and exposure to digital and
print media influence language attitude.

Linguistic Identity and Policy: The role of language in forming cultural identity and expectations from government
language policies.

However, the study does not include non-educated or semi-literate populations, rural communities with minimal
exposure to formal education, or detailed ethnolinguistic studies of tribal communities in remote areas. These aspects
could be explored in future research.

Methodology

The study employs a mixed-method approach including:
Survey: Structured questionnaires were distributed among 200 educated individuals across urban centers like
Guwabhati, Dibrugarh, Silchar, Tezpur, and Jorhat.
Interviews: In-depth interviews were conducted with 25 professionals from academia, administration, and business
sectors.
Secondary Sources: Books, journal articles, and government language policy reports were used for theoretical
grounding.

Literature Review

Attitude towards language is a well-researched field in sociolinguistics. According to Gardner (1985),
language attitude includes learners’ motivational orientations, which are broadly instrumental (utility-driven) or
integrative (identity-driven). Fasold (1984) highlights that attitudes can affect language maintenance and shift. In the
context of India, Annamalai (2001) discusses how English has emerged as a 'second first language' among educated
Indians, often at the cost of regional languages.

In Assam, language issues have been politically sensitive, especially concerning the Assamese-Bengali
linguistic dichotomy and the demand for inclusion of various tribal languages in official and academic domains
(Baruah, 1999). Studies such as Sarma (2011) indicate that while Assamese continues to be a symbol of cultural
identity, educated youth increasingly prefer English for academic and career pursuits.

Language Attitude of Educated People of Assam: A Study
Language Ecology of Assam

The term language ecology refers to the complex interplay of languages within a specific geographical,
cultural, and sociopolitical context. In Assam, this ecology is marked by a vibrant multilingualism shaped by history,
ethnicity, migration, education, and state policies. The state functions as a linguistic mosaic where numerous languages
co-exist, compete, and sometimes overlap within the same communities and institutional domains.

Linguistic Composition of Assam

Assam, located in the northeastern region of India, is home to more than 20 scheduled and non-scheduled
languages, spoken by diverse ethnic groups and communities. According to Census 2011 data, the major languages
spoken in Assam include:
Assamese: Spoken by around 48.38% of the population as their first language.
Bengali: Accounts for approximately 28.91%, mainly in the Barak Valley (Cachar, Karimganj, and Hailakandi
districts).
Bodo: Recognized under the Eighth Schedule of the Indian Constitution, spoken largely in the Bodoland Territorial
Region (BTR).
Hindi: Predominantly spoken by migrant and business communities.
Tribal Languages: Such as Mishing, Karbi, Dimasa, Rabha, Tiwa, Deori, and others, spoken by various indigenous
communities (Office of the Registrar General & Census Commissioner, 2011).
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Assam’s language ecology is further enriched by dialectical variations within major languages like Assamese,
such as the eastern and western dialects and regional influences from neighboring states and countries.

Official and Educational Language Landscape

The Assamese language serves as the official state language, as per the Assam Official Language Act of 1960.
Bodo, in the Roman script, is recognized as the associate official language in the Bodoland Territorial Region,
following the Bodo Accord of 2020. English and Hindi also play significant roles in administration, judiciary, and
higher education.
In terms of education:
Assamese is used as the medium of instruction in most government schools in the Brahmaputra Valley.
Bengali is the medium in Barak Valley schools.
English is increasingly becoming the preferred medium in private institutions across the state.
Bodo has also been introduced in primary and secondary education in Bodo-majority areas (Saikia, 2014).

Multilingualism and Language Hierarchies

Assam exhibits a high level of societal multilingualism, where most individuals are proficient in at least two or
more languages. For example, an educated Assamese individual may speak Assamese at home, use English in
professional contexts, and communicate in Hindi in inter-state or commercial settings.
However, this multilingualism often reflects a language hierarchy, wherein:
English holds the highest prestige, linked to global mobility, education, and employment.
Assamese maintains strong symbolic and cultural value but is perceived to be limited in modern utility.
Tribal and minority languages face marginalization, with diminishing domains of usage and intergenerational
transmission challenges (Baruah, 1999; Sarma, 2011).

Ethnic Identity and Language Politics

Language is deeply entangled with ethnic identity and regional politics in Assam. The Assam Movement
(1979-1985), which centered around demands for protecting Assamese identity against illegal immigration and
linguistic marginalization, brought language issues to the forefront of state politics.

Conflicts have also emerged between Assamese and Bengali speakers, particularly in Barak Valley, where
there is historical demand for recognition of Bengali as a state language. Similarly, tribal groups have frequently
demanded official recognition and preservation of their languages, viewing them as inseparable from their cultural
survival (Baruah, 2003; Sen, 2017).

Media, Technology, and Language Visibility

The digital age has added a new dimension to Assam’s language ecology:
Assamese and Bengali have seen growth in online content creation through blogs, YouTube, Facebook, and literature
platforms.English dominates in formal and academic digital spaces, such as e-learning, emails, and scholarly
publication.Several tribal languages remain underrepresented in digital platforms, leading to concerns about language
endangerment. Despite this, there are grassroots movements and institutional efforts aimed at digitizing indigenous
languages and promoting them through cultural programs, publications, and language learning apps (UNESCO, 2021).

Language Vitality and Endangerment

UNESCO (2021) has identified several languages in Assam as vulnerable or endangered, including Tai Aiton,
Tai Phake, Tai Khamti, and Moran, largely due to declining numbers of fluent speakers and lack of institutional
support.

To protect this rich linguistic heritage, the Assam government, along with civil society groups, has initiated
documentation and revitalization programs, including the introduction of tribal languages in primary education in select
areas (Das & Dutta, 2019).

Language Preference at Home and Workplace

Survey results indicate:

Home: 87% of respondents prefer their mother tongue (mostly Assamese or Bengali) at home.

Workplace: 72% reported using English predominantly in professional settings.

Digital Communication: English is widely used on social media and formal emails, while Assamese is used in
informal chats and Facebook posts.

Attitude Towards Assamese

78% of respondents agreed that Assamese is a vital part of their identity.

However, only 42% supported using Assamese as the medium of higher education.

Several respondents expressed concern over the lack of modern technical and scientific content available in Assamese.
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Prestige of English
A large section (over 82%) perceived English as essential for career growth.
English-medium education is considered a symbol of social status.
Parents often prioritize English for their children over Assamese, fearing limited opportunities in Assamese-medium
education.

Language and Identity

Despite the dominance of English, many respondents showed emotional attachment to Assamese or their
native tongue, linking it to culture, literature, and roots. Educated respondents expressed a desire for bilingual or
multilingual competence rather than replacement of one language by another.

Influence of Media and Technology
The rise of digital platforms has affected language use significantly:
Assamese content creators are gaining popularity, helping revive interest in the language.
However, most professional and academic online content is in English, pushing users toward English for practical
reasons.

Analysis: Language Shift or Language Adaptation?

The findings suggest not a complete language shift but a functional language adaptation. Educated Assamese
speakers maintain emotional and cultural ties with Assamese but adopt English for academic and career purposes. This
duality reflects a broader Indian multilingual experience.

Gardner's (1985) distinction between integrative and instrumental motivations is evident here: Assamese fulfills the
integrative need, while English meets the instrumental.

Challenges for Language Policy

Medium of Instruction: There’s an urgent need to modernize Assamese-medium institutions with updated
curriculum and digital resources.
Translation of Technical Content: Lack of Assamese translations for modern disciplines discourages its use in higher
education.
Official Language Use: Inconsistencies in applying Assamese as the official language across departments weaken its
institutional presence.

Recommendations
Bilingual Education: Promote strong bilingual models where Assamese and English co-exist, especially in
schools.
Language Modernization: Encourage development of Assamese language software, scientific literature, and translation
initiatives.
Cultural Promotion: Leverage digital platforms to promote Assamese literature, films, and educational content.
Policy Advocacy: Implement consistent official use of Assamese with trained bilingual personnel.
Public Awareness: Conduct language pride campaigns among educated youth.

Conclusion and findings

The language attitude of educated people in Assam reflects a complex interplay of identity, utility, and
globalization. While English is accepted for practical reasons, there is no wholesale abandonment of Assamese. The
future of Assamese depends on whether the state and civil society can modernize and institutionalize it alongside
English, maintaining a healthy multilingual balance.

Findings

1. Mother Tongue Use at Home

A majority (87%) of respondents prefer using their mother tongue (primarily Assamese, Bengali, or Bodo) at home and
in informal social settings.

2. English Dominance in Formal Domains

Around 72% of participants use English predominantly in academic and professional contexts such as workplace
communication, emails, and presentations.

3. Emotional Attachment to Assamese

78% of Assamese-speaking respondents express strong emotional and cultural attachment to the Assamese language,
viewing it as a core part of their identity.

4. Medium of Instruction Preferences

Only 42% support using Assamese as the medium of instruction in higher education, citing a lack of modern academic
and technical resources in Assamese.
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5. High Prestige of English

Over 82% of respondents consider English essential for career advancement, better job opportunities, and global
communication.

6. Code-switching Practices

Many participants reported frequent code-switching between Assamese and English, especially in conversations among
peers and on digital platforms.

7. Digital and Social Media Trends

English is the preferred language for professional digital content, while Assamese is often used for cultural or
entertainment-related content on platforms like Facebook and YouTube.

8. Generational Shift in Language Priority

Educated parents often enroll their children in English-medium schools, prioritizing English proficiency over mother
tongue literacy.

9. Bilingualism over Monolingualism

Most respondents (over 70%) prefer a bilingual model—valuing both Assamese and English—rather than replacing one
language with another.

10. Concerns over Language Decline

Many educated individuals expressed concern about the gradual erosion of Assamese usage among younger
generations if not institutionally supported.

11. Tribal and Minority Language Marginalization

Educated speakers of tribal languages (e.g., Mishing, Karbi, Dimasa) expressed worry over the lack of official and
educational support for their native tongues.

12. Support for Language Policy Reform

A considerable number of respondents advocate for policy reforms to strengthen Assamese and other indigenous
languages through bilingual education and modern curriculum development.
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