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The title I have chosen does not allow me to entertain any doubt whether we are justified in talking of the dichotomy of ‘centre’ vs. ‘periphery’. But I guess one could still open with an argument that in a plural space such as South Asia, each political entity will have, at any given point of time, many centers – depending on which way one decided to assign values to one or the other cultural parameter. But then there are also differences of opinion in respect of those who look at such plurality from outside, and those who live in such spaces.  

Which India shall I talk about? The space that gets to be seen in the words woven by our writers who happen to write or rewrite in English may appear to be a conundrum to the reading public from this part of the world – a universe plotted as a pastiche on a canvas which look remote and diverse at the same time. 

But for those of us who think and write in – let me use the much maligned word, ‘Vernacular languages’ – those that stand on the other side of the lamp that is sustained on an English wicker, it is evident that rather than illuminating the concept or the space we would like to call India, Indian English writing allows a large part of India to perpetually remain outside the focus.  What is in focus suddenly becomes the center, even if it is a dormant Kantapura, or a sloppy town in Kerala. But what is outside this written world remains in the periphery for the Anglophone Indian, no matter how interesting Labtolia or Purnea may be in Bibhutibhushan or Renu’s unforgettable stories.  

There is yet another India, often not understood by the readership of mainstream Indian literatures. I am talking about the stories of Chandayana in Rajasthan or Raja Salhes in Mithila, or the Manteswami episode of the Tulus in Karnataka – which typically lie outside our known worlds. What is happening in Kurmali, Bodo, Adi-Galong or Bhojpuri is none of ‘their’ concern. They become newsworthy only when there is a caste war or when they throw up a tainted political figure.

There are other Indias, too – where speakers of the same language are scattered over a vast space so disjointedly that they can hardly communicate with or read each other. The speakers of Urdu in Punjab or Lucknow would not know what a Hyderabadi Dakkhani Urdu speaker says, or what an Urdu speaker from Hubli would surmise. The language occupies an official position in a state (Jammu & Kashmir) where almost all speak a different mother-tongue – Kashmiri, Ladakhi or Dogri, and yet is not even recognized as an associate official language in the state (Uttar Pradesh) where a large per centage of people speak it as mother tongue. 

Then there is situation of diagraphia about which International Journal of Sociology of Language has devoted an entire issue this year: We have Konkani which is written in Roman, Deva-nagari, Kannada and Malayalam scripts – the same language with different literate zones. There is Panjabi in Gurmukhi, Deva-nagari and Perso-Arabic script, with Sindhi in the last two writing systems. Alternatively, there may be the same culture but many mutually almost unintelligible expression systems, as in Nagaland with 13 different varieties, many of which are rich in music and expressions. Can we forget the Shompens and the Jarwas in the Andaman Islands with speakers whose numbers do not cross a few hundreds? Now with public interest litigations or interventions made by different NGOs, they may occupy limelight, and come to centre-stage. 

So, let me return to my original question: Which India could I talk about to my fellow Indianists? A country which talks in 1576 “rationalized” mother tongues and in 1796 “other mother-tongues”? (Believe me – these are not the terms that are invented for this presentation. They are taken straight from the Census documents.) Even if I restrict the number of languages in India by the number of speakers – 10,000+, we still have – 114 languages with a speech community as large as 338 million (as in case of Hindi) to 10,144 speakers of languages like Maram (in Manipur). It is a space where 146 speech varieties are beamed through radio network, 69 are used in schools, and newspapers are brought out in 35.

· India has always been a space which could be characterized as multi-centric. It was one nation and many at the same time. (Therefore, no wonder if there are question marks about its boundaries.) 

· India has had one culture and many – seemingly contradictory but nevertheless true. (Hence the talk of multiple identities – that too structured  at different layers - Indian vs. Gujarati or Bengali; Aryan vs. Dravidian; Brahmin vs. Baniya; the “twice-born” vs. the scheduled castes; the “forward” vs. the “backward” communities; the Hill people vs. the plains-men; these and many other formations – each term demanding a footnote for the uninitiated readers. But each term must be understood in relation to other terms.)

· The plural linguistic scene that India depicts – whether we look at Census documents or linguistic surveys (such as one conducted by Grierson during 1888-1902), in spite of all diversities, the pressure of living together for thousands of years have created ‘India as a linguistic area’ – something that was proposed by Emeneau (1958) and supported by further evidence by many, including Colin Masica (1985), Peter Hook (1988), K.V. Subbarao and Anvita Abbi, but something that was latent in the research findings of Suniti Kumar Chatterji from his ODBL-days (1926). Therefore, linguistically, too, India is one and many at the same time.

What happens to a seemingly contradictory configuration such as India with many centers – each one with its own peripheries, when English is introduced as a medium of modern expressions and learning? That should be an interesting question. But for a scholar of English or large nation-states with ingrained singularity such as Germany or France, one may wonder how does one manage to live in a plural world!

My answer to the above questions will have to begin with further questions: Isn’t it wonderful to live in a plural world? Yes, it is. But let us ask ourselves: What kind of world is this? Is it a world of hope, or a world full of despair? Is it a world in which only rivers flow or is it a place where the mountain blows its counch loud and clear? Can there be a place for both, the stationery and the hyper-mobile, the young and the old, or the aged and the agile? But why do you ask, you might say. Didn’t our poets say:

“The river runs swift with a song, breaking through all barriers. But the mountain stays and remembers, and follows her with his love.” (Tagore, Rabindranath, 1913. The Gift, in The Crescent Moon, In Das, S.K., ed. The English Writings of Rabindranath Tagore, vol 1: Poems. 1994: 153)

Even when we talk of streams, and claim to be in the mainstream, or at least, swear by it, where are the other streams – those numerous torrents and tributaries? Do the edges, the periphery, have a story to tell? Those who have by now got into a habit of staying only in their cocoons, can they narrate a tale of places far and wide?

Let me further ask: Do we live in a world where the alphabet begins with an ‘I’ and end with another?, Or, say, begins with an `a’ (for ahaM) and ends with another `a’ (asmaakaM) – where there is no scope for othering? Or, is there a scope for you? Are we forgetting the fact that the creative moment comes only when the I and the you – the ahaM and the tvam - begin to mould each other? The poet admits,

“When I thought I would mould you, an image from my life for men to worship, I brought my dust and desires and all my coloured delusions and dreams.

When I asked you to mould with my life an image from your heart for you to love, you brought your fire and force, and truth, loveliness and peace.” (ibid, 1916. Fruit gathering 33, pp 168).
Let I and you merge into a `we’. Talking about us, in India, we have had a rich and long experience of living together. Those who ruled at the regional as well as supra-regional levels have also had interesting experiences in managing our multilingualism. No doubt there have been both tamed and wicked problems of managing this plural space. While tamed and tamable problems have had their resolutions, there are many wicked problems that are still dodging any attempt to solve, however well-meaning the attempts may be. Coupled with that, there have been interesting interplay of different formations. The politics of planning and execution of policies have been as interesting as the socio-political forces that any effort of this gigantic size has to learn to deal with. 

Many other developing nations are now trying to learn from the Indian experience in managing our pluricultural and multilingual scenario. The time has now come to document many of these problems in the area of language management as well as consider situations across our space which pose problems for social engineers. However, any attempt to prepare an archaeology of living traditions of these large number of languages in the developing and under-developed world has to remember the enormity of this task and the interesting theoretical challenges they throw up for our disciplines.

The last five decades in the life of our nation has seen numerous language problems in different parts of the country and different solutions offered to them. Some problems have arisen from denial of basic language rights to minor and minority speech communities while others sprang up from control over scarce resources in a situation where different linguistic groups lived together. While some communities have been linguistically tolerant to others, some have demonstrated what seems to be puzzling prejudice towards others. Studies have revealed interesting linguistic attitudes that a given sub-group has towards others within a speech community. To summarize, linguistic fanaticism has been on the rise. 

Compare this scenario with a recent prediction by a bio-mathematician called Pagel that, out of 6,000 odd distinct human languages spoken all over the world, only 10% will survive the first half of this new century. Given that the developing and under-developed countries  house close to 90% of this stupendous figure, it portrays a bleak picture for many of our languages and their speakers. With these languages, their rich cultural heritage – as much as they are preserved through their speech behaviour – will also disappear. I need no Whether it is multiple norms of standard formation spread over a large space as in the case of Marathi or Konkani, or the question of multiple socially determined stylistic standards (such as saadhu and calit in Bengali, or the graanthika-vyaavahaarika  distinction in Bengali), or the question of graphemic plurality (as mentioned earlier in respect of Sindhi, Punjabi and Kashmiri), India seems to be full of this fluctuating centers. Even in the fields such as mass media – say, in the case of newspaper penetration and distribution, or in television channels and their popularity ratings, domination of any one or two languages may seem to be ruled out. 

Although there are other parameters such as flow of translation traffic, viewership of films as well as their distribution network, market value of anchors, actors and tele-personalities as well as the relative price of books, and their print-run often tell us conflicting stories on this aspect of what kind of space a given language occupies.  Further, since most of our major languages have both static and  dynamic speech areas (e.g. Gujarati spoken largely in Gujarat but also spread over in Maharashtra, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, and even in Tamil Nadu), and as each one is used as a link language to build bridges, it will be difficult to imagine that either English or Hindi in India will occupy the central place it would have in less pluralistic nation-states. It is not just the plurality of languages (which may be the case in Indonesia, for instance where over 300 speech varieties are spoken, and yet where the language planners have been able to implement a planned domination of the Bahasa Indonesia) which is responsible for this state of affairs but the dynamics of languages in India that are primarily. In fact, there are both centripetal and centrifugal forces in operation in India in the context of politics of language. It is often the case that the displaced speakers of one language community live like a diasporic group in another part of India for a certain period, and then become a part of the local scene. The Saurashtri weavers in Tamil nadu or Bengali diamond cutters in Surat are both enmeshed in the local fabric of tamil and Gujarati speech communities, respectively because of such interplay of interesting forces.

The picture, of late, gets further complicated because of the emergence of numerous literary languages from what was once considered to be ‘periphery’.  Their variety and vitality – despite the attempted dominance of a neighboring language locally, and the two national official languages – are both refreshing and new developments. There is no doubt about the literary potential of languages from ‘another’ India, and the activities in Bhojpuri, Bodo, Garo, Khasi, Kurmali, Lushai, Magahi, Maithili, Nepali, and Santali, etc., and the reference and connections they make with the main-stream media of literary expression can be easily pointed out. It is not surprising to see them write this way:

I don’t mind being drenched in sweat!

At least I don’t have to please others!

True, I get to eat only half as much as I can,

Get to wear half of what I need, or eat half as much!

But I don’t have to be under the pressure of a king!

May have to repair shoes or polish them

But at least I don’t have to put the shoes on Sahib’s legs!

Let me not even touch apples, or eat grapes –

But at least I don’t have to call tamarinds `mangoes’!

Let me speak with eyes and breathe through the skin,

But let me not be forced to speak up

Only to tell you – 

in a foreign language, `I love you!’

(From Ashtabhuja Shukla 2000 ‘But’ publ in ‘Paatii’, Indian Literature tr.

 from Bhojpuri  by Udaya Narayana Singh)
When we talk of the dynamics of centripetal and centrifugal forces in operation in India, we find that the problem of what occupies the centre-stage becomes a real problem on more than one count. We know of only the written mode of expression as all other media that draw our attention today (films, television and newspaper included) discuss mainly those who can and do write. But India has a vast reservoir of the ‘Spoken world’ which has only one focus : the centrality of the spoken word. They know that all the poetry that gets formed...all the songs that get sung are the products of the teeming millions of illiterate people (who in our definition will be called ‘uneducated’). Consider what another unknown poet from Bhojpuri says:

I am looking for poetry!

My belly is full,

And I have dressed up well 

With a shirt of the latest design,

As I sit in a new house!

But there’s this man

In dire hunger

Whose back n’ belly look alike;

On whose head will burst

The sky above – crashing down,

And from under whose legs

Will flee the ground,

Realities -

That’s where sits the poem,

That’s where!

(From Brij Bhushan Mishra 2000 ‘The Poem’, Indian Literature tr.

 from Bhojpuri  by Udaya Narayana Singh)

When we talk of the ‘spoken world’, which lies far away from the centre of “literary stage”, we need to appreciate a few concerns that the inhabitants of such worlds have. The written words are defined by ‘text’, but how do we look at the author of spoken texts? Are they similar or definable in the same way? Perhaps not. When we talk about the ethics of speech, and the violence that are often to be withstood by those on the margin, are we concerned with the relationships that obtain among the majority and the minority speech communities? Or, are we defining the relationship between these authors of two different kinds, and their words? Or, between their words and the real world? 

Where does today’s author stand in all these? Is the author standing on a one-way street? Is it a path where none is allowed to get ‘lost’ – everyone has a pre-ordained trajectory to follow? Do we have pre-defined ‘imperatives’, or can we ‘impere’ our interlocutors in as many ways as we can think about? If we are free, how free are we? What awaits the author of written texts in the next cross-road – a surprise? Or, a direction board? Or, a set of icons the meanings of which are to be discovered if one were to move further? How different are authors of the spoken texts? All these factors of speech pose a strange paradox before us:

· The author, as we all know, complains of tyranny of words. But the authors of the spoken world love and respect words...which are more important than anything scribbled on a piece of paper.

· I suppose, the words too must have their own set of complaints. But where would they turn to - to let them be known? The critics are unable to reopen the body of a word to know about the shame it has had to bear with, the vices it had committed or the virtues it had itself been unaware of. In short, a word is often unwilling to reveal herself before a critical eye – before someone who lacks empathy.

· The readers of written texts are often unwilling to travel halfway through to meet the authors, and hence are unable to grasp the import of numerous words and usages. In comparison, the listeners of the spoken texts empathize with those who sing them out...they often interchange their roles, and it becomes a communication.

· The commentators, interpreters, and translators of written words have this dilemma of being twice removed from the text – first, in terms of medium or language, and secondly, in terms of creativity. (It is a different matter that for all that this community has done in the few thousand years of the history of civilization, the translators are more misunderstood and underrated than anyone else.) 

As linguists, we are often tied by this paradox that we have to deal with, namely, the urge of being committed to the primacy of speech over writing, and yet be concerned with written texts like true philologists. Then there is this urge of trying to track down and image the internalized rules of the mental grammar of an ever elusive ‘native speaker’, and yet be aware that language keeps on changing from one moment to the next, and Saussurean ‘synchrony’ is, therefore, a mirage.  I guess what we need is a different kind of Linguistics to appreciate the world of spoken languages and their own mechanics. 

Even though a sociolinguist would say that a community would get the grammar it deserves, the statement is useful only in the context of writing communities who occupy the centre-stage. What does the grammar do to words there? First, grammars define the texts and their con-texts. Grammars also author patterns that weave newer and newer expressions – constructs that are possible but are not normally available. They also demarcate the boundary that authors are expected to confine to. Any form of grammatical violation – purposeful or otherwise – is considered to be a deviation from the norm – a challenge our authors like to accept so as to redefine these norms. But such challenges are often projected as defiance against the tyranny of Linguistics, because Literature (which is often equated with ‘written’ literature) is generally viewed as a liberating force

Does it mean that Literary Studies will only look at the centre, leaving the periphery to Linguistics and Anthropology to explore? Here comes the other kind of diversity we need to tackle. Knowledge in the twentieth Century has been specialized into a tremendous set of semi-autonomous sub-disciplines, each trying to outsmart the other and occupy the centre-stage of our intellectual tradition, at the cost of even severing its relationship with others. We love to imagine that Physics and Psychology have nothing in common, just as many think – erroneously though, that Linguistics and Logic are miles apart. 

Further, there has somehow emerged a naïve belief that it is the sciences that occupy the centre and all other softer disciplines in the periphery. It must be the sciences that should aim at providing conceptual tools to grasp this world of differences, changes, emergent processes and somehow present a coherent picture in which crucial differences between physical, biological, psychological and sociological processes all can be seen within one ontology (Emmeche et al. 1997).

But recall that in the tradition of Charles Sanders Peirce's semiotics, as stated by the early 20th century, when  sciences were less fragmented than today, one could see an attempt being made to bridge the gap between specialized disciplines, and to investigate what might be called the evolutionary semiotics of energy. Peirce (1892) in his essay "Man's Glassy Essence" from The Monist (vol.3, p.1-22), writes about matter as something not completely dead, but rather mind hidebound with habits:

"Hence, it would be a mistake to conceive of the psychical and the physical aspects of matter as two aspects absolutely distinct. Viewing a thing from the outside, considering its relation of action and reaction with other things, it appears as matter. Viewing it from the inside, looking at its immediate character as feeling, it appears as consciousness. These two views are combined when we remember that mechanical laws are nothing but acquired habits, like all the regularities of mind, including the tendency to take habits, itself; and that this action of habit is nothing but generalization, and generalization is nothing but spreading of feelings." (CP 6.268). 

It is hard for us even today to understand all aspects of Peirce's position, which may sound like a peculiar form of objective idealism. Without digressing too much on this yet another kind of debate on centre and periphery, let me say that we need to bring down the disciplinary boundaries that have arisen of late, mostly due to our ignorance, between language and literature, between literature and fine arts, or between `static’ and performing arts, if we were to appreciate the creativity that emerges from the margin. 

I am reminded of the interesting allegory that Tagore, the artist, performer, literary person and linguistician – all rolled into one, narrates in the following lines (The Fugitive, ibid., 1921, pp. 259-260):

“The lofty building lies in the dust and all is scattered and broken.

Mind looked about. But what was there to see?

Only the morning star and the lily washed in dew.

And what else? A child running laughing from its mother’s arms into the open light.

`Was it only for this day that they said it was the day of the coming?’

`Yes, this was why they said there was music in the air and light in the sky.’

`And did they claim all the earth only for this?’

`Yes’, came the answer, `Mind, you build walls to imprison yourself. Your servants toil to enslave themselves; but the whole earth and infinite space are for the child and for the new life.’

`What does the child bring you?’

`Hope for all the world and its joy.’

Mind asked me, `Poet, do you understand?

`I lay my work aside,’ I said, `for I must have time to understand.’

I guess time has come for all of us to try and understand each other. Understand what living is like, in the plural world.
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