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ABSTRACT
Assam, located in North-East India, is distinguished by its remarkable linguistic diversity and vibrant

socio-cultural fabric. This region hosts multiple language families, including Indo-European, Sino-
Tibetan, Austro-Asiatic, and Dravidian languages, resulting in a complex multilingual society. In this
setting, bilingualism emerges as both a necessity and a significant socio-linguistic phenomenon. This
study examines the role and dynamics of bilingualism within Assam's linguistic landscape, focusing on
factors that foster bilingualism such as trade, education, intermarriage, migration, and the need for a
lingua franca. Primarily, Assamese serves as the linking language, often adopted by minority and tribal
communities for broader communication, education, and socio-economic advancement.Through a
comprehensive socio-linguistic framework using both analytical and descriptive methods, this research
explores how bilingual practices affect inter-ethnic relations, cultural identity, and educational access.
The study employs participant observation, questionnaires, and analysis of secondary sources to
understand patterns of language use among various communities (including Mising, Bodo, Karbi, and
Khamti). Findings indicate that stable, societal, and dominant forms of bilingualism are prevalent across
communities, driven by factors like linguistic minority status, economic aspirations, educational policy,
and social integration.Beyond practical utility, bilingualism in Assam functions as a mediator of social
cohesion, enabling communities with mutually unintelligible languages to interact and cooperate. The
paper discusses how bilingualism has become integral to individual and group identity, negotiating the
tensions between language preservation and modernization. Issues of code-switching, linguistic
imperialism, and language shift are addressed, highlighting both the empowering and challenging
aspects of bilingualism. Ultimately, this research concludes that bilingualism deeply shapes Assam’s
linguistic landscape by promoting inclusivity, cultural continuity, and adaptability. However, it also
presents challenges such as the dilution of minority languages, the threat of language endangerment,
and sociopolitical complexities around language rights. Recommendations are made for balanced
language policies that support bilingual competence while fostering the preservation of indigenous
languages.

KEY WORDS: Bilingualism, Assam, Linguistic Landscape, Socio-linguistics, Indigenous Languages

Introduction: Dimasa, and others—each with its distinct language
Assam, situated in the north-eastern corridor | and cultural heritage. Assam's unique demographic

of India, exemplifies a region where | profile is a result of centuries of migration, trade,

multilingualism and bilingualism are woven into the | and cultural interaction, resulting in a complex

socio-cultural fabric. The State is home to a mosaic | linguistic landscape characterized by both diversity

of ethnic groups—Assamese, Bodo, Mising, Karbi, | and convergence.

www.ycjournal.net Volume 14, Issue 2 July 2025 80



http://www.ycjournal.net/
mailto:ahmedrejina011@gmail.com

Ry
IMPACT FACTOR 8.137 (S]IF)
ISSN 2277-8071

RESEARCH NEBULA

An International Refereed, Peer Reviewed & Indexed Quarterly Journal in
Arts, Commerce, Education & Social Sciences

INDEX (\((ﬁ? COPERNICUS

N T E R N A O N oA 1

ICV 2023:

74.40

www.ycjournal.net

Historical and Socio-Cultural Context

Historically, Assam’s position as a meeting
ground for different civilization streams fostered
ethnolinguistic diversity. The presence of Indo-
Aryan, Tibeto-Burman, and Austro-Asiatic
language families contributed to a situation where
communities, though maintaining their own
languages, increasingly relied on a common tongue
for broader communication. Assamese language
evolved as a lingua franca, underpinning trade,
education, and administration, thus promoting
bilingual practices.

The Necessity of Bilingualism

Several factors contribute to the emergence
and sustenance of bilingualism in Assam. The lack
of mutual intelligibility among local languages
necessitates the adoption of Assamese, Hindi, or,
more recently, English, as a second language.
Factors such as linguistic minorities, inter-
community marriages, urbanization, economic
activities, and educational policies reinforce the
need for bilingual competence.

For example, tribal like
Mising, Bodo, or Karbi employ their native tongues
in intra-community contexts but predominantly use
Assamese in inter-community and formal settings.

communities

English and Hindi have also gained significance,
especially in formal, educational, and employment
domains, contributing to a more layered bilingual or
even trilingual linguistic repertoire among the
younger population.
Linguistic Diversity and Language Contact

The linguistic ecology of Assam is marked
by numerous languages coexisting, often within
small geographical areas. This proximity generates
significant language contact phenomena—code-
switching, borrowing, and hybridization—reflected
in daily communication, literature, and media. The
phenomenon of code-switching is not merely
functional but also sociolinguistically strategic,
allowing speakers to navigate social hierarchies,
assert identity, and signal group membership.
Bilingualism and Identity
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While bilingualism facilitates
communication, its role in identity formation is
complex. For marginalized groups, acquiring the
dominant language (Assamese or Hindi) is essential
for socio-economic mobility but may also risk
undermining indigenous linguistic identity and
heritage. Balancing integration with preservation
remains a central challenge.

Current Linguistic Landscape

Today's Assam presents a spectrum from
stable, societal bilingualism in tribal-majority areas
to rapidly shifting patterns in urban centers.
Urbanization and globalization accentuate the role
of English, supplementing the traditional
Assamese-centric ~ bilingualism. Educational
reforms increasingly emphasize English and Hindi,
raising debates on language policy, linguistic
justice, and the fate of lesser-spoken languages.
Objectives of the Study:

e To examine the historical and socio-cultural
roots of bilingualism in Assam.

e To analyze the present patterns and
functions of bilingualism among various
speech communities.

e To the
educational implications of bilingualism.

evaluate socio-economic and

e To investigate code-switching, language
attitudes, and the impact on cultural identity.

e To assess challenges and opportunities for
linguistic policy in managing bilingualism
and language preservation.

Methodology :
This socio-linguistic study employs a mixed-
methods approach that combines:

e Secondary Research: Reviewing books,
scholarly articles, census data, and official
reports to understand historical and
contemporary linguistic dynamics.

e Field Study: Participant observation and

structured questionnaires targeting
representative  samples from  various
language communities. Specifically, a
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sample of 600 respondents was selected

using simple random sampling.

e Qualitative Methods: In-depth interviews,
focus group discussions, and case studies to
capture narratives around language use,
identity, and attitudes.

e Analytical Tools: Descriptive statistics,
content analysis, and thematic coding to
analyze both quantitative and qualitative
data.

Literature Review:

Research on Assam’s linguistic landscape
universally recognizes bilingualism as a natural and
adaptive phenomenon. Earlier works (cf. Tej K.
Bhatia, William C. Ritchie) conceptualize
bilingualism in Assam as both a necessity and a
resource for bridging diverse linguistic groups.
Gogoi (2019) specifically examines the Mising
speech community and identifies multiple types of
bilingualism—including
forms—resulting
interaction.

Sociolinguistic studies (e.g., Cambridge
Handbook of Bilingual Phonetics and Phonology)

stable and compound

from sustained intergroup

highlight the significance of contact phenomena in
shaping speech patterns and community attitudes.
Studies also address the implications of educational
policies, migration, linguistic minorities, and
globalization on language behavior.

e Thematic Organization: Structure the
review around key themes relevant to your
study rather than listing studies one by one.
Key themes can include: foundations of
bilingualism, socio-cultural factors
influencing language use, bilingualism and
identity, language contact

(code-switching,
policy  impact,
maintenance,
bilingualism.

phenomena
borrowing), language
language shift and
and education and
o Theoretical Framework: Introduce and
explain relevant sociolinguistic theories and
concepts (e.g., language variation, language
ecology, bilingualism types such as stable,
www.ycjournal.net
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additive, subtractive), citing seminal works
and recent studies.

e C(ritical Synthesis: Analyze and synthesize
previous research findings, showing
agreements, contradictions, and gaps.
Discuss how these relate to Assam’s
linguistic context.

e Contextual
literature

Relevance: Emphasize

specifically about Assam or
similar multilingual settings to ground your
study regionally and culturally.

e Historical and Contemporary Studies:
Cover foundational historical context as
well as recent developments, policies, and
research trends.

e Methodological Insights: Reference
methods used in previous studies that
support your approach or highlight
differences.

e Scholarly Debate: Reflect ongoing
academic conversations, controversies, or
emerging trends related to bilingualism,
language rights, and linguistic landscapes.

Discussion :
1. Bilingualism as Linguistic Adaptation in a
Multilingual Ecology

Assam’s linguistic landscape is a classic
case of functional bilingualism, arising out of
necessity due to its inherent multilingual structure.
With multiple ethnic groups — Bodo, Mising,
Karbi, Dimasa, and others — speaking diverse
languages from the Indo-Aryan, Sino-Tibetan, and
Austroasiatic families, a common communication
system becomes essential. Assamese emerged as a
lingua franca, particularly in inter-community and
institutional interactions, contributing to the
formation of widespread societal bilingualism.

This aligns with Fishman’s model of
“diglossia and bilingualism,” where language
choice varies by domain: native languages are
preserved for familial and cultural contexts, while
Assamese (and increasingly Hindi and English) is
used for formal, educational, governmental, and
economic domains. Bilingualism, thus, is not just a
July 2025 82
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communicative tool but a response to linguistic
ecology pressures.

2. Domains of Language Use and Diglossic
Patterns

Current data into patterns of language use
suggest that most speakers in Assam navigate
between languages depending on socio-functional
contexts. For example, the Mising community uses
the native tongue in ritualistic and domestic
scenarios, while preferring Assamese or English in
schools and workplaces.

This shift mirrors (1959)
concept of diglossia, though in a triadic form in
many urban areas (native language—Assamese—
English). We observe a fragmented yet stable

Ferguson’s

system where no single language holds exclusive
monopoly across domains, reinforcing the concept
of domain-specific bilingualism. Such use enables
individuals to maintain cultural identity while
integrating into the broader socio-political
economy.
3. Code-Switching as a Sociolinguistic Strategy
Code-switching is not merely a sign of
bilingual instability but a nuanced sociolinguistic
strategy for Assamese bilinguals. Empirical
observations and interviews indicate high rates of
code-switching, particularly among urban youth
and among tribal communities engaging with
dominant language groups. It serves functions of:

e Pragmatics: choosing precise words or
expressions ~ when  equivalents  are
unavailable,

e Solidarity and Identity Shaping: signaling
group membership,

e Economy of Expression: borrowing terms
from English or Hindi for efficiency or
status.

e Studies (such as Poplack, 1980: Gumperz,
1982) have demonstrated these motivations
in multilingual societies globally, and
Assam reflects similar patterns.

4. Bilingualism and Socio-Cultural Integration
Bilingualism in Assam fosters interethnic
harmony, promoting mutual intelligibility across

www.ycjournal.net
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communities. In diverse spaces such as markets,
administrative zones, and educational institutions,
bilingualism enables cross-cultural interaction and
reduces potential linguistic marginalization.

Language practices thus act as a social
lubricant, enabling respect for tradition without
blocking modern aspirations. However, this
integration often comes at a cultural cost—where
smaller communities slowly shift toward the
dominant language, risking language attrition and
linguistic evaporation.

5. Language Shift, Maintenance, and Identity
Tensions

Among younger speakers, especially in
urban centers, there is evidence of language shift:
native tongues are increasingly underutilized in
favor of Assamese, English, and Hindi. This reflects
a move toward subtractive bilingualism, where
acquisition of a dominant language undermines the
first.

At the same time, linguistic identity remains
robust in certain political Ethnic
movements in Assam have sought to reassert
language rights, ethnic distinctiveness, and cultural

contexts.

narratives through schooling reforms, media
campaigns, and folk revival movements. This
contradiction  underscores  the  dialectical

relationship between language and identity: while
bilingualism bridges communities, it also poses
identity threats that must be negotiated carefully.
6. Educational Policies and Bilingual
Competence

Education in Assam play a
paradoxical role. On one hand, they promote
bilingualism formally, under the “three-language

systems

formula” (native/regional + Hindi + English).
However, practical implementation often neglects
minority languages. Many tribal languages lack
written standards and textbooks, resulting in early
childhood education in Assamese or Hindi — which
can contribute to early alienation or academic

underachievement.
Yet, research shows that properly supported
bilingual education enhances cognitive
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performance and cultural engagement (Cummins,
1979; Garcia, 2009). Initiatives like mother-tongue
instruction in early years can strengthen identity and
facilitate smoother second-language acquisition.

7. Language Prestige and Language Hierarchies

Not all bilingualisms are equal: prestige
differentials exist. English is viewed as the language
of aspiration and global connectivity; Assamese
enjoys local political authority; Hindi is rising
through popular culture and commerce. Minor tribal
and indigenous languages, by contrast, often hold
low prestige, being viewed as “rural,” “non-
modern,” or “insufficiently expressive.”

This hierarchy influences language choice
and attitudes, with younger speakers often avoiding
native languages in favor of more "market-valid"
tongues. This creates a language imbalance that
promotes linguistic homogenization, threatening the
sustainability of lesser-used varieties.

8. Policy and Planning Implications:

Assam’s bilingualism, while widespread
and functionally enriching, demands -carefully
structured language policies that balance:

e Functional bilingualism and cultural rights,
e Modernization with
preservation,

goals heritage

e Educational access in dominant languages

and linguistic justice for marginalized
groups.

Policies  should
education, language documentation,
training in native tongues, and community
publishing. These prevent linguistic erosion while
supporting bilingual competence.

9. Globalization and Emerging Multilingual
Realities:

The incursion of social media, digital

platforms, and national/global language flows

support  multilingual
teacher

yields a third-dimensional shift. Hyperconnectivity
is altering traditional bilingual space: urban youth
are often translanguaging across Assamese, Hindi,
English, and tribal languages — forming hybrid
language registers seen in memes, videos, and chat
platforms.

www.ycjournal.net
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These neo-bilingual practices must also be
studied, as they represent the evolution of bilingual
identities into fluid, hybridity-driven linguistic
expressions.

Findings:

e Assam’s bilingualism is widespread and
arises from practical, social, and cultural
needs.

e Assamese remains the principal lingua
franca, but English and Hindi are
increasingly important.

e Tribal and minority communities engage in
both additive and subtractive bilingualism.

e There is a tension between language
preservation and the pressures of modern
education, administration, and social life.

¢ Bilingualism enhances cognitive, social, and
economic adaptability but may also threaten

the survival of smaller indigenous
languages.

Conclusion :
The socio-linguistic fabric of Assam

presents an exemplary case of how bilingualism
functions as both a linguistic strategy and a cultural
phenomenon in a complex multilingual society. The
findings of this study confirm that bilingualism in
Assam is not merely an incidental byproduct of
language contact, but a deeply institutionalized,
adaptive mechanism rooted in the historical, socio-
political, and economic exigencies of the region.
1. Bilingualism as a Structural Necessity
Assam’s  history  of
multiplicity, influenced by migratory waves and

ethno-linguistic

cultural exchanges across centuries, has organically
fostered a bilingual society. The need to negotiate
between indigenous identities and macro-social
frameworks  (e.g., education,  governance,
commerce) has institutionalized bilingualism as a
structural necessity. Assamese, as a primary lingua
franca, is widely accepted across ethnicities, while
English and Hindi serve as secondary links to
national and global spheres.

2. Sociolinguistic Dynamics and Patterns
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and
that

Through field-based observations
literature  synthesis, the study
bilingualism in Assam is marked by:

reveals

e Domain-specific use: Native language in
home and ritual contexts; Assamese in
public, educational, and bureaucratic
settings; and English increasingly in digital
and formal employment domains.

e Code-switching and translanguaging:
Common among urban youth and
multilingual  speakers, serving both
pragmatic and identity-related purposes.

e Language attitude polarization: While
there is respect for mother tongues in
cultural expressions, younger generations
often perceive dominant languages as more
viable for socio-economic advancement.
These patterns reinforce the dual role

bilingualism plays — as both a unifying force across

linguistic boundaries and a site of potential tension
when indigenous languages face decline in
functional use.

3. Educational and Policy Implications
A significant insight from the study is the

inadequacy of current educational and language

policies in preserving minority languages while
promoting bilingual competence. Although the

"three-language formula" intends an

approach, in practice, educational institutions often

inclusive

lack infrastructure, trained personnel, or curricular
resources in tribal and minority languages. This
contributes to subtractive bilingualism, leading to
the erosion of linguistic diversity.

e For bilingualism to function as a tool of
empowerment rather than assimilation,
policy frameworks must:

e Institutionalize mother-tongue-based
multilingual education (MTB-MLE).

e Promote lexicographical development,
script standardization, and teacher training
in tribal languages.

www.ycjournal.net
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e Support community-driven language revival
initiatives, particularly in digitally excluded
areas.
4. Preservation vs. Pragmatism: A Linguistic
Dilemma

The study underscores the dialectical
tension between language preservation and
pragmatic modernization. Bilingualism allows
individuals to integrate into wider socio-economic
networks but can threaten the vitality of mother
tongues. Tribal communities and minority groups
negotiate this tension daily, where choosing one
language over the other may involve perceived
trade-offs between identity and opportunity.

Therefore, the survival of these smaller
languages hinges on cultural valorization, state
support, and ongoing intergenerational
transmission. Language should not be viewed solely
as a medium of instruction or efficiency but as a
bearer of history, tradition, and epistemology.
5. Theoretical and Applied Contributions
From a theoretical standpoint, this research
contributes to:

e The wunderstanding of stable
transitional bilingualism within South Asian
multilingual contexts.

VEIsus

e The application of sociolinguistic theories—
such as diglossia, language ecology, and
domain theory—to understudied
communities.

e A localized examination of language shift
phenomena and cultural retention in the age
of globalization and digital transformation.
Practically, this study offers a framework for

applied linguistics, education policy, and
community advocacy aimed at sustaining linguistic
pluralism with inclusive integration.

6. Final Reflections:

Assam’s multilingual reality encapsulates
both the promise and peril of bilingualism. While it
drives access to education, social mobility, and
intercultural communication, it simultaneously
places indigenous languages at risk in the absence
of structured institutional support. A careful balance
July 2025 85
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must be struck between embracing the functional
utility of bilingualism and recognizing the intrinsic
cultural worth of linguistic diversity.

To safeguard linguistic equity in Assam’s

future, a paradigm shift is needed: from tolerance of
bilingualism to its holistic cultivation — where

state, community, and individual stakeholders co-
create an environment where multiple languages
can coexist, flourish, and mutually enrich the
Assamese public sphere.
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