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Honorable chairman, 

Distinguished members of the working group, 
Honorable government representatives, 
Distinguished delegates of United Nations agencies and NGO's , 
Fellow indigenous delegates from around the world, I bring warm greeting to you 

from my people. 

Mr.Chairman. I wish to speak regarding the need to protect our cultural heritage 
regarding language. Languge as preservative of traditional knowledge. Language is not 
only means of communication; it is the basic of identification of ethnicity, apart from 
religion and other characteristics. Especially in the context of India, where there is great 
multiplicity of ethnic groups, and where language proselytizatton has taken place among 
the indigenous population tribes, i.e., those indigenous people who have-, language 
remains the only cultural marker 

In India the indigenous people are officially called scheduled tribe, i.e.. those indigenous 
people who have been scheduled as such in the constitution of India. There are more than 
600 scheduled tribes in the country. In the province to which I belong, the btate of 
Jharkhand, They exhibit a remarkable degree of cultural similarity in terms of economic 
activity, means of livelihood, food habits, dress pattern, religious beliefs and cultural 
practices. The one major element that sets them apart is the language. Those speaking 
Mundari are Munda, those who speak Santhali are Santhals. and those who speak Kurukh 
are Oraons, and so on. 

The indigenous people lack textual history. The past is known through oral tradition and 
cultural heritage is passed on from one generation to another by word of mouth. Thus, 
language is not only a means of communication and basis of cultural identity, but it 
becomes a repository of knowledge of history, of myths and legends. En short everything 
for which the indigenous people rely to prove their cultural identity. 
Language, thus, is of fundamental importance for indigenous people in particular. 
Therefore, to safeguard the interest of the indigenous population it is imperative to 
preserve and promote the indigenous language. But on the other hand it is ironic that the 
indigenous languages are the first victims of the so-called development and 
modernization. 

In India the process of urbanization and industrialization in the areas occupied by the 
indigenous population has been going on rapidly after country's independence. In the last 
6 decades the indigenous people have been exposed to numerous extra venous influences 
resulting in acculturation in a large way. The development process (and the democratic 
institution) has changed the culture and way of life of the indigenous people considerably. 
New medical system and new educational system are substituting the traditional culture 
of the indigenous population. The educated persons are cut off from their roots and adopt 



the life style, language, food, dress, worldviews and ethos of non-indigenous population. 
Moreover the people who are educated do not turn back to their traditional culture. 

Slowly, but surely the indigenous people are being assimilated into the main stream of 
the national life. The very fact of my presence in this July gathering and the language I 
am speaking depicts the volumes on how far we have come in the last two generations. 
How far from our roots shall we be in the next two generations? 
I think we the indigenous people have reached a crossroad we are confronted with a 
paradox, a dilemma. We would like to retain our traditional identity, the status of weaker 
section with all the attendant privileges and rights. At the same time we want all the fruits 
of development and modernization, which in turn strikes at the very root of our culture. 

THREATS 
The greatest threat to indigenous language comes from the modern education system with 
universal curriculum. During the process of enculturation itself the children are 
compelled to learn the other language. This is highly promoted by modern education. 
This is further carried on during their higher studies. Moreover, their life in towns and 
cities brings them into contact with speakers of other language. Media and entertainment 
sector also contribute to it. Thus an educated person uses other language more than 
his/her mother tongue. 

Those back in the villages also have to learn and use other languages to meet the officials 
and to participate in the democratic and development processes. As time goes on, our 
mother tongue gets relegated to back seat. 

SOLUTION AND SUGGESTIONS 

Nobody else is going to solve our dilemma for us. We have to do it ourselves. We must 
take steps to safeguards our own interests and protect our heritage and culture from 
continuous onslaught from outside. 

• We must ensure imparting of education to children through use of mother 
language of the children upto the secondary level; 

• The education section of our people must sit with our grandparents and other 
elders to learn and put to continuing our cultural traditions and heritage; 

• We must learn to appreciate the ethos, the worldview and the thought process 
of our cultural heritage through practice; 

• In order for this to happen I call upon the concerned state/provincial 
governments to create infrastructure and personnel to make it possible for all 
indigenous/tribal children to get education in their mother language followed 
by the state/national and international languages. 

• Make it possible for indigenous/tribal language to be used in administrations 
and judiciary for an effective participation of the said peoples. 

Vleenakshi Munda, Mundari literary council. 
Sukanti Hembrom, Johar 


