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Linguistic Diversity and Vernacular Expression: Reclaiming India’s Knowledge Systems through
Language

Dr R Abeetha
Assistant Professor, Department of English, Vels Institute of Science, Technology and Advanced Studies
Pallavaram, Chennai
Abstract

There is a great deal of linguistic variation in India, where language is used as a means of intellectual expression as
well as a symbol of cultural identity. With more than 19, 500 dialects and 22 designated languages, India's linguistic
environment is a microcosm of both unity and heterogeneity. However, native phrases have been suppressed as
English has become more and more dominant in administration, education, and research. The necessity of reviving
Indian languages as essential tools for knowledge, creativity, and inclusive education is examined in this essay. This
study makes the case that using Indian languages is crucial to regaining epistemological autonomy, encouraging
innovation, and advancing equitable access to education by examining the ideas of linguistic diversity and
vernacularism and examining the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 framework. In order to preserve India's
multilingual culture in an increasingly globalized world, the article also looks at policy-driven initiatives, technology
interventions, and the cultural significance of languages. It ends by stating that vernacular expression and linguistic
diversity serve as links between India's past legacy and its future innovation rather than as obstacles to progress.

Keywords: Indian languages, linguistic diversity, vernacularism, multilingualism, cultural identity, NEP 2020,
epistemological autonomy, and Inclusive education

Introduction

Language is a live representation of a civilization's cultural, ethical, and intellectual awareness; it is more than just a
means of communication. Languages have long served as archives of local knowledge, artistic expression,
philosophical ideas, and social cohesiveness in India. In Decolonising the Mind, Ngiigi wa Thiong’o observes that
“culture carries, especially through literature and literature, the entire body of values by which we come to perceive
ourselves and our place in the world, and language carries culture” (13). This observation strikes a deep chord in the
Indian setting, as the nation's diverse linguistic landscape reflects its intricate cultural mosaic.

The linguistic diversity of India is unmatched. The 2011 Census of India found that 270 mother tongues and 121
significant languages are spoken throughout the country. These languages, which represent centuries of migration,
synthesis, and development, are members of the four main linguistic families: Indo-Aryan, Dravidian, Austro-Asiatic,
and Tibeto-Burman. Some of the world's oldest literary traditions are found in manuscripts written in Sanskrit, Tamil,
and Pali, while contemporary literature, film, and education are still produced in languages including Hindi, Bengali,
Telugu, and Marathi.

Nevertheless, in spite of this cultural abundance, vernacular languages are sometimes viewed as inferior due to the
hierarchy of languages established by English's dominance in administration and education. This mismatch, according
to academics like G.N. Devy and E. Annamalai, not only reduces language variety but also distances students from
their cultural heritage. The "knowledge traditions in Indian languages were marginalized by colonial education
systems that privileged English as the sole medium of intellectual legitimacy, " according to Devy (24 Amnesia).
Post-independence India sought to address this imbalance through linguistic reorganization of states and the inclusion
of regional languages in governance and education. However, globalization and digitalization have further reinforced
English as the dominant medium, often sidelining local languages in academic and technological spheres. As a result,
the contemporary challenge is not just about preserving Indian languages but reintegrating them into the mainstream
of education, research, and innovation.

The concept of vernacularity—the use and valuation of the native or regional language—Ilies at the heart of this
discussion. Vernacularity represents authenticity, inclusivity, and cultural self-expression. It allows communities to
narrate their experiences in their own voices rather than through the borrowed idioms of a colonial past. In this sense,
promoting Indian languages is an act of intellectual decolonization. As Ngugi further argues, “The domination of a
people’s language by the languages of the colonizing nations was crucial to the domination of the mental universe of
the colonized” (16) thus, reclaiming Indian languages is tantamount to reclaiming intellectual sovereignty.

Recent policy interventions, particularly the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020, have attempted to reverse this
linguistic imbalance by promoting mother tongue—based education and the use of Indian languages in higher learning.
The NEP emphasizes that “wherever possible, the medium of instruction until at least Grade 5, but preferably till
Grade 8 and beyond, will be the home language/mother tongue/local language/regional language” (NEP 2020, 13.5).
This policy reflects a philosophical shift from colonial models of education to culturally grounded pedagogy. In the
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context of technology and globalization, the role of Indian languages is equally significant. The rapid growth of
digital media, regional OTT platforms, and multilingual Al tools is gradually expanding the visibility of vernacular
content. According to the KPMG Report on Indian Languages — Internet 2023, nearly 75% of new internet users in
India prefer to consume content in local languages. This trend indicates that linguistic diversity is not merely a matter
of heritage but a driving force for digital inclusion and innovation.

Thus, this paper seeks to examine three interrelated dimensions:

The diversity of Indian languages as a cultural and epistemic strength.

The vernacularism of Indian languages as a pedagogical and political act of empowerment.

The integration of Indian languages into modern education, technology, and research.

The paper argues that the sustainable development of India’s multilingual ecosystem requires not only policy
commitment but also a cultural and intellectual reorientation toward valuing the vernacular as the foundation of
knowledge and creativity.

Linguistic Diversity in India

India’s linguistic landscape is one of the most complex in the world, a living archive of history and identity. The
People’s Linguistic Survey of India led by G. N. Devy records over 780 languages in active or endangered use, many
of which have never been documented formally (Devy xv). These languages belong to several linguistic families—
Indo-Aryan (spoken by nearly 75 percent of the population), Dravidian, Tibeto-Burman, and Austro-Asiatic
(Annamalai 12). Each linguistic family preserves unique worldviews, grammatical patterns, and oral traditions that
collectively embody the civilizational continuity of the subcontinent.

From the hymns of the Rig Veda in Sanskrit to the Sangam poetry of ancient Tamilakam, the evolution of Indian
languages illustrates how multilingualism shaped India’s literary imagination. Sheldon Pollock, in The Language of
the Gods in the World of Men, describes this multilingual continuity as “cosmopolitan vernacularism, ” a phenomenon
where multiple literary languages coexist without displacing one another (Pollock 47). This coexistence enabled
mutual enrichment: Sanskrit philosophical thought influenced Tamil and Kannada bhakti poetry, while Persian and
Arabic vocabulary entered Hindi and Urdu during the medieval period. Such exchanges demonstrate that diversity in
India is dialogic, not divisive.

The linguistic reorganization of states after independence (1956) institutionalized this diversity. As E. Annamalai
observes, “language became the primary index of regional identity and a functional instrument of governance”
(Managing Multilingualism in India 63). Yet the coexistence of multiple languages also produced new hierarchies.
English, retained as an associate official language, gradually became the gatekeeper of higher education and
employment. According to the Census of India 2011, while Hindi is the most spoken first language, the majority of
Indians remain bilingual or multilingual, switching effortlessly between mother tongue, regional, and national
languages. This multilingual competence is India’s greatest intellectual resource. Pattanayak reminds us that “in
India, multilingualism is not a problem to be solved but a resource to be developed” (Multilingualism in India 21).

Linguistic diversity, therefore, embodies India’s democratic ethos. Every region’s idiom—be it Kashmiri, Meitei, or
Malayalam—represents local knowledge systems, ecological vocabulary, and indigenous philosophies. UNESCO’s
Atlas of the World's Languages in Danger (2022) warns that nearly 250 Indian languages are endangered, which
makes the effort to sustain vernacular education urgent. Preserving linguistic diversity is not nostalgia; it is essential
for maintaining epistemic plurality and cultural self-understanding.

Concept of Vernacularity

The term vernacular historically denoted the speech of the common people, distinct from the elite or sacred language.
In the Indian context, vernacularity assumes a richer dimension—it becomes a space of cultural assertion and
intellectual autonomy. During the medieval Bhakti movement, saints like Kabir, Mirabai, and Thiruvalluvar
employed vernacular idioms to make spiritual and ethical discourse accessible to ordinary people. As A. K.
Ramanujan notes, “vernacular poetry in India broke the monopoly of Sanskrit and Persian, democratizing both
devotion and literature” (Ramanujan 9).

Colonial education, however, altered this balance. The Minute on Indian Education (1835) by Thomas Babington
Macaulay established English as the medium for cultivating a class of intermediaries, thereby marginalizing
indigenous languages. Gauri Viswanathan argues that colonial language policy “reconstituted literature as an
instrument of moral and cultural control” (Masks of Conquest 53). The result was a dual consciousness—Indians
learned to revere their mother tongues emotionally while depending on English intellectually.

Postcolonial scholars have sought to restore vernacular legitimacy. G. N. Devy frames vernacularity as “a discourse
of resistance against the epistemic domination of colonial modernity” (After Amnesia 18). Similarly, Ashis Nandy
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emphasizes that using one’s own language is a form of psychological decolonization because “vernacular life sustains
cultural self-worth” (The Intimate Enemy 78). These perspectives situate vernacularity not merely as linguistic choice
but as an ethical stance—a reclamation of voice and worldview. In the modern era, vernacularity intersects with
democratization of education. Paulo Freire’s concept of “dialogic pedagogy” in Pedagogy of the Oppressed resonates
here: authentic learning occurs when knowledge is shared in the language of the learner (Freire 74). When children
learn through their mother tongue, cognitive development and cultural identity reinforce each other. Vernacular
education thus becomes an act of empowerment, especially for first-generation learners in rural India.

Indian Languages in Education and NEP 2020

Education in India has long been mediated through English, often creating barriers for learners whose first language
differs from the language of instruction. Research consistently shows that students comprehend concepts more
effectively in their mother tongue. A UNESCO report (2016) on Multilingual Education in India asserts that “children
who begin schooling in their home language achieve higher literacy outcomes and participate more confidently”
(UNESCO 34). Recognizing this, the National Education Policy 2020 proposes a paradigm shift. It explicitly
recommends that “the medium of instruction until at least Grade 5, but preferably till Grade 8 and beyond, will be the
home language/mother tongue/local language/regional language” (NEP 2020 13.5). The policy also promotes the
establishment of Indian Language Institutes and translation initiatives under the Bharatiya Bhasha Samiti to create
high-quality textbooks and digital resources in local languages. Linguist E. Annamalai interprets this shift as “a
movement from language accommodation to language empowerment” (“Linguistic Democracy in Education” 84).
The pedagogical logic is clear: when learners encounter mathematics, science, or philosophy in a familiar linguistic
structure, they internalize concepts rather than memorizing alien terms. Studies conducted by the Azim Premji
University (2021) in multilingual classrooms demonstrate significant improvement in student participation when
bilingual methods are used.

However, challenges remain. English continues to be perceived as the language of upward mobility. Parents in urban
India often prefer English-medium schools despite limited comprehension among students. This paradox reveals what
B. Pattanayak calls the “linguistic schizophrenia” of postcolonial societies—simultaneous pride in mother tongues
and dependence on foreign ones (Multilingualism in India 56). Therefore, implementing NEP 2020 requires not only
administrative support but also attitudinal change among educators and parents. Higher education, too, is beginning
to adapt. The University Grants Commission (UGC 2022) launched initiatives to translate standard science and
technology textbooks into twelve Indian languages, thereby aligning research with linguistic inclusion. Such steps
reaffirm that knowledge is not confined to a single language; rather, every language is capable of producing and
transmitting complex thought.

Indian Languages in Technology and Research

In the twenty-first century, the digital sphere has become the new frontier for linguistic empowerment. The
integration of Indian languages into information technology, artificial intelligence, and online communication has
opened unprecedented possibilities for inclusion and creativity. However, the digital revolution initially privileged
English and a few global languages, marginalizing non-Latin scripts and vernacular expressions. It is only in the past
two decades that significant progress has been made to bring Indian languages into the digital mainstream.

The Government of India’s Technology Development for Indian Languages (TDIL) program, launched in 1991,
was among the earliest attempts to develop language-processing tools, fonts, and translation engines for Indian
scripts. As the Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology notes, the initiative aimed to “create and
disseminate linguistic resources and technologies for all Indian languages to ensure equal participation in the
information society” (MeitY Annual Report 2019-20). This effort has since expanded to include machine translation,
optical character recognition (OCR) for regional scripts, and voice recognition systems that support multiple Indian
languages.

A 2019 KPMG-Google Report on Indian Languages revealed that over 75% of new internet users in India prefer
content in their native languages (KPMG 22). This shift has profound implications: it democratizes access to
information, enabling millions who are not fluent in English to participate in digital learning, e-commerce, and
governance. The rise of regional content platforms such as Dailyhunt, ShareChat, and regional YouTube channels
further demonstrates how digital vernacularity is reshaping media consumption patterns. As media scholar Robin
Jeffrey observes, “Indian language media have become the true public sphere of democracy, voicing the aspirations of
a linguistically diverse population” (India’s Newspaper Revolution 141).

Linguistic technology has also influenced academic and scientific research. Traditionally, research output in India
has been overwhelmingly English-centric. Yet, the National Translation Mission (NTM), initiated by the National
Book Trust, and the Anuvadini project by IIT Kanpur have sought to bridge this gap. They aim to translate technical
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and scientific material into Indian languages and promote the development of domain-specific vocabularies.
According to Devy, translation initiatives in Indian languages are crucial “to create epistemological parity between
global knowledge systems and local intellectual traditions™ (After Amnesia 67).

In recent years, universities and technical institutes have begun producing bilingual course materials, particularly
under the Bhashini initiative of the Government of India, which envisions “a national public digital platform for
Indian language technologies.” This program integrates Natural Language Processing (NLP), speech-to-text, and
machine translation systems to make education, healthcare, and e-governance more inclusive. As the Bhashini
vision document states, “Language should not be a barrier to digital empowerment; rather, it must be the bridge to
participation and equality” (Digital India Report 2022).

Moreover, artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning (ML) models are increasingly being trained on Indian
language datasets. Research at institutions such as IIT Madras and IIIT Hyderabad has led to open-source projects
like Indic NLP Library, Al4Bharat, and BERT-based Indian language models. These initiatives mark a critical
transition: Indian languages are not only modes of expression but also engines of innovation. As Dr. Pratyush Kumar,
founder of Al4Bharat, notes, “Language Al for India is not just about translation—it’s about ensuring that our
linguistic diversity powers our digital future” (Al4Bharat Interview, 2021). The integration of Indian languages into
technology also contributes to preservation of endangered tongues. Projects such as the People s Linguistic Survey
of India (PLSI) and Digital Dictionaries of South Asia are archiving oral traditions, folk songs, and indigenous
terminologies. Linguist David Crystal argues that “the death of a language is the loss of a unique vision of the world”
(Language Death 42); digitization thus becomes a tool of cultural conservation.

At the research level, Indian language use encourages the inclusion of local knowledge systems—ifrom Ayurveda and
astronomy to agrarian and ecological traditions. The Ministry of Education’s Indian Knowledge Systems (IKS)
Division now supports research in regional languages to “promote ancient Indian wisdom through modern
frameworks” (MoE IKS Portal 2022). Scholars have begun to publish bilingual research papers and regional-language
journals, such as Bharatiya Bhasha Patrika and Jnan Vani, fostering linguistic diversity in academic discourse.

Despite these advances, the dominance of English remains deeply entrenched in the global academic ecosystem. Most
high-impact journals and citation indexes continue to prioritize English publications, creating asymmetries of
recognition. To counter this, initiatives like Multilingual Research Repositories and regional citation indexes (e.g.,
Vidwan and Shodhganga) are helping to legitimize scholarly contributions in Indian languages. Alastair Pennycook
emphasizes, “Linguistic diversity in academia is not merely about access—it’s about epistemic justice” (Language
and Mobility 119). Hence, technology and research are not external to the language question; they are its new frontier.
Digital and academic inclusion through Indian languages will determine the future of intellectual autonomy and
equitable participation in India’s knowledge economy.

Challenges in Sustaining Vernacular Use

While the cultural and technological value of Indian languages is widely acknowledged, their sustained use faces
structural, economic, and psychological barriers. These challenges emerge from the long-standing colonial legacy,
urban-rural disparities, and the socio-economic symbolism attached to English. The most persistent challenge is the
prestige bias toward English. English continues to function as the language of aspiration, mobility, and power. As
sociolinguist Braj B. Kachru explained, India operates within an “extended diglossic model” where English occupies
a high (H) function—used in administration, higher education, and science—while regional languages serve low (L)
functions in informal and cultural contexts (The Alchemy of English 93). This structural imbalance reinforces class
distinctions and linguistic hierarchies.

Educational institutions often lack trained teachers and resources for high-quality instruction in regional languages.
The scarcity of textbooks, scientific terminology, and pedagogical material in local languages discourages educators
from adopting vernacular mediums. Although the NEP 2020 has envisioned translation and content creation, the
actual implementation requires sustained funding and collaboration between linguists, technologists, and subject
experts. As Pattanayak points out, “language policy without language planning is a blueprint without builders”
(Multilingualism in India 72). Another significant challenge is urbanization and migration, which contribute to
language shift among younger generations. Parents increasingly prioritize English or Hindi for their children’s
education, leading to the gradual decline of minority and tribal languages. UNESCO’s State of the World's Indigenous
Languages (2022) reports that “one Indian language dies approximately every four months,” signaling a critical
cultural loss (UNESCO 12).

Technological challenges persist as well. Although regional content is expanding, much of India’s software ecosystem
remains English-centric. Localization efforts—such as Unicode script standardization and language interfaces—
require continuous investment. Without robust digital infrastructure for Indian languages, the digital divide will

169



The Need and Use of Indian Languages: Diversity, Vernacularity, and the Future of Knowledge

mirror linguistic divides. Finally, academic recognition for work produced in regional languages remains limited. As
Devy laments, “knowledge produced in Indian languages rarely enters national or global academic conversations”
(After Amnesia 88), this exclusion perpetuates a cycle where scholars avoid vernacular publication due to lower
visibility and citation impact. Thus, the challenges are not only linguistic but deeply socio-political. They demand
comprehensive strategies that address policy implementation, educational reform, and public attitudes toward
linguistic plurality.

The Way Forward: Revitalizing Indian languages requires a multidimensional strategy that combines policy
implementation, institutional reform, technological investment, and attitudinal transformation. It is not enough to
merely preserve linguistic diversity; the goal must be to empower Indian languages to participate fully in the global
knowledge ecosystem.

1. Policy and Institutional Support: The National Education Policy (NEP 2020) has laid the groundwork for a
paradigm shift toward multilingual education. However, realizing its vision requires strong collaboration among
universities, teacher training institutes, and linguistic research centers. As E. Annamalai argues, “The vitality of a
language lies in its institutional presence—in schools, offices, media, and science” (Managing Multilingualism in
India 79), universities must therefore introduce regional language-based courses, bilingual degree programs, and
translation studies departments to encourage research in vernacular languages.

The University Grants Commission (UGC) and the All-India Council for Technical Education (AICTE) have
already initiated steps toward developing textbooks in regional languages. Expanding these programs will
democratize knowledge and reduce linguistic exclusion. Policy should also mandate that research papers, theses,
and public documents be made available in at least one Indian language alongside English. Such measures will
normalize bilingual scholarship and legitimize Indian language research.

2. Teacher Training and Pedagogical Reform: Language-inclusive education demands skilled teachers who are
proficient not only in local languages but also in multilingual pedagogies. Teacher education programs must integrate
linguistic diversity training so educators can bridge local and global knowledge. As Paulo Freire reminds us,
“Dialogue cannot exist without humility and faith in the people’s capacity to create and recreate knowledge”
(Pedagogy of the Oppressed 78), when teachers engage students in their home language, learning becomes
participatory rather than hierarchical. Developing digital teaching tools—including multilingual e-content, subtitles,
and open-source resources—will further support vernacular instruction. Initiatives like the SWAYAM platform and
DIKSHA portal can play crucial roles in distributing free regional-language educational content.

3. Technological Empowerment: Technology is both a challenge and a solution. The future of Indian languages lies
in language technology innovation—machine translation, voice assistants, and Al-driven learning platforms. The
Bhashini mission, AI4Bharat, and Indic NLP projects must be scaled up with open-access datasets for all 22
scheduled languages and endangered tongues. Public-private partnerships with technology firms can accelerate local
language digitization and software localization. Furthermore, linguistic data collection must follow ethical
guidelines to ensure community consent and data sovereignty, especially for tribal and minority languages.
Incorporating vernacular interfaces in governance—such as local-language e-Governance portals and multilingual
citizen apps—will make digital inclusion real rather than rhetorical.

4. Cultural Revalorization: Language preservation cannot succeed without cultural pride. Media, cinema, and
literature must consciously celebrate linguistic plurality. Regional film industries—from Tamil and Malayalam
cinema to Marathi and Assamese storytelling—demonstrate that vernacular creativity can achieve both aesthetic
excellence and global recognition. G. N. Devy emphasizes that “a language lives through its speakers, its stories, and
its songs; without these, no policy can save it” (4 Nomad Called Thief 11). Therefore, community-level language
festivals, translation residencies, and vernacular creative writing programs should be actively promoted.

5. Research and Epistemic Inclusion: The long-term sustainability of Indian languages depends on their role in
knowledge creation. Universities must encourage publication in regional journals and establish multilingual
research databases. The Indian Knowledge Systems (IKS) Division under the Ministry of Education is a significant
step, but further collaboration between linguists, scientists, and historians is required to integrate indigenous
epistemologies with modern science. As Nandy observes, “Cultures survive when they reinvent their traditions as
living knowledge” (The Intimate Enemy 102). Such epistemic inclusion not only restores the dignity of Indian
languages but also contributes to global scholarship by offering new perspectives rooted in plural rationalities.

Conclusion

India’s linguistic heritage is not a relic of the past—it is the foundation of its future. The need and use of Indian
languages go beyond the sentimental; they are essential to democracy, knowledge, and innovation. Each Indian
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language represents a distinct cognitive system that shapes how communities think, perceive, and interact with the
world. The coexistence of these languages has historically sustained India’s pluralism, and their survival will
determine the inclusivity of its modernity. Vernacularism, in this sense, is not isolationist; it is integrative. It allows
the global and the local to coexist harmoniously. When education and technology embrace Indian languages, they
dismantle the monopoly of a single linguistic hierarchy and open the doors to epistemic justice. The NEP 2020°s
emphasis on multilingual education marks an important shift from imitation to innovation—from dependency to self-
definition.

As Mahatma Gandhi once wrote in Hind Swaraj, “To give millions a knowledge of English is to enslave them... but to
teach them in their mother tongue is to open the doors of their minds” (Gandhi 112). The challenge today is to
transform this vision into practice—to make every Indian language a vehicle of thought, science, and imagination.
The journey toward linguistic equity requires patience, perseverance, and pride. But in that journey lies the promise
of an India where diversity is not merely tolerated but celebrated, and where every language finds its rightful voice in
the symphony of national progress.
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