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Abstract 
There is no denying the fact that English language occupies an important place in the 
national and international scenario. In the context of India, English has been seen as having 
a transformative power, of being the key to a better life and economic prosperity. The rapid 
growth of English medium schools and a variety of English coaching centres are a 
testimony to the importance of English in the country. At the same time there have always 
been debates and controversies regarding the place of English in education. The importance 
of mother-tongue based education may be viewed as an attempt to put English in its place, 
to weaken its imperialistic character. Within this backdrop, this paper attempts to explore 
the status of English language in the state of Nagaland, situated within the North-Eastern 
region of the country. It attempts to identify the roles that English play within the State 
while also presenting the general attitude towards English. The chief purpose of the paper is 
to highlight the complexities and challenges that Multilingual Education (MLE) face in the 
context of Nagaland, a state composed of diverse tribal groups with each group having their 
own distinct language and culture. 
         

Introduction 

The language situation is one of the most pervasive and dominant problem in Nagaland. With 

linguistic and ethnic diversity as its hallmark, Nagaland, a state situated within the North-Eastern 

region of the country is one of the most complex sociolinguistic settings in the country. The Nagas 

are a cluster of 16 officially recognized tribes and many other sub-tribes. The major Naga tribes are 

Ao, Sema, Lotha, Angami, Konyak, Chang, Phom, Sangtam, Yimchunger, Khaimungan, Zeliang, 

Rengma, Pochuri, Kuki and Chakhesang. (Zetsuvi and Shukla, 2006).  Most of the languages are 

named after the tribes themselves and each of these tribes speaks a distinct language that is 

intelligible only within its own tribe and mutually unintelligible to members of the other tribes. 

Further, within some tribal languages there are regional dialects which are also unintelligible 

between members of the same tribal group. For instance, in the Chakhesang tribe, there are three 

dialects: Chokri, Khezha and Sapu. Similarly the Ao tribal language also has three sub-dialects: 

Mongsen, Changki and Chungli. It may also be observed that even withssin one tribal area, the 
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language even within one area varies from village to village.  Kuolie (2006) rightly observes that 

“Nagaland is a small state within Indian Union, yet it has many languages and dialects. Linguistic 

and ethnic diversity is the hallmark of Nagaland where even each village is said to have its own 

dialect and clan name.” This multilingual complexity has made it impossible to promote any 

regional language as the state language and paved the way for English to become the only official 

language of the state. It is in such a context that the paper seeks to explore the role and status of 

English within the multilingual setting of Nagaland. It addresses the vexing language question in 

Nagaland by exploring the unifying significance of English as the only official language of the 

state. This unifying role and other related issues are discussed in an attempt to unearth the 

challenges that multilingual education is faced with in the case of Nagaland.   

The Significance of English Language in Nagaland 

The multilingual composition of Nagaland where each tribe has its own distinct language and also 

where each distinct language is not free from dialectical variation has been discussed in the section 

above. This multilingual composition brings us to the question of a multilingual society where a 

common language is needed for inter-tribal communication. The need for a common language led 

to the emergence of ‘Nagamese’, a pidgin of Assamese which is popularly spoken in the capital and 

other commercial centers of the State. However, as Kuolie (2006) also notes, there is no 

promotional propagation both by the native intellectuals and rural inhabitants as it is a language 

looked upon as a language of the ‘outsiders’. It may be noted here that the emergence of 

‘Nagamese’ can be closely tied to the trade relations and contact with neighboring states and 

therefore began as a market language. The unwillingness to standardize ‘Nagamese’ coupled with 

the absence of any regional language that can serve as the common language of the state led to the 

emergence of English as the paramount language.  

With reference to the multilingual situation in Nagaland, one can observe two variant perspectives 

at play. On the one hand, there is an understanding and awareness of the need to preserve 

traditional and cultural heritage. In this regard, one can observe that each tribal group is making a 

conscious attempt at protecting and developing its own language in an attempt to preserve their 
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identity. To this end, the State Government also extends its support by according the right to every 

tribe to develop and standardize their own language and to use it as a medium of instruction. On 

another level, there is a growing need for having a common tribal language to preserve tribal 

identity. However, keeping the magnitude of diversity in mind, Aier (1996) rightly observes; “the 

near future does not see the possibility of any Naga language becoming dominant enough to serve 

as the common language of the Nagas”.    

The concept of a common tribal language is wrought with many challenges and obstacles, the most 

glaring of all would be the growing inter-tribal politics where each tribe holds a constant desire to 

preserve and maintain their own distinct identity and heritage which is embedded in their 

languages. In this context, we may notice that the concept of a common tribal language may propel 

disintegration rather than serving the purpose of integration. For instance, in earlier years, 

Chakhesang tribe was a merger of three unions, Ckokri(Cha), Khezha (Khe) and Sangtam (sang) 

but with the growing cultural awareness of the people, the union has been drifted apart with 

Sangtam tribe now identified as a separate tribal group and linguistic issues have been hinted as the 

major factor. Today, the Chakhesang Naga tribe subsumes three linguistic unit, Chokri, Khezha and 

Sapu but there are still noticeable rifts owing to the linguistic variations.  Further, in the instance of 

making any effort at developing a common tribal language that can subsume several closely related 

languages, oppositions and resistances are bound to arise. An example of such resistance and 

oppositions may be observed in a rejoinder below; 

“Now the present generation shall not tolerate if any individual or group tries to force its people to 

bury their own mother tongues and borrow other tribes’ language to be introduced which will be 

another stumbling block for the future generation”  (Nagaland Times, June 24, 1992)           

In such a situation, it may be stated that, rather than the emergence of a common tribal language, 

there would be an increase in the list of recognised Naga languages in the near future, with the 

effort of each tribe in developing and standardising their own languages which may further 

intensify the already existing complex linguistic situation. However, one cannot also ignore the 

right of every tribe to develop and preserve its own cultural identity. It is due to such a situation 
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that English emerged as the most important language in Nagaland.   It is clearly evident that 

English as the official and most important language is a necessity that cannot be avoided. To 

further understand the significance of English in Nagaland, the next section briefly highlights the 

domain in which English is used.  

Use of English in Nagaland 

First and foremost, English is used as the medium of instruction in all levels of education. It is 

incorporated into the curriculum right from the primary level onwards till the tertiary level. In all 

private schools and institutions, not speaking in English is treated as a ‘fault’ and a punishable act. 

Secondly, it is used for all governmental proceedings, engagements, administrations and law courts. 

It is used in giving circulars and regulations. Thirdly, it is also used predominantly in the churches, 

particularly in the Youth Departments even though each tribal group has their own respective 

churches. This is because, as aforementioned, most of the tribal groups have language variations 

even within its own group.  

Fourthly, a recent trend has been usage of English in creative writing. Today, Naga Literature with 

its own unique characteristics imbued with a sense of the ‘past’ is gradually becoming known to the 

readership audience across the country. In the words of Behera (2013), Nagaland has produced 

several notable works like A Terrible Matriarchy, The Gift of the Sand Castle, These Hills Called 

Home, and Monsoon Mourning while also observing that “A general characteristic of fiction from 

Nagaland is the harking back to the past, and presenting the deep impact and importance of the 

days gone by”. In the field of creative writing, there are a few notable figures like Easterine Kire, 

Temsula Ao and Monalisa Changkija whose writings in English have introduced Naga Literature to 

the readership population both within and beyond the country.      

In such a situation, it is evident that English is no doubt the most important language and also that it 

will continue to become increasingly important. The volatile socio-political and linguistic context 

of Nagaland requires English not only for inter-tribal communication, educational and 

governmental purposes but also for integration and development. Skutnabb Kangas (2000) says that 

English is a killer language in India. But in the case of Nagaland, English cannot be seen as the 
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direct cause of language death. Rather, it has been the link and the agent through which many 

regional dialects have been surviving. It is the pen that gave life and form to the oral traditions and 

culture in writing.  Having drawn out the utilities and significance of English, the next section will 

briefly present a brief overview of the general perception towards English as compared to 

Nagamese and other regional languages. 

Attitude towards English and the regional languages    

With regard to peoples’ perception and attitude, English enjoys the most significant place in the 

state, being the official language and also the medium of instruction. The study conducted by Aier 

(1996) affirms the positive attitude that people have towards English, attaching academic and social 

attainment to it. She states that English finds “total acceptance with the Nagas” and further 

explains that “the overriding sentiments in favour of English are very strong, as Nagas perceive it 

as an instrument towards development and integration in a state where backwardness, tribalism 

and political turmoil are dominant features”.   

Quite the contrary, the people’s attitude towards the mother-tongues or the regional languages is 

considerably very different from that of English. Though mother-tongue is still respected as an 

important aspect of one’s identity and culture, it still has a long way to go towards reaching the 

level of English. In the private schools, there are rules that prohibit speaking in any other language 

except English. Speaking in any of the regional languages within the premise of the schools is 

considered as an act of indiscipline. Parents also vouch for English on the grounds that mother-

tongue can be learnt at home so it is wastage of time and money if schools teach mother-tongue. 

With regard to ‘Nagamese’, Aier (1996) states that it is the “most ambivalently regarded language, 

often referred to as an illegitimate child whom nobody wants to own. Most Nagas, especially the 

educated has a deep antipathy for the language”.   

Challenges of Multilingual Education in Nagaland 

The entire purpose of the discussion contained in this paper has been to explore the significance of 

English in Nagaland while also driving home a few issues that needs to be considered with respect 
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to Multilingual Education. Theoretically, Multilingual Education makes the case that knowledge 

and skills gained in the mother tongue can transfer across languages, arguing that multilingual 

children perform well at school when the school teaches the mother tongue effectively. There have 

been a growing number of researchers who have provided convincing support for the promotion of 

mother tongue education in the early years of schooling (Cummins 2000, Klaus 2003, Obondo 

2007). A strong foundation in mother tongue is required for learning L2, as Cummins (2000) points 

out in the following words; 

 “The level of development of children's mother tongue is a strong predictor of their second 

language development… Children…with a solid foundation in their mother tongue develop 

stronger literacy abilities in the school language”.  

Multilingual Education dwells upon the necessity of building a strong foundation in the first 

language to enhance second language learning. The first challenge of multilingual education in the 

context of Nagaland is in this regard. As aforementioned, there are many ethnic languages, each 

unintelligible to the other, none of the languages are standardized nor with any developed scripts. 

In such a situation, the question of having a mother-tongue based instruction is wrought with 

complications. In schools or institutions where there is a dominant tribal group, particularly in 

villages the possibilities exist provided the language is standardised but the complexity arises when 

it comes to urban areas, in institutions where there are multi-tribal compositions, with 16 or more 

language groups. The glaring question is how to ensure that Mother-tongue based instruction is 

made accessible to each tribal group. Another issue that needs to be considered is that the teacher 

cannot be expected to know all the tribal languages to be able to deliver multilingual education.    

Further, the question of whether one can call a Naga student literate in the mother tongue needs to 

be addressed. The very term “literacy” connotes the ability to read and write or competence and 

knowledge in a specified area. The Naga students have never been exposed to any form of reading 

and writing in the first language. The only medium of instruction in schools is English. Thus, the 

issue of first language literacy in the context of Nagaland is debatable while at the same time 

deciding which language, English or the mother tongue should be considered the first language 
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invites more probing and speculation. In this regard Changkija (2009) remarked that English to a 

very large extent is not the second language but the first language.   

Conclusion 

The paper has traversed on the language situation of the State to highlight the significance of 

English as serving the purpose of integration and development. It may also be viewed as an attempt 

at providing the complications that are bound to emerge in any endeavour towards having a 

common tribal language. In the context of Nagaland, English language is saving the day by serving 

as the lingua franca, as the official language, as an instrument integrating all tribal groups into one 

cohesive entity. It is serving the purpose of lessening the feeling of perceived inter-tribal and intra-

tribal linguistic domination of majority groups. The other purpose of the paper has been to highlight 

some of the complications that Multilingual Education may face owing to the language muddle. In 

this regard, the paper calls for the need of careful language planning directives to meet the demands 

of the linguistic diversity.      This should be complemented with clear language objectives or 

methodology for the schools and colleges. A proper research base and implementation agencies 

should be initiated to carry out desirable outcomes.   
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