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Abstract  
 

The Northeast of India is a hotspot of ethnic, linguistic, cultural diversities. In my 
paper I would like to see whether these diversities are represented in the English 
Literature MA syllabi of some of the universities of the region, and whether the 
multicultural character of India and the world get reflected in those syllabi. My 
proposition is that in the context of the world today, a student from any part of the 
globe should have a mind open enough to consider himself or herself a true world 
citizen, and yet not lose contact with his or her cultural roots. I would like to see 
how far this objective is fulfilled by the MA in English Literature syllabi because 
English being a world language, an important language of education and 
communication in India, and also an Indian language in a sense, it is perhaps not 
incorrect to assume that a training in the literature of this language should be an 
advantage for a student wishing to understand his or her position in the world 
today. 
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Considering the status of English as a global language today: The topic of this international 

seminar, “Pluralism and Multiculturalism in Teaching and Research of English Language 

Literatures” brings into focus multiculturalism, pluralism and the English language all of which 

are important dimensions of our present reality. The Indian socio-cultural scene is characterized 

by great variety, with different ethnicities, languages, cultures considered together as Indian. The 

English language is at once the most important global language today and an important language 

in India, having the constitutional status of a subsidiary official language and serving various 
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functions in the educational, administrative, entertainment and other sectors. However, English is 

also sometimes seen as a cannibal language, being a major cause of the disappearance of many 

languages across the world. When a minority language, a language spoken by a relatively small 

number of people, is in contact with a powerful lingua franca and global language such as 

English, language shift occurs with the people speaking the minority language changing 

allegiance by embracing English and neglecting their own language. Finally, language shift can 

result in language death. 

Considering the importance of English and indigenous languages in India and the 

Northeast of India: English is a dominant language in the Northeast of India. From the early 

days of British colonialism in India, Christian missionaries have penetrated remote areas with a 

view to propagating their religion. Christian missionary activities have also usually included 

work in the educational sector. Many communities in the Northeast, particularly tribal 

communities in the hills, have been Christianized in this process. English is an important 

language of education in India not just in the missionary institutions, but in other government 

and private institutions of learning. The Indian Constitution bestowed on English the status of a 

subsidiary official language, Hindi being the official language of the country. Article 343 (1) of 

the Constitution states that “The Official Language of the Union Government shall be Hindi in 

Devanagari script”. However, since English was the official language during the British raj, it 

was decided that English would function as a subsidiary official language for a period of 15 

years from the adoption of the Constitution. The idea was that within that period of time, Hindi 

would entirely replace English as the only official language. When that period ended, there was a 

move to make Hindi the sole official language, states in the South and the Northeast protested, 

demanding the continuance of English. In fact, the move to end the use of English for official 

purposes was resisted very strongly in many states, and some of the protests turned violent. In 

the face of such resistance, the Official Language Act was amended to allow for the continued 

use of English as official language until all states agree to adopt Hindi as the only official 

language. Such a time is unlikely to come, however, and most likely, English will continue to 

enjoy its status as a subsidiary official language in India. 
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 Considering the constitutional status of English in India, and also its privileged position 

as a major language of education, politics, economics, and so on, and also considering the 

dominant status of English as a world language, knowledge of English is highly desirable in all 

local and global contexts today. However, it is wrong to think that as a language English is better 

or more scientific or rational than other languages. Circumstances of history have raised English 

to its pre-eminent status today, not anything inherently good about the language. Unfortunately, 

however, many people in the Northeast (and other parts of India and the world) today have a 

wrong notion about English being a superior language. Because of this wrong notion, and 

because of the advantages associated with knowledge of English, many people start using 

English to such an extent that they start neglecting their mother tongues. It is a sad fact of life 

today that there are parents in India who are proud of their children’s ignorance of their mother 

tongue just because they are good in English. There are many communities in the Northeast 

whose languages are endangered because of their neglecting their mother tongues.   

Language death and English: Our languages are some of the most important markers of 

our identity. Our mother tongues embody specific ways of making sense of the world, they 

encapsulate our worldviews. Losing our languages means losing very significant parts of our 

heritage as human beings, of our culture. The Northeast of India is blessed with variety. It is a 

region with a variety of flora and fauna (biodiversity), ethnic groups, their languages, customs, 

cultures. Unfortunately, as a society, the Northeast has not shown adequate realization of this 

great heritage. Although we sometimes quarrel in the name of specific identities, we neglect our 

languages which are among the most important identity markers.  

World bodies like the UNESCO have voiced serious concern over the death of languages 

across the world, and there are efforts to keep minority languages alive because what makes our 

world a beautiful place is the rich variety of languages and cultures it has, and the loss of this 

variety through processes like language death is a loss for the entire human civilization. 

Linguists have estimated that of the 6700 or so known languages of the world, 40 to 90 per cent 

“will disappear during this century” (Stranzy 286), and have noted that 



 

              Scholar Critic                                            ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                                                                         

                    Vol-03, Issue-01, April 2016                                               ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 
 
 

523 
 

Despite the fact that speakers abandon their native tongue for what they deem to be 

pragmatic and/or prestige factors, the majority of communities that have lost their 

language subsequently experience this as deep and regrettable loss. (Stranzy 287) 

The thought of even the possibility of the death of one’s language can be frightening, and you 

don’t need to be the speaker of a very small language to have this fear, as what Australian author 

David Malouf’s statement, quoted by the British linguist David Crystal, seems to suggest: 

“When I think of my tongue being no longer alive in the mouths of men a chill goes over me that 

is deeper than my own death, since it is the gathered deaths of all my kind.” (Language Death 

25) 

 However, it would be wrong to suppose that the reasons for respecting our mother 

tongues are all emotional reasons, or are always connected with things like culture and identity. 

It is through mother-tongue learning that a person absorbs language universals, and language 

universals are the building blocks of all learning and all thinking. Psychologists and linguists 

working on the connection between learning and language-learning, i.e., between acquiring 

expertise in any field of knowledge and one’s language-skills, have said again and again that 

mother-tongue learning is crucial to the development of learning abilities in a person.  

Language death and the Northeast of India: Of the 196 languages listed as endangered 

by the UNESCO in 2009, 36 were from Arunachal Pradesh alone, and the number must have 

only become bigger now. The UNESCO prepares lists of languages that face varying degrees of 

danger of extinction. It has marked a large number of languages from India’s Northeast, 

languages like Adi, Ao, Apatani, Angami, Dimasa, Galo, Hmar, Karbi, Khampti and Khasi as 

“vulnerable” while others like Biete, Deori, Gangte, Hill Miri, Idu Mishmi, Hruso, Kachari, 

Koch and Tiwa as “definitely endangered”, others like A’tong, Tai Aiton and Mech as “severely 

endangered” and still others like Aimol, Lamkang, Na and Tarao as “critically endangered”. 

Negotiating the global and the local: In the preface to the first edition of his book 

English as a Global Language, David Crystal refers to two linguistic principles which he 

supports and which can very well co-exist: the value of multilingualism, and the advantage of 

having a common language. I believe this to be a very sensible position to take when it comes to 

considering the use of English and of our mother tongues. We must ensure proper learning and 
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active use of our mother tongues, and also learn and use the English language efficiently. It is 

this context of the importance of our mother tongues and of English that I think our university 

syllabi must not ignore, and my paper seeks to examine how far some of the syllabi in the 

universities of India’s Northeast have kept this context in view. Being the highest seat of learning 

and research, a university is expected to be aware of the socio-cultural realities of the region and 

nation it serves, and mould its syllabi accordingly. 

Now, to do justice to the title of this paper, ‘MA in English syllabi in Northeast India: 

Tyranny of the Western Cannon or Cultural Enrichment?’ I have looked at the syllabi of the 

English Departments of some of the universities in the Northeast, and my understanding is that 

these syllabi do not manifest any tyranny of the so-called western canon. In this paper I am not 

referring to specific papers from specific syllabi, but am pointing out a few important features 

which are more or less common among the syllabi studied. Being the syllabi for English 

literature courses, a large number of western texts are indeed prescribed, but I have noticed that 

in varying degrees these syllabi also incorporate elements from Indian, African, and other non-

English literatures and cultures. However, I would also say that there is still scope for making the 

syllabi reflect the plural culture of the Northeast, of India and the world better. 

One trend that can be observed in the M.A. in English Literature syllabi in Northeastern 

universities is the inclusion of texts from world literature. This usually means including some 

good English translations of important texts in languages other than English and from regions as 

diverse as ancient Greece and postcolonial Latin America, Asia and Africa. Usually, such papers 

are offered as optional papers, but I wonder if that is not because of the presumption that 

studying anything that is not clearly European or American is not quite the business of English 

Literature departments. There are several reasons why I think the inclusion of world literature 

texts is justified. The English language itself is rich in translations from different and diverse 

literatures, and English language and literature experts should take the opportunity of 

acquainting themselves and their students and scholars with the vast number of excellent English 

translations of literary and cultural texts from across the world. This would enable our students to 

appreciate the plurality of the world we live in, and perhaps give them access to a world that, in 

Tagore’s words, “has not been broken into fragments/By narrow domestic walls”. 
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Some of the syllabi studied for this paper also show papers of translation theory and 

translated texts. While translated texts from other literature enable our students to appreciate the 

rich variety of literatures other than English, a training in the theory and practice of translation 

can be great practical help to them.  

The question of plurality: Obviously, one worry that prevents English literature 

departments from including too many translated texts and too many texts from non-English 

literatures including important Indian regional literatures is that a large number of such texts 

could alter the character of an English literature syllabus. However, if we wish our syllabi to 

reflect the plural world we live in today, we cannot perhaps ignore the literatures and cultures of 

our own homeland. Besides, is it not easier for most Indian students to relate to an Indian text or 

even an African text rather than a text with a rather strange, alien context? Of course, our 

students need to develop the capacity of appreciating texts with foreign and alien contexts, too, 

but should they then remain ignorant of their own contexts and ethos? At least one university in 

the Northeast also offers a paper where postgraduate students can study texts by Northeast Indian 

authors. On the whole, however, I would say that much needs to be done for the adequate 

representation of the literatures and cultures of the Northeast in the syllabi under discussion.  

Some suggestions: While I cannot presume to pass judgement on any of the syllabi I 

have considered for this discussion, and I certainly appreciate such elements as the inclusion of 

local, Indian and other non-English texts in the syllabi, the focus on translation and the general 

awareness of the plural culture of India and the world, I do feel that much can still be done to 

make the English language and literature courses more fruitful, interesting, and practical.  

 Working as a teacher in both colleges and a university in the Northeast so far, I 

have observed that at least some of the students who come for postgraduation in English 

literature cannot use the English language very efficiently. The big question in this context is 

whether those students should opt for a literature course at all. Wouldn’t they do far better to 

enrol in a course that teaches English language skills rather than literature? I think our 

universities have to devise ways of teaching English skills efficiently to our students. Our 

literature syllabi certainly teach our students useful skills like the skill of appreciating and 

evaluating literary texts in an informed manner, but if we are to align our syllabi with the 
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demands of the times and the needs of many students, I would say that we definitely need to 

have more language skill-based programmes.  

Again, many people who do not desire or need to do any course in English literature very 

much wish or need to learn English language skills, sometimes specific English language skills 

for specific purposes. I think that our universities, even those offering the traditional English 

literature courses, need to design and teach effective skill-based courses tailored to the needs of 

learners. Of course, language-skill training of all kinds should ideally begin at school, and there 

should be a proper linkage between what is learnt in the primary, secondary and the tertiary 

stages. 

In a similar sense, a full-fledged translation-skill course can be designed and taught. As 

we have seen, some of the syllabi under discussion teach translation theory and ensure the study 

of some translated texts. However, having a full course in translation theory and practice, with 

more emphasis on practice can be rewarding for students as well as teachers.  

One of the issues that perhaps a university syllabus in India rarely bothers about is 

whether access to English learning itself creates pockets of people with advantage in relation to 

large sections of Indian society which do not have access to English learning or English 

education.1 In fact, it has been felt that “English and the privileges associated with it remain 

inaccessible to those who are disadvantaged” (Ramanathan 212) because of various factors. I 

think our universities can demonstrate their social responsibilities better by framing syllabi that 

aim at imparting not just knowledge of language and literature, or information of all kinds, but 

syllabi that also encourage students to consider their privileges as learners, and to encourage 

socially responsible behaviour in them, to guide them not merely to enjoy the advantages that 

accrue from learning, but to have a spirit of service. I am not talking about imposing specific 

ideological training on the students. I am suggesting that we need to evolve syllabi that do not 

just teach the students to learn to earn, but also to serve as well. 

 When we talk of the global and local relevance of the literature syllabus we teach, we are 

certainly thinking of the plural ethos of our world, but can we have multiculturalism or pluralism 

in a monolingual society? Hence, along with the need to teach English literature and language, 

there is the parallel need to ensure excellent standards of teaching and learning our vernacular 
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languages and literature. In this context, I would like to suggest that more interdisciplinary and 

cross-disciplinary work should be planned for the language and literature departments including 

the English department. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 I would like to finally say that through this paper I have not merely looked at the global 

and local relevance of the English Literature syllabi in some of the universities in India’s 

Northeast, but through that pretext, I have sought to argue for two things: 1) the importance of 

studying and using our regional languages and literatures, and 2) the importance to extending the 

advantages of learning English, particularly English language-skills to all sections of society 

even as we attempt to excel in the teaching and research involving English literature in our 

universities. To highlight what I have said about the learning of our regional languages and of 

English, I would like to end with something that David Crystal has said: 

I believe in the fundamental value of multilingualism, as an amazing world resource 

which presents us with different perspectives and insights, and thus enables us to reach a 

more profound understanding of the nature of the human mind and spirit.....I believe in 

the fundamental value of a common language, as an amazing world resource which 

presents us with unprecedented possibilities for mutual understanding, and thus enables 

us to find fresh opportunities for international cooperation. (iiix English as a Global 

Language)  

Let us hope that our universities take the lead in ensuring the right kind of teaching and l learning 

of English and indigenous languages so that our students are enlightened and empowered enough 

to appreciate the plurality of both the local and the global contexts.  

 

Notes: 

1. This issue and other issues related to the complex language-scene in India involving 

special prestige for English but neglect for minority languages, is discussed in Sridhar, 
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Kamal K. “Language in Education: Minorities and Multilingualism in India”. 

International Review of Education. 42.4 (1996). 327-347. 
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