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India's indigenous peoples, or Adivasis, account for over 8 percent of the country's population, more than 84 million people, and yet they are nearly invisible. Struggling as farmers, forest dwellers, or migrant workers, Adivasis have yet to benefit from India's high-tech boom. After a brief historical overview of the situation of India's Adivasis, this paper explores one remarkable effort to preserve the languages, cultures, and histories of India's indigenous peoples. Dhol, meaning drum, is the name of a collection of "oral magazines" published by Bhasha, an NGO based in Gujarat. Printed in eleven tribal dialects, Dhol's content is derived from oral narratives and is distributed by being read aloud at group meetings in each village. Drawing from interviews with the publisher, this article will describe the history of Dhol, as well as how it is prepared and distributed. The paper will end with an analysis of the importance and impact of such oral magazines for Adivasi rights. 

印度原住民（Adivasis）佔全國人口總數百分之八強，人口總數超過八千四百萬，但是他們卻是被視而不見的一群；他們目前仍以農人、叢林游居或是移居都市邊緣的工人等方式掙扎求生，即便印度近年在高科技上已有了繁榮發展，迄今他們仍未從中得益。本文除概述印度原住民的現況，更將探索一段企圖保存印度原住民的語言、文化與歷史的努力。Dhol的意義是「鼓」，也是位於 Gujarat 的 NGO 組織 Bhasha 所出版的一套「口語雜誌」集刊的名稱。《鼓》以十一種部落方言印製發行，內容取材於口語敘事，並且以在各村落聚會中大聲朗讀的方式傳佈。本文透過與出版者訪談，描述這份刊物的發展歷史，以及如何準備與散佈的過程，最後以分析這樣的口語雜誌在印度原住民權利上的重要性與衝擊做結。

Introduction

Taking the Hindi word for the drums once used to communicate between villages, Dhol is a magazine currently published in ten indigenous (Adivasi) languages in Western India; because the majority of the audience is nonliterate, the magazine is intended to be read aloud by literate community members. For this reason, the magazines are referred to as "oral magazines." The oral nature of the magazines does not just derive from the manner in which they are delivered. Much of the content itself is collected orally through interviews with Adivasis, collecting personal narratives and preserving oral traditions which have never before been written down. 

The organization behind Dhol is the Bhasha Research Center in Baroda and the Adivasi Academy in Tejgadh, both founded in Gujarat under the leadership of G.N. Devy. 

Bhasha's goals are to discover, publish, and promote the linguistic, literary, and artistic heritage of tribal communities in India; to collaborate with existing national academies and research institutes of arts and literature to encourage further research and publication at the national level; and to establish an academy of formal instruction for the promotion of tribal languages, literature, arts, and culture with a view to conserving the tribal imagination (Devy 2001)

My personal relationship with Dr. Devy began two years ago when I first went with my wife to work on a film about a theater troupe
 in one of the communities where Bhasha has been active. At that time I had an opportunity to visit Tejgadh with Dr. Devy, and see both Dhol and its younger sibling, Bhol, aimed at children. When returning to Tejgadh again earlier this year I had the opportunity to sit down and conduct a formal interview with Manish Variyacha who is now in charge of the publication of Dhol at the Tribal Academy. 

The results of my interview with Ms. Variyacha are presented here, framed by a general introduction and overview of the situation of India's indigenous languages and peoples, with particular focus on language-in-education policy. India's long history and tremendous heterogeneity makes it difficult to define terms like "indigenous" and "mother tongue," but doing so is an important part of the political struggles of those people who consider themselves Adivasis. What does it mean to be indigenous in a country where numerous populations have co-existed for thousands of years? What is the place of minority languages in the world's largest democratic society? What role does mother tongue language education play in indigenous schooling? Exploring each of these questions helps us better understand the importance of Dhol within the Indian context. In my conclusion I place the efforts of Dhol within the wider context of the literature on literacy and orality.

Who is Indigenous?

According to the 2001 Census of India, 8.2 percent of India's roughly one billion inhabitants are listed as "Scheduled Tribes" (India 2001). With over 84 million officially recognized indigenous people, India's indigenous population accounts for over one fifth of the estimated 370 million indigenous people worldwide (UNFPA 2005). This isn't even counting many of the sixty million Denotified and Nomadic Tribes (DNTs), only some of which have been listed as "Scheduled Tribes" according to the census (Devy 2004: 5). If India's 250 million Dalits (formerly known as "untouchables"), who are listed in the Indian census as "Scheduled Castes," were successful in their bid to gain status as indigenous peoples before the UN, a move not supported by the Scheduled Tribes, India would truly dominate the field (Karlsson 2003: 408-09). 

These staggering numbers immediately call the very term into question. And indeed, the terms "Scheduled Tribes" and "Adivasi" must be understood both within the context of Indian state formation and the emergence of a global political movement advocating indigenous rights. The Dalit leader, R. B. Amedkar was one of the principal architects of the modern Indian constitution. It was under his guidance that India developed a positive discrimination, or "reservations" for government jobs and educational enrollment which led to the creation of a list of Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes.

The Constitution thus established a language of community rights in a society where the liberal language of individual rights and equality was little used. Rights were anchored in collectivities, now recognized as particular interests within the nation. The effect was to weaken the pressure to accord universal rights and to encourage demands for special dispensations for selected groups. (Khilnani 1998: 36)

This created the paradoxical situation whereby the eventual integration of these groups into the Indian state required first recognizing their otherness (Corbridge 2000: 68). In 1951 a government commission proposed the following "tautological" definition of tribal status: "tribal origin, primitive way of life, remote habitation and general backwardness in all respects" (Corbridge 2000: 69).

The tension between the universalist notion of the Indian nation and the singling out of particular groups for special treatment came to a head in the late 1980s when the Scheduled Tribes began to demand recognition as "Adivasis" or "original inhabitants" before the UN.

In 1987, a delegation consisting of five indigenous delegates from different tribal communities asserted that they had come to Geneva to express their 'unity and solidarity' with all the IPs [Indigenous Peoples] of the world. They challenged the state's position, saying that they were IPs and that since pre-historic times have remained distinct peoples, 'reduced to a colonial situation', subjected by a 'system of values and institutions maintained by the dominant ruling group'. They stated that it was important for them to secure 'the collective right of self-determination' and thus restore 'land and forest rights to their people'. (Karlsson 2003: 407)

By claiming the term "Adivasi" or "original inhabitants," India's indigenous peoples have injected themselves into a discourse of indigenity derived from the discourses of global human rights. It is a political act (Karlsson 2003: 404). It is true that unlike the colonial settler states in the Americas and the Pacific, India's Adivasis have lived together with settler populations for thousands of years; and yet, as with indigenous people elsewhere, India's Adivasis "have higher rates of infant mortality, lower life expectancy and more cases of chronic illness than the non-indigenous populations" (Rath 2006: 15) This is apart from cultural, religious and, most importantly for this paper, linguistic differences which also set them apart from the rest of the population. 

How Many Mother Tongues?

If it is hard to state how many people in India should qualify as "indigenous," it is even harder to say how many languages are spoken by these people. Since 1881 the national census has collected data on the number of "mother tongues" in the country, and the numbers are staggering: "in 1961 and 1971 censuses the total number of mother tongues returned was around 3,000, in 1981 around 7,000 and in 1991, these were more than 10,000" (India 2002a). But it is important to keep in mind that these numbers reflect many possible meanings of the term "mother tongue":

The seemingly innocent questions asked in the census, "what is your mother tongue?" could be projected as : (1) language first learned or used (which favours the reporting of minority-language maintenance): (2) language usually used in everyday life (which favours reporting assimilation trends towards the dominant language): or (3) all languages the individual knows (which maximizes the number of speakers of the dominant language (Khubchandani 2001: 8).

In the 1991 census the government "rationalized" this list to come up with a list of 1576 "mother tongues," which are further grouped into a total list of 114 "languages" (India 2002a).
 These languages each have populations of at least 10,000 speakers, and since the 1990s, "India was reported to have 32 languages with one million or more speakers" (India et al. 2006). Other estimates put the number of languages even higher. Ethnologue lists 415 living languages, of which a little over fifty have populations of over a million speakers (Summer Institute of Linguistics 2005).

Of these languages, only twenty two have status as official languages, with four languages having been added in 2003, including, for the first time, two tribal languages (Bodo and Santhali) (Pattnaik 2005). As a result, there are several widely spoken languages which still have "minority" status as a result of not having received official recognition. And, because there is considerable variation within India, majority languages in one state might have minority status in the next (Pandharipande 2002: 215). At the district level there are also more than forty languages which have local dominance (Khubchandani 2001: 15). 

By looking at the print and broadcast media we can get a snapshot of the tremendous complexity of India's linguistic landscape:

Out of 58 languages now taught in schools in India as subjects, only, 47 are used as media of instruction...
 These are the languages that are written the most. However, printing and publishing go on in 87 languages .... While a large number of languages out of the above use the same or a similar script, 71 others (not necessarily out of the above list of 87) are used by the radio network ... Films are made in 13 languages, which are all recognized official languages. (Singh 2001: 67)

As impressive as these numbers are, they still fail to reflect the majority of India's indigenous languages, few of which are represented in print or broadcast media, with fewer still being used as the medium of instruction in education.

India's many languages can be divided into four major language families: Indo-European, Dravidian, Tibeto-Burman, and Austro-Asiatic (India 2002a). Adivasi languages fall into all four of these categories. Looking at the eight-nine non-official languages with populations of over 10,000 speakers as listed in the 1981 census, Khubchandandi tabulated the number of  languages in each language family, commenting that most of them are spoken by populations listed as "Scheduled Tribes":

(iv) All 14 languages of the Austro-Asiatic family, representing 1.6 per cent of the country's population: Prominent among them are Santali (over 4 million speakers), Ho and Mundari (0.8 million each), Khasi (0.6 million), Korku and Munda (0.4 million each). All Austric languages are spoken by tribal populations.

(v) Nine languages of the Indo-Aryan stock, representing about 1 per cent of the population: Bhili (4.5 million speakers), Dogri (1.5 million), Khandeshi (1.2 million), Halabi (0.5 million).

(vi) Thirteen languages are of the Dravidian stock, representing over 0.9 per cent of the population: Gondi (nearly 2.0 million speakers), Tulu (1.4 million), Kurukh/Oraon (1.3 million), Kui (0.5 million).

(vii) Fifty two langauges (other than Manipuri) are of the Tibeto-Burman family, representing over 0.5 per cent of the population: Prominent among them are: Bodo (0.9 million), Tripuri (0.6 million), and Garo and Mizo (0.4 million each). (Khubchandani 2001: 15)

Most of the Tibeto-Burman languages are spoken by populations in the North-East, the region of India with the highest concentration of Adivasis. The eight-ninth language was English, which was listed by 233 thousand people as a "mother tongue" (Khubchandani 2001: 15). 

As a result of this diversity, a major feature of India's language situation is the relatively high rate of multilingualism and multiscriptality. Khubchandani notes that despite their higher rates of illiteracy (see below), Adivasis have much higher rates of bilingualism than the rest of the population. "According to the 1961 census returns, approximately 30 to 40 per cent of tribals claimed to be bilingual, whereas the national average was only 9.7 per cent" (Khubchandani 2001: 26). Adivasis typically fell into a four-language pattern, speaking the dominant state language, Hindi ("when different from the state language"), the dominant language in the neighboring state, as well as other regional tribal languages (Khubchandani 2001: 26). 

Unfortunately, India's minority language speakers typically devalue their own linguistic heritage. 

Their choice of language is ... determined by their view of their "imagined or aspired" identity. The Bhils and Gonds in Maharashtra are keener to move up the economic ladder than to retain their tribal identity. When [Pandharipande] asked a Tulu (minority language) speaker (a maid) in Mumbai why she did not speak Tulu to her children, she said, "I want her to go to law school. I do not want her to be a maid when she grows up. She should know English and Marathi." (Pandharipande 2002: 224)

Studies have shown that "out of the total 7.8 per cent tribal population in India, only 4 per cent speaks tribal languages," and that possibly as many as "half of India's tribal population have already lost their languages" (Pandharipande 2002: 224).

Whose Literacy?

While India has a tremendously rich linguistic heritage, very few of the Adivasi languages have been written down, even fewer taught in the schools, and fewer still are used as the medium of instruction at any stage in the curriculum. The bleak situation of Adivasi languages is described by Ajit K. Mohanty:

Most of these do not have a writing system and some have developed or adapted a script system only recently. In the absence of writing systems and due to prolonged educational neglect and various forms of social and political discrimination, over 60 percent of the tribal mother tongues are extinct, endangered, or moribund. Barring a few, all the existing tribal languages are marginalized and their use has shrunk to the home and in-group communication domains. (Pattnaik 2005)

Despite constitutional protections, only three or four of these languages are used in primary school as the medium of instruction, and less than one percent of Adivasi children have the opportunity to use their mother tongue in school (Pattnaik 2005).

Language education in India's schools follows a three language formula, aimed at achieving "national unity by creating multilingual citizens," but this multilingualism is conceived in regional terms, with people in northern states learning the southern Dravidian languages, and the southern states learning Hindi (LaDousa 2005: 461). In its actual implementation, however, Sanskrit is usually taught instead of another regional language in the northern states (LaDousa 2005: 462), leaving little room for other regional languages, not to mention the Adivasi mother tongues. 

Added to these problems are those of literacy. "The Indian Census of 2001 shows that the rate of literacy in the tribal population is 38.4 percent, against a national average of over 60 percent" (Pattnaik 2005). The 1991 census shows the female literacy rate among Adivasis to similarly lag behind that of the rest of the country, at 18.2% compared with a national average of 39.2% (Devy 2004: 13-14). It is, however, important to note the significant regional variation in these statistics. As Khubchandani points out, 

The North-east region as a whole has achieved a higher stage of literacy among tribals: between 14-60 per cent. In Mizoram two-third of [the] tribal population is literate; in three other states literacy is spread over one-third of the tribal population (Nagaland, Manipur, Meghalaya). One notices a somewhat slower growth of literacy among tribals in the states of the Central belt namely, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Orissa, and Andhra Pradesh. (Khubchandani 2001: 36)

In the pre-colonial period, Indian education was 

characterized by a built-in hierarchical structuring of linguistic skills which promoted a chain of mutually intelligible speech varieties from local dialects to sub-regional dialects, to spura-regional networks of dialects and languages, and to 'highbrow' styles in different diglossic situations. (Khubchandani 2001: 29)

There were reported to be as many as 100,000 vernacular schools in India in 1837 (Balagopalan 2003: 59). But this model was tossed out by the British, who under Macaulay's influence rejected local languages as an instrument of rule, arguing that they contained 

neither literary nor scientific information, and are, moreover, so poor and rude that, until they are enriched from some other quarter, it will not be easy to translate any valuable work into them. (Macaulay 1835)

English, accordingly, became the medium of elite schooling, and regional vernacular schooling was always seen as a second best choice, at best. A situation which continues today (LaDousa 2005: 471)

Speakers of Adivasi languages thus find themselves at the bottom of a linguistic hierarchy, one that is reflected in educational practices. While some schools may claim to use a specific language as the medium of instruction, rural poverty and limited teacher training make it difficult to implement such policies (Balagopalan 2003: 55). 

It is not unusual to find in many institutions anomalous patterns of communication where the teacher and the taught interact in one language, classes are conducted in another, textbooks are written in a third, and answers are given in a fourth language or style. (Khubchandani 2001: 33)

These linguistic difficulties are compounded by racism and discrimination. Balagopalan describes a school in Madhya Pradesh where non-Adivasi students would "clean the mouth of the tube-well after adivasi children have drunk water from it" (Balagopalan 2003: 57) For this reason it is often argued that Adivasi children don't just "drop out" of school, but are rather "pushed-out" (Balagopalan 2003: 55). 

Oral Traditions

It is worth noting that these low literacy rates are meant only to show the lack of formal education received by Adivasis. There are rich narrative traditions existing in Adivasi languages which many Adivasis learn without attending school. One of the major tasks of Dhol, and its parent organization, Bhasha, has been to recover this neglected tradition. Bhasha's G.N. Devy writes:

I recently discovered for myself an entire novel in the Bhili language (Telav naa Mele), an autobiographical narrative in the Goud Banjara language (Tanda), an epic in the Dangi language (Satimaataa ni Katha) and several plays conceived in the Bhantu language (spoken by the Sansis) (Devy 2006: 74)

Because these traditions have not been written down and are not taught in schools, attending school means that most Adivasis must enter into an alien culture with little tangible connection to that in which they grew up. Mohanty describes the toll this takes on Adivasi children:

Most of the tribal children are forced to attend a school system in which their home language is not used at all. So, these children are faced with the additional task of negotiating a language other than their mother tongue. My observations ... with the Kui-speaking children of the Kondh tribe in Orissa (India) show that they learn almost nothing for three years of schooling in Oriya [the regional language] medium schools, and only during the fourth year do they seem to understand what is going on in the class; by then, it is too late for most of them. (Pattnaik 2005) 

It is in this context then that we must understand the importance of Dhol and Bhol. They have initiated the task of creating a script and a body of written texts which can bridge the gap between the oral world of the older generation and the alien literacy in which the children attend school. 

Writing Dhol

Manish Variyacha was one of the first students to graduate from the Adivasi Academy in Tejgadh. An Adivasi herself, Manish had received a bachelor's degree in Education in 1997, when Dr. Devy approached her to work and study at the Academy. She worked at the academy's microcredit program for five years, and received an award for her work in 2005. It was therefore only recently that she was put in charge of Dhol, even though the project started around the same time that she had come to the academy in 1997. Manisha described how Dhol was founded:

[In] 1996 or 1997 [G.N. Devy] Sir and Bhagwan Das Sir and around 5-6 other people met in Saputhara, there they had a discussion, on the tribal language, that it is becoming extinct and needed to be put in a written form to preserve it. ... They came up with the idea of releasing Dhol in the Dungiri language, then a Dhol in Rathwi language, then a Dhol in Kukana language ... we called it "Dhol," because the dhol [drums] has a high prominence in the tribal community, by playing the drums people gather around, it signifies an important event.

Although the Indian constitution offers protection for minority languages and the right to learn those languages in school (see above), few Adivasi languages have scripts, and therefore there are no available teaching materials in these languages. As a result, teachers at Adivasi schools teach in the regional language of Gujarati. According to Manisha, Adivasi languages are not taught in the schools:

Because the syllabus is formed in Gujarati so the teachers teach in Gujarati, if the syllabus says it has to be taught in Rathawi then it will be taught in Rathawi. However it’s not like that. There is a Rathawa teacher. A Tribal teacher. But he has to teach in Gujarati.

That is if students study at all. Although rates of schooling vary widely from village to village, Manisha described the typical situation:

About 10 years ago no one used to study in the tribal community because they didn’t have the facilities to go to school. Nor did the parents think that they had to educate their son or daughter. It was like, in a tribal family if there are 4 children, then the eldest child is taken to the fields and the second in line stays home to take care of the other children.

The situation Manisha described for girls was complex. She said that the Adivasis do not practice selective female infanticide, (a practice which is unfortunately not uncommon in North India); but the girls still rarely attended school. However, she said that among her own Rathwa community, women were educated, which is why she was able to attend college. She suggested that overpopulation and shrinking land had made education more attractive to many parents:

With the flow of generations, a family's land reduces in size. As the family property gets divided or distributed among the children, the individual shares keeps decreasing. They have started to realize that the remaining land only be large enough to construct a house, with nothing left over for cultivation.

As a result of these changes, the numbers of Adivasis with some education is slowly increasing. It is with this population in mind that the decision was made to write each of the Adivasi languages in the regional scripts. So Rathwi is written in the Gujarati script students learn in school. When asked whether this would create problems for ethnic groups spread across state boundaries, Manisha said that it was rare, as the linguistic differences between the groups in the various states are usually quite large as well.

Dhol is currently published in ten languages, seven in the Gujarati script and three in the Marathi script used in the neighboring state of Maharashtra. (Both scripts are related to the Devnagari used for Hindi but Gujarati is written without the conjoining horizontal line used in Marathi and Hindi.) Bhasha aims to eventually publish Dhol "in all the 40 tribal languages of Gujarat and 25 tribal languages of Maharashtra" and hopes to inspire similar projects in other states. Over the course of this year they plan to hire nine more editors in order to put out Dhol in an additional nine languages, almost doubling their current output. 

Early on the Dhol editors used to work like reporters, searching out suitable stories. Now, however, the villagers suggest stories themselves. These stories are written down in the language of that community and then translated into the state language (Gujarati or Marathi) and then Hindi as well. Hindi is necessary since this allows coordination between states (most educated people speak some Hindi, but few speak other regional languages). There is one editor assigned for each language, who works to both translate stories from that language into the regional language and Hindi, and to translate stories other editors have collected into their language.

Manisha explained how each issue of Dhol is distributed by providing an example from the surrounding area:

The editor of the Rathawi Dhol (Subashaisyi Sir) collects the materials for Rathawi. He is quite well known in the [region]... From 500 copies of the magazines, he takes about 200 and distributes them in the nearby villages, among the youth, among the literates, and if there is any story from that village, [he] reads it out, so that the tribes feel that what they have told has been published.

The impact of hearing their own stories published in this way can be quite profound. Manisha recounted the story of one man whose songs were transcribed in the magazine. He was so happy that he used to fall asleep humming the songs to himself, with the magazine in his hands.

Dhol has a political impact as well. Although Dhol is not used to advocate any particular political agenda, it serves to educate Adivasis about laws and policies that will affect them, such as changes in the rules applying to the ownership of the forests. This, together with the increased sense of identity which comes from having communication between villages and communities, provided  villages with the information necessary to plan and coordinate resistance to government incursion on their lands:

This happened in many villages of Panchmahal. It was tribal land, but the Forest department wanted to dig [there]. So [the Adivasis] slept on that land and told [the Forest department that 'if] you want you can go through us, but we won’t move form here.' 

Finally, in addition to Dhol, Bhasha also publishes Bhol, for children. Bhol is explicitly educational in tone, about Adivasi culture and tradition, but also about modern technology and Indian. It is brightly illustrated, and includes fold-out pictures which the children can hang up on the wall. Unlike Dhol, Bhol is a collaborative endeavor with group of editors drawn from a mixed background.

Conclusion

The "new literacy studies" of the eighties and nineties transformed how we think about literacy (cf. Street 1984). In summarizing their importance, F. Niyi Akinnaso highlights the fact that:

conceptions about literacy and its functions are often generated by the users, in response to specific social and cultural needs, and not necessarily by those who impart the technology, or by some external forces, or even by some inherent qualities of literacy (Akinnaso 1996: 65)

Writing on the same topic, James Gee highlights the fact that the sociocultural practices surrounding literacy:

always have inherent and value-laden, but often different, implications about what count as "acceptable" identities, actions, and ways of knowing. They are, in this sense, deeply "political." (Gee 1999: 355)

These concepts have been internalized by Dhol's editors, who actively set out to create a new form of literacy which reflects the needs and values of its users. There can be no doubt that such an action is deeply political. 

As a hybrid of oral and written genres, Dhol is similar to texts described in earlier studies of "vernacular literacy" such as those by Akinnaso (1996) and Camitta (1993); however it differs in that it is not an organically emergent form of vernacular literacy, but one that has been planned and organized by the leadership of leading members of the community. In this sense, the literate Adivasis working at Bhasha are very much like the "organic intellectuals" described by Gramsci in the Prison Notebooks (Salamini 2002: 70). Peter Ives has emphasized the importance of language in Gramsci's thinking about these issues:

The organic intellectuaI is not only organic in relation to the community into which she was socialized, but also 'organic' in the sense that her function is to organize, and this includes organizing language. This is also true of the 'traditional intellectual,' the difference lying in what is being organized and for what purposes. A traditional intellectual simply refines and adjusts the already created organization of the world view of the dominant class. In contrast, an organic intellectual must organize more thoroughly that which is in chaos. (Ives and  2004: 45)

Unlike missionaries and the state, both of whom have a long tradition of promoting literacy by translating texts (the Bible, school textbooks, etc.) into traditional languages, the editors of Dhol, themselves literate members of the Adivasi communities in which they work, have taken the oral discourses of those communities as the starting place for their work. There is no need for Dhol to advocate any particular political agenda to achieve its goals, the very process by which Dhol is made and produced serves to further the goals of granting legitimacy to Adivasi oral traditions and establishing a wider "imagined community" of Adivasis who don't just read, but also listen.  (Anderson 1991).
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