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Hindi, the National Language – Misinformation or Disinformation? 

 

[Note: Although the views expressed by the author are from the point of view of the Marathi 

language, the same basic principles and the legal position apply to the official language of any 

other Indian state. However, the social status of the state language may vary from state to 

state.] 

 

Let us take a simple example to understand how double standards are applied in the case of 

Maharashtra. Every politician from the north India, while visiting the state, keeps repeating lies 

such as “Hindi is the National Language and hence every Indian must learn the language and 

respect the same”. But his principles suddenly change when the same politician visits any other 

non-Hindi state. There he enthusiastically praises the local language and culture and also takes 

pain to elaborate how the Central Government or his own party (whichever it may be) is making 

great efforts for the linguistic and cultural progress of the state. The various display boards, 

various forms and notice boards etc. meant for the public put up in the offices of the 

nationalised banks, central government departments, public sector undertakings, Post Offices, 

Railways, etc., everywhere in the state of Maharashtra are generally in Hindi and English only, 

thus discarding the language of the state. However, the same organisations accord highest 

importance to the local language in various other states. In fact, quite often Hindi itself is 

conspicuously absent. Why such double standards? All the legal rights, respect and importance, 

granted by the statute to other official languages in their respective states must also be 

conferred upon Marathi in Maharashtra. “We do not ask for anything more, but we shall not 

settle for anything less too”. Can such a demand be termed as improper, illegal or immoral by 

any standards?    

 

The main intention behind writing this article is to provide insight to the people of Maharashtra, 

into the basic principles behind the constitution and the linguistic policies of the country; and 

thereby to empower them to ensure that their language attains its just and rightful position as 

well as the respect that it deserves.  

At the outset it must be pointed out that the Constitution of India has not accorded the status of 

the ‘National Language’ to any particular language.  In fact, the constitution is curiously silent 

about this aspect. However, it has been indirectly suggested by some of the early leaders of 

independent India that ALL the languages listed in the eighth Schedule of the Constitution may 

be considered the National Languages of India.  

About thirty years ago, while I was studying at the I.I.T. Kharagpur (West Bengal), I heard for 

the first time in my life that Hindi was not the National Language of the country and I was in a 

state of utter disbelief. In IIT, we used to have a non-engineering subject taught by the 

Humanities Department in every semester. The basic idea behind introducing such subjects not 

belonging to any typical engineering curriculum was to offer an opportunity to the students to 

develop not simply as brilliant engineers but also as responsible citizens of the world. In the 

third year, we had ‘The Constitution of India’ as one of the subjects that was being taught by a 
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Bengali professor, Prof. Chatterjee of the Humanities Department. During the lectures on the 

constitution of India, Prof. Chatterjee, used to repeatedly tell us: “As per the constitution, Hindi 

is NOT the National Language of India and all the state languages enjoy exactly the same status 

and importance”. In fact, it was during my stay in West Bengal that I realised what it really 

meant to be proud of one’s own language and culture. In Bengal, Bengali is the only language 

of communication for the Marwari crorepati businessmen, the Bihari rickshaw-pullers, as well as 

the middle class Bengali office clerks. 

On my return from Kharagpur, whenever I tried to make this point in any discussion, my friends 

used to reject it as a totally ludicrous statement. They would find the statement “Hindi is not the 

National Language of India” to be as absurd and impossible as the statement, “India is yet to 

attain Independence”.   

Many years thereafter, in the month of August 2008, unexpectedly I came across an article by 

Mr. Shashi Tharoor in a National English daily and I was really shocked to see exactly the same 

point being emphasised in the article. An expert such as Mr. Tharoor, who had represented 

India in the UNO, was trying to highlight exactly the same point. Mr. Tharoor is presently the 

minister of state for Foreign Affairs in the central government.  

One of the statements made by Mr. Tharoor was: “Twelve years ago, when India celebrated the 

49th anniversary of our independence from British rule, H D Deve Gowda, the then prime 

minister, stood at the ramparts of New Delhi's 16th century Red Fort and delivered the 

traditional Independence Day address to the nation in Hindi, the language which we have all 

learned to refer to (though the term has no constitutional basis) as India's 'national language'.” 

Mr. Tharoor further said, “Indian nationalism is a rare animal indeed. The French speak French, 

the Germans speak German, the Americans speak English (though Spanish is making inroads, 

especially in the south-west and south-east of the US) — but Indians speak Punjabi, or Gujarati, 

or Malayalam, and it does not make us any less Indian.”   

He has also commented thus: “It is a reality that pluralism emerges from the very nature of our 

country; it is a choice made inevitable by India's geography, reaffirmed by its history and 

reflected in its ethnography. Let us celebrate our Independence on August 15 in a multitude of 

languages, so long as we can say in all of them how proud we are to be Indian.” 

Enthused by this rediscovery, I gathered some more information on the subject from the 

internet as well as from some knowledgeable persons, which I present below.  

In the pre-independence period, when the British decided to grant some non-political 

administrative rights to the people of India, there came up the issue of deciding the national 

language of Hindustan. In the internal discussions that took place within the Congress party, the 

real tussle was between the Khadi Boli (the tongue closer to Urdu) and Hindi (based mainly on 

Sanskrit). Finally, a committee was formed to decide upon the issue. After a lot of elaborate 

discussion, when the matter was finally put up for voting, Hindi (based on Sanskrit) with 

Devnagari script was voted as the National Language of Hindustan. However, it must be made 

very clear that while formulating the constitution of independent India, the authors of the 

constitution have NOT proclaimed any single language as the National Language of independent 

India and have preferred to be silent on this important issue. Unfortunately, this reality is never 

clearly brought to the knowledge of the common people like us.     

In the booklet ‘The Official Languages (Amendment) Act, 1967: Approach & Objective' issued by 

the Central Government, I found the following mention:  
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While the above 1963 bill was still under discussion in the Lok Sabha, the late Prime 

Minister Jawaharlal Nehru said, on April 24, 1963: 

“The makers of our constitution were wise in laying down that all the 14 languages (in the 

eighth schedule) will be national languages. There is no question of any one language 

being more national than the other. Bengali or Tamil or any other regional language is as 

an Indian national language as Hindi.” 

This statement very clearly brings out the basic principle underlying the language policy of the 

country. The makers of the constitution granted every state the right to select their official 

language for conducting the official business of the state. In order to decide upon a single 

language for the official business of the Union Government, they recommended Hindi, the 

decision being based solely on the fact that Hindi had comparatively a larger percentage of 

speakers compared to other languages, even though it could not be called the language of the 

majority. Simultaneously, together with Hindi, English was also allowed to continue as the 

official language of the Central Government, High Courts and the Supreme Court with a rider 

that in all these areas, English should be replaced by Hindi as early as possible; but not later 

than 15 years from the date the constitution came into effect. However, the parliament has 

been successively extending the stipulated deadline as the task is nowhere near completion and 

it is also not possible to make any guess as to when the intended transformation can be 

achieved. Moreover, it is common knowledge that currently English is widely being used in the 

official matters of the Central Government.  

The recommendations of the various expert committees such as the National Integration 

Council, the Official Language Commission, the Kothari Commission for the National Education 

Policy, the Emotional Integration Committee, etc. have propounded certain basic principles 

which have formed the basis of India’s important linguistic policies such as formation of the 

linguistic states, the Official Language Policy etc. The single common doctrine underlying all 

these recommendations is as follows: Every state should undertake to ensure the development 

and growth of its respective language and culture and should make available to the common 

man, adequate facilities with regard to education, information, and employment opportunities on 

the basis of the local language. This will ensure that in spite of its diversity, the unity of the 

country will not only remain strong and healthy but will keep flourishing.  

There is another important point that I wish to bring to your notice. As per the provisions of the 

eighth schedule of the constitution, the Government of India, with the help of the respective 

State Governments, is now under an obligation to take measures for the development of these 

languages, such that "they grow rapidly in richness and become effective means of 

communicating modern knowledge." 

The Supreme Court too has consistently delivered judgments in support of the local language 

along the lines of the Constitution of India as well as the various statutes formulated in that 

respect.  

In a writ petition filed against the decision of the Government of Karnataka of making the 

Kannada language compulsory in the schools, the Supreme Court, while supporting the State 

Government, has noted: “Whether one may like it or not, linguistic states in this country have 

come to stay. The purpose and object of these linguistic states is to provide with greater facility, 

the development of the people of that area educationally, socially and culturally, in the language 

of that region.” 
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While rejecting the writ petition filed against the decision of the Government of Maharashtra of 

making study of the Marathi language compulsory for the standards V to X in the schools, the 

Supreme Court observed: “Ipso facto it is not possible to accept the proposition that the people 

living in a particular state cannot be asked to study the regional language. While living in a 

different state, it is only appropriate for the linguistic minority to learn the regional language. In 

our view, the resistance to learn the regional language will lead to alienation from the main 

stream of life, resulting in linguistic fragmentation within the state, which is an anathema to 

national integration.” It is the misfortune of the people of Maharashtra that in spite of winning 

this case in the Supreme Court, the rulers of the state have totally failed so far as 

implementation of the decision is concerned. 

The foregoing discussion of the constitutional and legal background should make the following 

points clear in relation to Maharashtra:  

There is no reason whatsoever to have any reservations about the three language formula of 

the Central Government or any other legal provisions in the context of the national linguistic 

policy. On the contrary, we must insist on the proper implementation of the legal provisions and 

demand the same importance, significance, priority and respect, for our language that the 

languages in the other Indian states enjoy; nothing more but also nothing less.  

Moreover, Hindi is not the National Language of the country but only the official language 

(together with English) of the Union Government of India. Here the meaning of the term ‘Official 

Language’ is limited and it means the language to be used by the Central Government for its 

internal affairs and internal communication, which in simpler words, means that it is the internal 

‘office language’ of the Central Government. According to the constitutional provisions, barring 

the Central Government’s internal matters as well as the affairs of the Parliament, High Courts 

and the Supreme Court, Hindi (together with English) does not enjoy even the slightest 

advantage over the local language of any state. In fact at the state level, it is the state language 

that is supreme and the status of Hindi or any other Indian language is subjacent to it. 

Incidentally, since English is not included in the Eighth Schedule of the Constitution, its legal 

status is even below all the Indian languages specified in the schedule. Even the three-language 

formula proposed by the Central Government for its offices situated in the various states, 

accords the highest importance to the official language of the state. 

As a matter fact, generally the common man has hardly got anything to do with the ‘internal 

affairs’ of the Central Government. Therefore, as per the three-language formula, the Central 

Government must primarily make use of the state language for carrying out any communication 

with us (the common people) in our own state. Obviously, we would not object to the presence 

of Hindi, English or any other languages in addition to our language in the communication; but 

our language must get the highest priority in our state. In any state, the most ordinary person, 

even a peasant hailing from a remote corner of the state, who understands only the state 

language, should not be put to any kind of disadvantage in his state, just because he does not 

understand any language other than that of his own state. To ensure this, the government must 

communicate with the common people in the local language of the state. In fact, this is the 

litmus test of the democratic system in any country. Incidentally, this principle is generally 

complied with, in states of India other than Maharashtra.  

Unfortunately, in Maharashtra, due to the constant tutoring that one receives since childhood, 

we fall prey to the misinformation (or is it disinformation?) that Hindi is the National Language 

of the country and hence as such, has got to be above the State Language Marathi, in terms of 
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the honour, authority and importance. As a result, we do not feel piqued at the absence, neglect 

or humiliation of our language or the secondary or tertiary treatment (below Hindi and English) 

meted out to Marathi at railway stations, post offices, nationalised banks, public sector 

undertakings and by the same rule, even in the private establishments. Although it is obligatory 

under the three-language formula of the Central Government to grant the highest priority and 

importance to the state language, in Maharashtra, Marathi is systematically displaced in railway 

reservation forms, indicator boards showing train timings etc. Recently when we collected 

samples of 22 different forms of the Department of Post, Maharashtra Circle, it was found that 

while all the 22 forms had English text in them, about 18 had Hindi, 2 (concerning foreign 

parcels) even had French but just one form (money order) had Marathi text included in it. In 

some other state, most certainly some serious action would have been taken against the erring 

officer responsible for the non-compliance with law. But in Maharashtra, this has been 

happening for decades and no political or social leader of Maharashtra has ever taken up 

cudgels on this issue. We are being ridiculed, made to run from pillar to post and in the process, 

exhausted by the Postal department, by providing irresponsible replies to our applications under 

the Right to Information Act. We earnestly urge the newly elected members of the State 

Legislature and the Parliament to look into the matter. Incidentally, the situation in other states 

is quite different: these very same organisations give due importance and respect to the state 

language.    

In Mumbai, although there is no clear majority of the Marathi speaking people, they form about 

30-35% of the population of the city, whereas all the Hindi speaking communities together form 

about 15-18% of the population. This clearly means that the speakers of Marathi language 

clearly outnumber any other linguistic group. (In the other towns and villages the proportion of 

the Marathi people is much higher.) In spite of this fact, scant regard is shown for the state 

language Marathi especially in Mumbai by calling Mumbai as the “cosmopolitan” city. (Even 

otherwise, there is no legal provision to make any exception in the case of a so-called 

cosmopolitan city.) In stark contrast, the proportion of the Tamilians has been much higher than 

the Kannadigas in the city of Bengaluru for many decades. However, no visible impact of this 

fact is apparent anywhere in the city. The supremacy of Kannada remains unchallenged in the 

name-boards, announcements, forms etc. Nowhere in the state of Karnataka can we see Hindi 

or Tamil or any other language being given more importance than Kannada. The only reason for 

this being, the proud Kannadiga is quite alert about his own rights. The same situation prevails 

in every other state except Maharashtra. In contrast, not only in the cosmopolitan cities such as 

Mumbai, but even in the smaller towns and mofussil areas, the government and the private 

organisations are found neglecting Marathi in favour of Hindi and English. Of course, for this the 

Marathi people themselves must take the blame. For some reason, the Marathi people have 

developed a sense of apathy or even a kind of inferiority complex regarding their great 

language. How can the person who has no self respect, expect others to show respect to him? 

The ministers in the Maharashtra cabinet speak to the media in Hindi, lest they would be 

labelled as parochial and anti-national. But have the former President Abdul Kalam, the present 

Home Minister Chidambaram, the Chief Minister Karunanidhi and other such non-Hindi leaders 

ever been accused as such?  

Let us take a simple example to understand how double standards are applied in the case of 

Maharashtra. Every politician from the north India, while visiting the state, keeps repeating lies 

such as “Hindi is the National Language and hence every Indian must learn the language and 

respect the same”. But his principles suddenly change when the same politician visits any other 
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non-Hindi state. There he enthusiastically praises the local language and culture and also takes 

pain to elaborate how the Central Government or his own party (whichever it may be) is making 

great efforts for the linguistic and cultural progress of the state. The various display boards, 

various forms and notice boards etc. meant for the public put up in the offices of the 

nationalised banks, central government departments, public sector undertakings, Post Offices, 

Railways, etc., everywhere in the state of Maharashtra are generally in Hindi and English only, 

thus discarding the language of the state. However, the same organisations accord highest 

importance to the local language in various other states. In fact, quite often Hindi itself is 

conspicuously absent. Why such double standards? All the legal rights, respect and importance, 

granted by the statute to other official languages in their respective states must also be 

conferred upon Marathi in Maharashtra. “We do not ask for anything more, but we shall not 

settle for anything less too”. Can such a demand be termed as improper, illegal or immoral by 

any standards?    

This is not merely an emotional issue. It has practical, economic and other aspects too. In the 

other states, since the local language is widely used in various fields, the people knowing the 

language naturally get priority over the others in different jobs, professions and industries. They 

obviously have an edge over the others in the ever expanding job opportunities pertaining to call 

centres, salesmen, receptionists, telephone operators, marketing, shops, malls, DTP, typing, 

public relations, advertisements, radio and television channels, teaching, translations, etc. that 

are closely related to the language of the locals. Under these circumstances, there is no need to 

hate or hit the outsiders. It has been years since the Maharashtra Government took the decision 

to implement Marathi in all the courts under the high court. However, the reluctance of the state 

government to sincerely implement its own decision is highly surprising. In fact, the 

implementation of just this single decision can directly and indirectly create jobs, business 

opportunities, professions etc. in large numbers. Similar is the case of the decision of the 

Maharashtra Government of making study of Marathi compulsory in schools for the standards V 

to X. Even the Supreme Court had supported and admired the decision of the State 

Government. But still the State Government is dragging its feet over implementation of its own 

decision. Ironically, many other states have already implemented similar decisions 15-20 years 

ago. Now the Tamil Nadu government is working hard to implement Tamil even in the Chennai 

High Court.   

I think you will agree with me when I say that being proud of India does not necessarily mean 

that we have to hate the Pakistanis, Bangla Deshis, Americans etc. In exactly the same way, 

being proud of our mother tongue Marathi does not at all mean that we have to hold animus 

against Hindi, English or any other language. One should certainly learn as many other 

languages as one desires, even develop command over them. This way, one would certainly 

stand to benefit in the present age. We should certainly have respect for the aunts; but that 

cannot be at the cost of the honour of our mother. One can learn and cultivate one’s traditional 

culture (sanskriti) only through one’s own mother tongue and not through a foreign language. 

Having love and pride for one’s mother tongue and cultural traditions as also striving for their 

honour and growth is certainly a matter of cultural sophistication and not a narrow-minded 

attitude. In fact, these are the principles recognised and appreciated the world over. In India, 

the Tamilians should nurture the Tamil language and culture, the Bengalis should strive for the 

Bengali language and the Hindi-speaking people should do that for Hindi, and in the same way, 

the Marathi-speaking people should look after the Marathi language. Every one of us must be 

naturally proud of our own mother tongue. We must insist that our language be the basic 
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medium of communication in our state. We must foster growth of the language from the 

different perspectives such as the language for communication, education, knowledge, 

information etc. This was exactly how the English language, which was languishing under the 

overwhelming sense of awe for French and Latin, and which was being termed as the inferior, 

non-eloquent vernacular language, was raised to prosperity and superiority by the British three 

and a half centuries ago after shedding their own diffidence and inferiority complex.     

Post independence, India did not take due care of the local languages, as a result of which we 

still are excessively dependent upon the English language. Therefore, we have no alternative but 

to learn the language well. At the same time, we must continuously make all efforts to import 

the knowledge in that language into our local languages. The countries like Japan, Israel etc. 

have already achieved all this a long time ago and other fast developing countries like Brazil, 

Korea, China etc. have also been pursuing the same strategy. The non-English countries like 

Japan, Israel etc., which developed their own education systems in an efficient manner based on 

foundation of their own languages, have been in the forefront of fundamental research in areas 

like mathematics, sciences etc. The extent of the success of such an approach can be easily 

gauged from the large number of Nobel prizes bagged by their scientists and experts.        

We therefore, have to create awareness at three levels, namely, ourselves, our society as well 

as the politicians and others, who have been spreading disinformation in Maharashtra and 

consistently showing disregard towards Marathi for cheap political gains. We have to pull out the 

Marathi people from the abyss of indifference and the inferiority complex and at the same time, 

we must sternly remind the politicians, who are strangulating Marathi in our home state, of their 

constitutional and moral duties.  

All this is certainly not impossible. Pandit Nehru’s change of heart over the issue of ‘Samyukta 

Maharashtra’ (undivided Maharashtra) did not happen overnight. It was brought about by the 

martyrs who sacrificed their lives in the struggle, by the leaders who led the movement and by 

crores of the self-respecting and determined common Marathi people who actively supported 

them to pressurise the central government to agree to their demand.  

I wish to particularly draw attention of the readers to the fact that the various constitutional 

provisions, as well as the views of Gandhiji, different senior social leaders and the linguistic 

experts of the post-independence era, reports of the expert committees appointed by the central 

government, as well as the various judgments of the high court and the supreme court, are all 

unanimous in promoting the local language and the mother tongue. All the various states of our 

country make full use of these facts to maintain the dignity and importance of their state 

language while still remaining within the legal framework. The sole exception to this is our great 

liberal State of Maharashtra !! 

In any other state, all the political parties, without any exception, keep aside their ideological 

differences and sing in unison the praise of the local language and culture; since they know very 

well that not doing so would surely result into total annihilation of their party in the next 

elections. However, the politicians in Maharashtra consider this issue as insignificant. Of course, 

if the common Marathi manoos is insensitive to the dignity of his mother tongue, how can we 

expect the Marathi politicians to be sensitive? Therefore, this vicious circle of Maharashtra’s 

destiny can only be broken by the common Marathi manoos himself. It is therefore imperative 

that we, the children of the same mother tongue, should get together after burying our petty 

differences along the lines of the religion, sect, caste etc. and stand solidly by our dear mother 

tongue, our fellow Marathi manoos and our Maharashtra state. We must always keep in mind 
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the poem of the great poet Suresh Bhat, reminding us of our great language and our great 

cultural heritage: 

We are really fortunate to be speaking Marathi, 

We feel blessed when we hear Marathi, 

The only religion, caste, sect, that we follow is Marathi, 

The only mother that we have in this entire world is Marathi… 

 

Saleel Kulkarni 

 
Note:  
1. This article is based on the article published on the 15th November 2009 in the Marathi Daily 

“Loksatta”.  
2. You may please check out at the following link, a copy of the communication received 

subsequently from the Department of Official Language, Ministry of Home, confirming that 
there is no provision in the Constitution of India declaring Hindi as the National Language of 
India. 

http://amrutmanthan.files.wordpress.com/2010/01/e0a485e0a4aee0a583e0a4a4e0a4aee0a482e
0a4a5e0a4a8-e0a5a7_e0a4b9e0a4bfe0a482e0a4a6e0a580-
e0a4b0e0a4bee0a4b7e0a58de0a49fe0a58de0a4b01.pdf 

3. The article by Shri. Shashi Tharoor, referred to in the above article, can be found at the link 

given below.  
http://epaper.timesofindia.com/Repository/ml.asp?Ref=VE9JUFUvMjAwOC8wOC8xMCNBcjAxNTA
w&Mode=Gif&Locale=english-skin-custom  


