The Language Movement of Assam: A Historical Overview

Assam, one of the most linguistically diverse states in India, has witnessed significant language -
based conflicts and movements, particularly in the post-independence period. These movements
played a crucial role in shaping Assam’s political landscape and the relationship between
different linguistic communities. The language issue in Assam primarily revolved around the
conflict between Assamese and Bengali-speaking communities, along with concerns from

various tribal groups.
The Roots of Linguistic Conflicts in Assam

The linguistic conflict in Assam has its origins in the colonial administrative policies of the
British. In 1836, the British administration imposed Bengali as the official language of Assam,
which continued until 1873. This decision created deep resentment among the Assamese people,
who viewed it as an attempt to suppress their language and identity. Although Assamese was

later reinstated as the official language, the seeds of linguistic discord had already been sown.

Following independence, the demographic composition of Assam remained highly diverse, with
Assamese speakers concentrated in upper Assam, while Bengali speakers formed a majority in
southern Assam, particularly in the Barak Valley (Cachar, Karimganj, and Hailakandi districts).
Additionally, various tribal groups such as the Bodos, Karbis, and Dimasas maintained their own

linguistic and cultural identities.

The Assam Official Language Movement (1960)

The first major language movement in post-independence Assam erupted in 1960 when the
Assam Sahitya Sabha demanded the recognition of Assamese as the sole official language of the
state. This demand gained widespread support, leading to violent clashes between Assamese and

Bengali-speaking communities.

e Inresponse, the Assam Official Language Act was introduced by the then Chief Minister

Bimala Prasad Chaliha in the state legislature.



e The Act declared Assamese as the official language of Assam, triggering strong
opposition from the Bengali-speaking population, particularly in the Barak Valley.

« The Bengali community, under the leadership of organizations like Nikhil Assam Banga
Bhasa Samiti and Sangram Parishad, launched a protest against what they saw as an
imposition of Assamese.

e The protests escalated, leading to the tragic killing of 11 protesters at Silchar Railway
Station on May 19, 1961, when the police opened fire on peaceful demonstrators
advocating for Bengali language rights.

e In response to growing tensions, the central government intervened, and on October 7,
1961, the Assam Official Language Act was amended to recognize Bengali as the official
language for Cachar district. However, Bengali did not receive official status in the

Brahmaputra Valley, where it was the second-largest linguistic group.
The Medium of Instruction Movement (1972-73)

The second major language conflict arose in the early 1970s when Gauhati University decided to
introduce Assamese as the exclusive medium. of instruction. This move was met with protests
from Bengali-speaking communities who demanded that Bengali should also be an option for

education.

e The university’s Academic Council initially allowed students to write examinations in
Assamese, English, and Bengali.

o However, following protests from Assamese nationalist groups, the decision was revised
to make Assamese the sole medium of instruction.

e This led to further unrest among Bengali-speaking students and educators, ultimately
resulting in the establishment of a separate university for Barak Valley to accommodate

the linguistic needs of the Bengali population.
Continued Linguistic Tensions

Even after these two major movements, linguistic tensions in Assam persisted. In 1986, under
the Asom Gana Parishad (AGP) government, the Board of Secondary Education of Assam

(SEBA) attempted to introduce Assamese as a compulsory third language in non-Assamese



medium schools. This led to fresh protests, particularly in the Barak Valley, where two protesters

lost their lives in Karimganj.

Additionally, the issue of language has remained a critical aspect of Assam’s ethnic and political
landscape. While Assamese nationalism sought to establish Assamese as the dominant language,

Bengali-speaking and tribal communities resisted perceived linguistic hegemony.
Conclusion

The language movements in Assam have been among the most defining socio-political struggles
in the state’s history. While the Assamese language movements sought to assert the cultural and
linguistic identity of the Assamese people, they also led to conflicts with other linguistic groups,
particularly Bengalis. The recognition of Bengali as an official language in Cachar and the
continued debates over linguistic policies highlight the deep-rooted nature of Assam’s language

politics.

Ensuring linguistic harmony in Assam requires acknowledging its rich multilingual heritage and

adopting inclusive policies that respect the linguistic rights of all communities.

Below is a beautifully translated version of "The Language Movement of Assam: A Historical
Overview" into the Assamese language, crafted with care to reflect the tone and essence of the
original text while embracing the lyrical quality of Assamese:
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