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Abstract: The paper examines the role of language for the assertion of identity among the Bodo community of Assam. In the 
contemporary time language plays a very important role in shaping the identities among the particular group of people. Through 
language groups of people distinguished themselves to another one. Bodos are the largest plains tribe of Assam and they organized a 
movement for the protection of their language against the hegemony of Assamese language. In this context Bodo Sahity Sabha plays a 
vital role for the linguistic assertion of Bodo’s identity.  
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Introduction 
 The Bodos or the Kacharis are the largest and the oldest inhabitants amongst the plains tribals of Assam, their population 
being concentrated mostly on the north bank of the Brahmaputra river, with some of them staying on the South bank as well (Bed, 
2006, p.145). The Bodo-Kachris in the ancient times, according to many eminent historians were living in Mongolia and Siberiya and 
they migrated from there towards the Northeastern part of India and settled on the north bank of the mighty river Brahmaputra later on 
(Basumatary, 2012). The term “Bodo” is derived from the word "Bod" a Tibetian word which is supposed to mean a homeland and the 
term “Kachari” is derived from “Kachar” which means area near the river (Brahma, 2007). G.A. Grierson said, “The generic name 
“bodo” was first applied by Hodgson to this group of languages. The exact sound is batter represented by spelling it Bada or Boro. 
Bodo or Bara is the name by which the Mech or Mes and the Kacharis call themselves” (Grierson, 1967, p. 1). “Boro” purely indicates 
their linguistic affiliation or Boro speaking people while the term “Bodo” refers to all Kacharis and Bodo ethnic groups of people 
(Chaklader, 2004). 
 

Language and linguistic performance are central aspects in identity shaping processes. Language is a part of human identity 
and the linguistic culture to which a particular group of people belong and influences how identity is perceived. The power of 
language in relation to identity makes it an important tool in communication. Members of society communicate, interact and socialize 
with the help of language. Our languages as also used in written form which informs us about information of global dealings. 
Moreover, language not only identifies any particular group but also sets its position inside that group, as it may distinguish one’s 
dialect, social class, age, occupation, religion and even gender. Now a day in multi-ethnic society’s language has emerged as a crucial 
determination of identity assertion. The core communities in such societies have used their language as a hegemonic instrument to 
subjugate the peripheral communities.  
 
Review of Literature  

Language plays a significant role in shaping identities of a particular group and it distinguishing how one group is different 
from another group. Other hand a group may be distinguish itself by its racial features, dress pattern, the food they eat, the houses they 
build and so on so forth but the use of particular language that distinguishes groups of people most precisely. This paper examines role 
of language is an instrument for identity assertion of Bodo’s in Assam. 
 

Pagel said that language is “character of our genes” (Pagel, 2011). Human beings are developed throughout the history 
because of language. New technologies are invented just because of language, that’s why we have different identities in different 
domains. We are connected to the whole world with the help of language. 
 

Language ideologies indicate the intersection between nation-building processes and language (e.g., Karimzad & Catedral, 
2017; Morgan, 2017), which is seen in cases of reviving the use of a language and transforming it into a symbol of identity (e.g., 
Euskara as a symbol of a Basque identity (Echeverria, 2003); Hebrew as a tool for creating an Israeli nation (Safran, 1992). 
 

Language is intrinsically related to culture. It performs the social function of communication of the group values, beliefs and 
customs, and fosters feelings of group identity (Bakhtin, 1981). In other words, language is the medium through which groups 
preserve their innate cultures and keep their traditions alive. For this reason, it is important that people maintain their culture. Research 
shows that the loss of language means the loss of culture and identity (Baker, 2001) 
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Language and identity are inseparably associated with each other. While language is the medium used by individuals to 
negotiate a sense of self in different contexts (Pierce, 1995; Norton, 2000), identity construction is a social and cultural process which 
is accomplished through discursive practices. Therefore, the ability to use a specific language in a specific context influences the 
development of cultural identity (Trechter & Bucholtz, 2001) 
 

Bucholtz and Hall (2004) characterize language as “the most flexible and pervasive symbolic resource” (p. 369) that is at the 
center of the cultural reproduction of identity. The cultural identity associated with the politically, economically, and socially 
dominant Western European-American culture is seen as the norm and that to which other social groups in the United States should 
aspire (Martinez, 2006). 
 

Identity is foundation based on the acknowledgment of shared source including ethnic, linguistic, religious, historical, 
territorial, cultural and political attributes with other people, groups or ideal. (Hall, 1994, 1996). Hall elaborates that identities as “a 
process never completed and logged in contingency” (1996, p. 2). Identity is not an ending process, it goes on. It is continuously 
changing and transforming within historical, social and cultural developments and practices such as globalization, modernity, and new 
innovations in technology. It is language that plays a vital role in establishing identity (Djité, 2006). According to this view, individual 
is a socio-historical and socio-cultural product, means different and multiple identities at different points of time and settings.  
 
Role of Language of Identity Assertions of Bodos 
 The introduction of Brahma religion by Kalicharan Brahma marked a new era among the Bodos in the beginning of 20th 
century which was identified as the reformative movement towards the development of Bodo language, literature and political ideas in 
their society. Hence the spread of Brahma religion was a prime factor in the development of education and cultural consciousness 
among a section of Bodo people resulted in the rise of a middle-class people in their group.  
 

The emergence of Bodo language movement began with the formation of Bodo literary society, known as Bodo Sahitya 
Sabha (BSS) on 16thNovember, 1952. The students of the Dhubri Government Higher Secondary School and the local businessmen 
first established a literary club of the Bodos in 1952 for the development of the Bodo language and literature. on 16th November 1952 
‘the Bodo Sahitya Sabha’ the apex literary body of the Bodo was formed. One of the main purposes of the formation of B.S.S. was to 
develop and expand Bodo language by introducing it as the medium of instruction for Bodo children in the primary schools of the 
Bodo majority areas of Assam (Brahma, 2012). 
 

In 1956, the Assam Government composed some books in Bodo language. But Bodo Sahitya Sabha rejected the books as 
they contained a number of Assamese words. At the same time, the Assamese speaking peoples’ movement regarding the introduction 
of Assamese as an official language of the then entire Assam became a dominant force. In spite of the strong opposition raised by the 
other ethnic groups of plains and hill areas, Assamese was declared as the official language of Assam in 1960. This posture of the 
Assam government and the fear of Assamese domination among the communities awakened the Bodo Sahitya Sabha and some Bodo 
intellectuals to start its language movement afresh. 
 

The Bodo Sahitya Sabha submitted a memorandum to the then Chief Minister entitled ‘Scheme for the Introduction of the 
Bodo Language in the schools situated in the Bodo Speaking Areas.’ On its birth day, i.e., 16th November 1962, the Sabha organised a 
rally. More than twenty thousand people gathered in Kokrajhar town and participated in rally. The rally gave the slogans in unison 
demanding introduction of Bodo language in schools of majority Bodo populated areas. At that time Bimala Prasad Chaliha became 
the Chief Minister of Assam. Soon after this event he assured the leaders of the Bodo Sahitya Sabha to fulfil their demand He 
constituted a committee named ‘Study Committee’ under the leadership of the then Forest Minister Rupnath Brahma to look into the 
feasibility of the Bodo demands. The committee submitted its report in February, 1963. On the recommendation of the Study 
Committee, Chief Minister Bimala Prasad Chaliha officially announced government decision to introduce Bodo language as the 
medium of instruction in primary schools in a ceremonial function held in Kokrajhar Higher Secondary School field on May 18, 1963. 
Thus, the Bodo language was first introduced as medium of instruction in the Lower Primary schools of Kokrajhar Sub-division from 
the academic year of 1993. The Bodo students got an opportunity to study in their own language.  
 

The Bodo Sahitya Sabha demanded the extension of Bodo language up to Middle Elementary school level in its Central 
Committee meeting held at Gossaigaon on 10th and 11th October, 1967. This demand was discussed on the 1st and 2nd February 
1968 at Shillong between the Government and the representatives of the Bodo Sahitya Sabha. But the meeting failed to bring any 
positive result.  
 

The Bodo Sahitya Sabha started mass movement from 28th February, 1968. As a part of the movement a Mass rally was held 
throughout the Kokrajhar town. Many schools and colleges were boycotted. The agitation turned into a serious situation. The 
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government of Assam called a joint meeting of the representative of the state government and the representatives of the Bodo Sahitya 
Sabha on 31st March in Shillong to discuss the issue of medium of instruction. The government of Assam accepted the demand to 
introduce Bodo medium up to Lower Secondary stage. On the demands of Bodo people in general and Bodo Sahitya Sabha in 
particular, Bodo language has been introduced as a medium of instruction in High school also when the Bodo medium student passed 
M.E. level education in due time. Thus, slowly but steadily Bodo people were able to achieve a suitable status for their Bodo language 
in school education.  
 
Conclusion 

From the above discussion it is evident that language has been an important instrument for the identity assertion of Bodos in 
Assam. These are the significant achievements of the Bodo people in relating to their language identity and use of their language in 
various levels of education. Now the Bodo people can study through their own language. They can appear in the state level and 
national level competitive examinations in their own language independently without bearing the heavy burden of other languages.  
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