Regionalism and Anthropology:
Contribution of Anthropology in
Understanding Regionalism

Regionalism is an enduring socio-political phenomenon that expresses a group’s
loyalty and identity based on a specific geographical area. While it is often seen as a
political issue, regionalism is also a profound cultural and social process that
involves a deep connection to the land, people, history, and local ways of life. The
study of regionalism through the lens of anthropology adds layers of understanding
that go beyond mere political movements, shedding light on the historical,
ecological, and identity-driven factors that shape these movements.

In recent years, regionalism has become a central feature of political discourse in
many countries, including India. For instance, the demand for the creation of new
states—like Telangana (in 2014) and ongoing discussions about
Bundelkhand—reflects the growing importance of regional identity in shaping
political boundaries. These movements are not just about administrative changes
but are driven by complex historical, economic, and cultural factors. From language
and cultural pride to economic marginalization and environmental challenges,
anthropology helps unravel why certain regions feel the need for greater autonomy
or independence.

From an anthropological perspective, the concept of regionalism is deeply linked to
identity formation—a process that is rooted in historical experiences, ecological
adaptations, and cultural expressions. Anthropology’s interdisciplinary approach
helps to blend insights from history, economics, geography, and sociology to
provide a comprehensive understanding of regional movements. For example,
cultural ecology, a key concept in anthropology, suggests that the relationship
between people and their environment shapes cultural practices, which, over time,
contribute to the formation of regional identities. The rise of regionalism can be
seen as a natural consequence of these interactions between people, their
environment, and their evolving cultural practices.

In India, regional movements are not just about cultural pride but also about
addressing economic disparities and political neglect. A perfect example is the
demand for Bodoland in Assam, where indigenous communities have long felt
politically excluded and economically marginalized despite their rich cultural
heritage. Anthropological studies in the region highlight how ethnic identity, land
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rights, and economic self-determination are deeply intertwined in the people’s
quest for autonomy. These movements, while challenging the central state, also shed
light on the need for inclusive governance that can accommodate the diverse
aspirations of regional communities.

The anthropological lens also brings to the forefront the ecological factors
contributing to regionalism. For example, in states like Sikkim and Himachal
Pradesh, where communities are closely linked to the land and natural resources,
regionalism has often emerged as a response to the exploitation of resources by
larger national entities. As scholars have noted, the region’s unique ecological
challenges, such as maintaining sustainable agriculture and managing water
resources, have led to a strong sense of environmental stewardship and a desire
for autonomy over local governance to preserve these resources.

In this context, anthropology offers a valuable tool for analyzing not just the
surface-level political demands but the deeper cultural, economic, and
environmental factors that fuel regional movements. It helps policymakers
understand that regionalism is not always an expression of discontent, but often a
legitimate response to the marginalization of regional voices within the national
discourse. By acknowledging the richness of regional identities and their historical
significance, anthropology contributes to a more inclusive and sensitive approach
to governance, where regional aspirations are seen as integral to the broader
national fabric.

The Foundations of Regionalism:
Ecological and Cultural Roots

Regionalism, as a socio-political phenomenon, is deeply influenced by ecological and
cultural factors. These influences shape the identities, aspirations, and demands of
communities, making regionalism more than just a political reaction to
administrative or economic neglect. Anthropology, with its emphasis on the
relationship between societies and their environment, provides a valuable
framework for understanding how regional identities emerge and why they can lead
to calls for political autonomy or independence. At its core, regionalism reflects a
community's unique connection to its land, culture, and historical experiences, and
it evolves as these factors intertwine over time.

Ecological Foundations of Regionalism: How the
Environment Shapes Identity
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Anthropological theories, especially cultural ecology, explain that the way human
societies adapt to their natural environments significantly influences their economic
practices, social structures, and cultural norms. Julian Steward, a leading proponent
of cultural ecology, posited that the natural environment plays a pivotal role in
shaping the way people live and the cultural practices they develop. Over time, these
adaptations foster distinct regional identities that become deeply ingrained in the
people’s worldview, providing the foundation for regionalism.

Case Study: Rajasthan's Desert Adaptations

A prime example of how ecology shapes regional identity is seen in Rajasthan, a
state known for its harsh desert landscape. The scarcity of water in Rajasthan has
given rise to distinctive water management systems, such as stepwells and
rainwater harvesting techniques. These systems are both practical solutions to the
ecological challenges posed by the desert and representations of the region’s
resilience and cultural identity. The architecture, clothing, and social structures in
Rajasthan have all evolved in response to the desert environment, reinforcing a
sense of Rajasthani uniqueness. The development of these distinct cultural
practices—rooted in the natural environment—reflects the deep connection
between the land and regional identity, making regionalism in Rajasthan a product
of both ecological necessity and cultural pride.

Ecological Practices Shaping Social Structures

The relationship between ecology and regional identity also extends to the social
structures of communities. In areas where agriculture is the predominant way of life,
environmental conditions heavily influence social organization and labor
distribution. For instance, shifting cultivation or jhum farming, practiced by the
Gond people in the forests of central India, shapes not only their agricultural
practices but also their social and cultural systems. The seasonal movements of
these communities between forest and agricultural lands are governed by ecological
conditions, and the cultural practices tied to these movements, such as rituals and
community gatherings, further strengthen their regional identity. In these regions,
ecology is not just a backdrop but a driving force behind the formation of
community and identity.

Cultural Foundations of Regionalism: Language,
Tradition, and Identity
Cultural factors such as language, religion, and traditions play an equally

significant role in shaping regionalism. These elements define the collective identity
of communities, providing a sense of belonging and unity. Edward Sapir and
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Benjamin Lee Whorf emphasized that language shapes not only communication
but also the way people perceive the world, making it a key symbol of cultural
identity. Language, therefore, becomes a powerful vehicle for regionalism, as it
reflects the community’s historical experiences, worldview, and distinctiveness.

Language as a Marker of Regional Identity: The Case of
Telangana

In India, where linguistic diversity is vast, language has been a central element in
many regional movements. The Telangana movement, which resulted in the
formation of Telangana in 2014, is a notable example of how language can fuel
regional identity. The people of Telangana, who speak Telugu, felt marginalized
within the political and cultural framework of Andhra Pradesh, where the
dominant language was Telugu as well. However, the distinct Telangana dialect
and cultural practices were overshadowed by the dominant political narratives,
leading to a demand for a separate state. Language, for the people of Telangana, was
not just a means of communication but a symbol of cultural heritage, representing
their unique history and worldview. This cultural and linguistic pride became
central to their demand for regional autonomy;, illustrating how deeply intertwined
language and identity are in the formation of regional movements.

The Role of Traditions and Customs

In addition to language, other cultural practices such as religion, rituals, and
festivals contribute to the formation of regional identities. Kerala, with its rich
history of Arab trade, Portuguese colonial influence, and Dutch interactions, has
developed distinct cultural and religious traditions. The region’s practices, such as
the performance of Kathakali dance, onam festivals, and the worship of local
deities, have all shaped a unique Kerala identity that stands apart from other
Indian states. The region’s cultural traditions are deeply tied to its history and
environment, making them integral to the regional identity. This shows how cultural
practices that emerge from ecological and historical contexts are often pivotal in the
formation of regionalism.

Interconnection Between Ecology and Culture: The
Emergence of Regional Identity

The relationship between ecology and culture is not just separate but deeply
interwoven. In many regions, traditional livelihoods are inseparable from the natural
environment, and cultural practices reflect this close relationship. For example, in
the North-Eastern states of India, such as Nagaland, Mizoram, and Meghalaya, the
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mountainous terrain and forest ecosystems have shaped both the agricultural
practices (like shifting cultivation) and the cultural customs of the indigenous
groups. The interdependence between these environmental practices and the
people’s culture is so profound that any threat to one is often seen as a threat to the
other. The adivasi movements in central India also highlight the importance of
ecological conservation for cultural survival. The Gond people, for example, view the
forest as a sacred space integral to their culture. Their movements for land rights
and the protection of the forest are not just about economic survival but about
safeguarding their cultural and spiritual identity.

Colonialism and the Shaping of Regional
Consciousness

Colonialism, particularly British rule in India, played a pivotal role in shaping the
regional consciousness of Indian communities. The colonial experience altered not
only the political and economic landscape of India but also its social and cultural
fabric. Regionalism, as a political and cultural phenomenon, was profoundly
influenced by colonial policies that redefined the boundaries of identity, governance,
and autonomy. Through a combination of administrative division, economic
exploitation, and cultural hegemony, colonialism sowed the seeds of regional
consciousness that would later fuel demands for autonomy and independence.

Colonial Administrative Divisions and Regional
Identities

One of the most significant ways in which colonialism shaped regional
consciousness was through its administrative reorganization of India. The British
implemented policies that divided the subcontinent into a series of provinces and
princely states, often without regard for existing linguistic, cultural, or ethnic
boundaries. The creation of provinces like Bengal, Madras, Bombay, and Punjab
was largely driven by the need to maintain administrative control rather than any
recognition of regional identities.

The Creation of Provinces: A Tool for Control

The British colonial administration, in their desire to manage India more efficiently,
redrew the map of India, carving it into regions based on convenience rather than
the sociocultural realities of the local populations. For example, Bengal was divided
into the Bengal Presidency, which included areas with vastly different cultures,
such as Bengali-speaking areas in the east and Oriya-speaking regions in the west.
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The creation of Madras Presidency similarly grouped together disparate Tamil,
Telugu, and Kannada-speaking regions under a single administrative unit. These
artificial divisions disregarded long-standing regional, cultural, and linguistic
distinctions, leading to tensions between communities that had previously shared
common histories, cultures, and languages.

The establishment of these artificial boundaries led to a growing awareness of
regional identities. Over time, the local populations began to recognize the
differences between themselves and their neighboring provinces, which would later
become the basis for regionalist movements. The colonial administrative
boundaries, thus, were not just a product of bureaucratic convenience but were also
the starting point for the regional consciousness that would emerge during the 20th
century.

Colonial Economic Exploitation and Regional Disparities

The economic policies of colonial rule also played a critical role in shaping regional
consciousness. The British economic exploitation of India was designed to benefit
the colonial power while stifling local economies. Regions were often exploited for
specific resources, leading to economic disparities across the country. This
exploitation created a sense of economic marginalization in certain regions, which
later became a driving force for regional movements.

The Unequal Development of Regions

Colonial policies of resource extraction and monoculture agriculture focused on
maximizing profits for Britain, often at the expense of local development. In Bengal,
for example, the British promoted the cultivation of indigo and opium, leading to
the destruction of local agriculture and the impoverishment of peasants. The
consequences of such policies were felt in the famine-stricken areas of Bengal,
where the British colonial government’s refusal to provide relief during famines in
the 19th century led to massive loss of life. The sense of economic exploitation and
neglect by the colonial authorities in Bengal fostered a growing regionalist
sentiment that would later manifest in the demand for autonomy.

Similarly, in the Deccan Plateau, British policies of land revenue collection, based
on the Permanent Settlement of 1793, devastated local agricultural communities.
The introduction of high land taxes burdened the peasants, leading to widespread
poverty and resentment. These economic disparities, coupled with the growing
sense of neglect by the colonial state, created fertile ground for regional movements
seeking to address economic grievances and achieve autonomy.
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Colonial Cultural Hegemony and the Reinforcement of
Regional Consciousness

In addition to administrative and economic policies, colonialism also shaped
regional consciousness through its cultural and educational policies. The British
employed a form of cultural hegemony that aimed to suppress indigenous
knowledge systems, languages, and cultural practices while promoting British
culture and values as superior.

The Imposition of English and the Decline of Regional
Languages

One of the most significant aspects of British cultural hegemony was the promotion
of the English language as the medium of education and governance. English
became the language of power, and those who could speak and write in English
gained access to the administrative and economic privileges of the colonial system.
This led to the marginalization of regional languages and local dialects, which
were seen as inferior in the colonial context.

The linguistic marginalization of regional languages contributed to a growing
sense of alienation among local populations. For example, in Tamil Nadu, the
imposition of English as the medium of instruction led to the decline of Tamil as a
language of governance and education. The Tamil Renaissance movement, which
sought to promote Tamil culture, language, and identity, was a direct response to the
cultural dominance of English and the British-imposed narrative of cultural
superiority.

Similarly, in Bengal, the promotion of Bengali as the language of education and
administration by British officials created a sense of cultural pride among the
Bengali-speaking population. However, when the British partitioned Bengal in 1905,
it was seen by many as an attack on Bengali identity, sparking widespread protests.
The Swadeshi Movement (1905-1908) emerged as a direct challenge to colonial
rule, with the Bengali intelligentsia using language and culture as tools for
resistance. This cultural assertion laid the foundation for a more pronounced
regional consciousness in Bengal, which would later contribute to its demand for
political autonomy.

The Partition of Bengal: A Catalyst for Regionalism

One of the most dramatic examples of colonialism'’s role in shaping regional
consciousness was the partition of Bengal in 1905. The British decision to divide
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Bengal along religious lines (into Eastern Bengal and Western Bengal) was
ostensibly for administrative convenience, but it was widely seen as an effort to
weaken the growing nationalist movement by creating divisions between Hindus
and Muslims.

The partition led to intense regional and communal tensions, with many Bengalis
seeing the move as an attempt to dilute their cultural and linguistic unity. The
Swadeshi Movement, which was a direct response to the partition, sought to revive
a sense of regional pride and national unity. The movement was marked by
widespread protests, boycotts of British goods, and the promotion of indigenous
industries. It laid the groundwork for the later Bengali nationalist movements,
which would continue to demand greater autonomy, both from the colonial state and
from the emerging Indian nationalist leadership.

Bernard Cohn’s Analysis: British Knowledge Production
and Regionalism

Anthropologist Bernard Cohn contributed significantly to understanding how
colonialism shaped regional consciousness. His work on British knowledge
production in colonial India highlighted how the British systematically
categorized and analyzed Indian society to control and govern it. British officials
collected data on local customs, languages, and laws, creating a rigid framework that
divided India into discrete “regions” and “communities.” These categorizations
reinforced the idea that regions and communities were distinct and separate
entities, with their own cultures, traditions, and needs.

Cohn’s analysis suggests that the colonial process of documenting and classifying
India played a crucial role in the creation of regional identities. By turning Indian
society into a series of “knowable” regions, the British inadvertently facilitated the
emergence of regional consciousness, as local communities began to see
themselves as distinct from one another in ways that had not been emphasized
before.

Post-Independence Regional Movements

The period following India's independence in 1947 witnessed a significant rise in
regional movements, reflecting the continuing importance of regional identities and
aspirations. These movements, although distinct in their causes and objectives, were
often driven by a common desire for greater political, economic, and cultural
autonomy. From the demand for linguistic states to calls for autonomy from
marginalized regions, these movements highlighted the complex interplay between
regionalism, identity, and development. An anthropological perspective provides
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deeper insights into why these movements emerged and how they were shaped by
historical, cultural, and ecological factors.

The Linguistic Reorganization of States: Language as
Identity

One of the most significant developments in post-independence India was the
linguistic reorganization of states under the State Reorganisation Act of 1956.
The Act was a direct response to the growing demands for states to be organized
based on linguistic lines, a movement that had gained momentum in the 1950s. The
creation of linguistic states was not just a political maneuver, but an
acknowledgment of the deep connection between language and regional identity.

Anthropological insights suggest that language is more than just a tool for
communication; it is a fundamental marker of identity. Language reflects cultural
values, historical experiences, and worldviews, and for many communities, their
language is the bedrock of their sense of self. The movement for linguistic states
was, therefore, a way to preserve cultural distinctiveness and assert autonomy over
the dominant political and economic narratives of the time.

The creation of the Andhra Pradesh state for Telugu speakers, which followed the
fast-unto-death protest led by Potti Sriramulu in 1952, was a landmark event in the
linguistic reorganization. The Telugu-speaking people of the region felt culturally
marginalized by the dominance of the Tamil and English languages in the larger
Madras Presidency. This sentiment was echoed across India, where similar
movements arose in Tamil Nadu, Maharashtra, and other states. From an
anthropological standpoint, these movements were rooted in the deep emotional
and cultural significance that language held for local populations. The
reorganization of states based on linguistic criteria not only addressed issues of
cultural preservation but also provided a political outlet for regional identities.

The Telangana Movement: A Case of Cultural and
Economic Marginalization

The Telangana Movement provides an anthropologically rich case study of
regionalism shaped by historical, cultural, and economic factors. Telangana, a region
in the erstwhile Andhra Pradesh, had a distinct history, culture, and language, but it
was politically and economically marginalized in the larger Andhra Pradesh state.
From an anthropological perspective, the movement for a separate Telangana state
was not only a response to economic disparities but also a reaction to the
suppression of its cultural identity.
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Historically, Telangana was a part of the princely state of Hyderabad, which was
culturally distinct from the Andhra region due to differences in language, social
customs, and the history of Muslim rule in the region. After the integration of
Hyderabad into the Indian Union in 1948, the region was merged with the
predominantly Telugu-speaking Andhra region. Over time, the people of Telangana
began to feel alienated by the political dominance of the coastal Andhra elites and
the economic neglect of their region.

Anthropologists who studied Telangana noted how local narratives of economic
neglect, cultural suppression, and unequal development contributed to a
growing sense of regional identity and grievance. The demand for a separate
Telangana state was deeply rooted in the desire to preserve local culture, including
Telangana's distinct dialect and cultural practices, which many perceived as being
overshadowed by the dominant Andhra identity. Furthermore, anthropological
fieldwork highlighted that local people felt excluded from the political and
economic opportunities that were concentrated in the more developed regions of
coastal Andhra. The movement, therefore, was not only about linguistic identity but
also about economic and political self-determination.

The Gorkhaland Movement: Ethnic Identity and Cultural
Assertion

In the Darjeeling region of West Bengal, the demand for a separate state of
Gorkhaland reflects the intersection of ethnic identity, cultural pride, and
regionalism. The Gorkhas, who trace their roots to Nepal, have long maintained a
distinct ethnic and cultural identity in India. Their demand for a separate state is
closely linked to their linguistic, cultural, and ethnic identity as Nepali speakers, as
well as their historical experience of migration and marginalization.

Anthropological studies of the region reveal that the Gorkhas view themselves as a
distinct community, with a unique history and a separate cultural legacy. The lack of
recognition of their ethnic identity by the state and their perceived political and
economic marginalization led to the demand for a separate state. For many Gorkhas,
the issue was not only about governance or administrative control but about
cultural dignity and ethnic recognition. The Nepali language, which is central to
Gorkha identity, was often overshadowed by Bengali and Hindi in the larger West
Bengal state, further fueling feelings of cultural alienation.

Anthropologically, the Gorkhaland movement can be seen as an assertion of ethnic
autonomy in the face of a dominant cultural narrative. The Gorkhas' demand for a
separate state highlights how ethnicity, language, and regional identity are deeply
intertwined, and how the failure to recognize these factors can lead to intense
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political mobilization. The Gorkhaland movement continues to underscore the role
of cultural identity in regional politics and the importance of recognizing ethnic
diversity in the formulation of political policies.

The Punjab Insurgency: Religion, Ethnicity, and
Regionalism

The Punjab Insurgency in the 1980s, and the demand for Khalistan, provides
another important anthropological perspective on regionalism in
post-independence India. While the Punjab insurgency was largely driven by a
complex mix of religious, ethnic, and political factors, it was also a reflection of
the regionalism that had long existed in the state. The demand for a separate Sikh
state, Khalistan, arose from a deep-seated sense of religious and cultural
alienation among the Sikh community.

Anthropologists have explored how the Sikh religion, with its distinct history,
culture, and language, has always been a key part of Punjab's identity. Religious and
cultural practices, such as the use of the Punjabi language and the observance of
unique rituals, have been important markers of identity for the Sikh population.
However, post-independence, the growing political and economic
marginalization of the Sikh community in Punjab contributed to the rise of
regionalist movements. The political exclusion of Sikhs from key positions of
power and the economic neglect of Punjab further fueled the sense of alienation,
leading to demands for autonomy.

Anthropological studies of the Punjab insurgency highlight how religious identity
and regionalism often overlap in complex ways. The Khalistan movement was not
just a response to the dominance of Hindu-majority politics but also a reflection of
the desire for religious autonomy and regional recognition. The demand for
Khalistan can be viewed as an assertion of the Sikh identity, rooted in both
religious belief and regional pride.

Contemporary Regional Movements: Development and
Marginalization

Today, several other regional movements continue to shape Indian politics, often
rooted in similar concerns over marginalization and economic neglect.
Movements such as the demand for a separate Vidarbha state in Maharashtra, the
call for autonomy in Bodoland in Assam, and the quest for Harit Pradesh in Uttar
Pradesh are all grounded in perceptions of regional neglect, both culturally and
economically. These movements often argue that their regions have been
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economically underdeveloped and politically overlooked in comparison to more
developed areas of the country.

From an anthropological perspective, these contemporary movements emphasize
how regionalism is not merely a political reaction but is often deeply connected to
local social structures, ecological conditions, and cultural histories. In
Vidarbha, for example, the region’s agricultural distress, compounded by
government policies that favored the more prosperous western Maharashtra, has
led to demands for a separate state. Similarly, Bodoland's call for statehood stems
from a desire to preserve the Bodo ethnic identity and ensure the protection of
their cultural practices in the face of economic and demographic changes in the
region.

Regionalism and Ethnic Identity: A Complex Overlap

Regionalism and ethnic identity often intersect in complex and dynamic ways,
especially in a culturally diverse country like India. While regionalism generally
refers to the assertion of identity based on geographical and administrative
boundaries, ethnic identity is rooted in shared ancestry, culture, language, and social
practices. However, in many cases, the two overlap significantly, resulting in
movements that are both regionally grounded and ethnically charged. Anthropology,
with its emphasis on understanding group identity, kinship, language, and culture,
helps us explore this intricate relationship.

North-East India: Regionalism as Ethnic Assertion

The North-East is one of the most illustrative examples of how ethnic and regional
identities merge. States such as Nagaland, Mizoram, Manipur, and Meghalaya
have witnessed strong regional movements that are deeply tied to ethnic identities.

For instance, the Naga movement began as an ethnic assertion of the Naga tribes,
who wanted recognition of their distinct cultural and historical identity. Over time,
this transformed into a demand for a separate state, and later, autonomy or even
sovereignty. Anthropological fieldwork in the region reveals how kinship patterns,
rituals, tribal customs, and oral traditions played a role in constructing a unified
Naga ethnic identity, despite the internal diversity among various tribes.

Similarly, in Mizoram, the Mizo identity—based on language, clan structures, and
shared colonial experiences—contributed to the movement for statehood, which
was eventually granted in 1987. Here, ethnic and regional identities were almost
inseparable. The demand for statehood was not just political but also cultural: it was
about preserving traditional customs, language, and a distinct way of life.


stell
Underline

stell
Underline

stell
Underline

stell
Underline

stell
Underline

stell
Underline

stell
Underline

stell
Underline

stell
Underline

stell
Underline

stell
Underline

stell
Underline

stell
Underline

stell
Underline

stell
Underline

stell
Underline

stell
Underline

stell
Underline

stell
Underline

stell
Underline

stell
Underline


Jharkhand and Chhattisgarh: Tribal Identity and
Regional Demands

The formation of Jharkhand (2000) and Chhattisgarh (2000) also demonstrates
the overlap of regional and ethnic aspirations. Both movements were led primarily
by tribal communities such as the Santhals, Oraons, and Gonds, who felt
alienated under the existing state structures (Bihar and Madhya Pradesh,
respectively).

From an anthropological standpoint, these tribal groups shared distinct ecological
adaptations, land use patterns, spiritual worldviews, and socio-political
structures, which set them apart from the dominant populations in their parent
states. These cultural elements were central to the demand for separate statehood.

The regional movements in these areas were not solely about administrative
convenience or political autonomy; they also symbolized the reclamation of ethnic
space and control over natural resources, especially forests and minerals, which
were seen as being exploited by outsiders.

Punjab: Religion, Ethnicity, and Region in the Khalistan
Movement

The Khalistan movement in Punjab further reveals the layered nature of ethnic
and regional overlap. The demand for a separate Sikh state was based on a mix of
religious identity, historical grievances, and regional pride.

Anthropologists studying Sikhism and Punjabi society argue that the distinct Sikh
identity, marked by religious rituals, community institutions (like the Gurdwara),
and historical experiences (such as the partition and the Green Revolution),
contributed to a collective ethnic consciousness. This was further exacerbated by
perceived marginalization of Punjabi language, Sikh customs, and political
underrepresentation.

While Khalistan was framed as a religious-separatist demand, it also reflected
regional grievances regarding center-state relations, economic neglect, and
cultural recognition. This shows how ethnic and regional dimensions are deeply
entangled.

Language, Identity, and Regional
Movements
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Language is not merely a tool for communication—it is a deeply embedded cultural
resource that shapes how individuals perceive the world, relate to one another, and
express their identities. In anthropology, language is seen as a symbolic system that
encodes a community’s values, history, beliefs, and worldview. Regional movements
in India and across the world have repeatedly demonstrated that language is a
powerful medium for asserting cultural pride and political autonomy.

Language as Cultural Identity

Anthropologists like Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Whorf, through the
Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis, emphasized the idea that language shapes not only
communication but also cognition and worldview. When people speak a language,
they are not just transmitting information—they are expressing a unique way of
understanding the world. Thus, when a community's language is ignored,
suppressed, or marginalized, it often leads to a deep sense of cultural erasure.

In India, with its rich linguistic diversity—22 scheduled languages and hundreds
of dialects—language plays a central role in shaping regional identities.
Anthropological fieldwork in various regions has shown how language connects
individuals to their land, traditions, deities, oral histories, and social customs.
Consequently, movements to preserve or assert linguistic rights often become
regionalist movements, where the defense of language becomes synonymous with
the defense of culture and identity.

The Linguistic Reorganisation of States: A Turning Point

One of the most significant examples of language shaping regional movements in
post-independence India was the linguistic reorganization of states in 1956. The
formation of Andhra Pradesh in 1953, following the death of Potti Sriramulu, who
fasted unto death for a separate Telugu-speaking state, marked a turning point. It set
off a nationwide movement where people began demanding statehood based on
linguistic identity.

Anthropologists and sociologists supported the view that linguistic homogeneity
within states could lead to better administrative efficiency, greater emotional
integration, and a stronger sense of belonging. However, they also cautioned that
such reorganization might reinforce sub-nationalism, leading to newer demands
for autonomy. The rise of strong regional parties based on language—like DMK in
Tamil Nadu or Shiv Sena in Maharashtra—highlights how language continues to
be a major political mobilizer.

Language Movements Across India
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1. Telangana Movement: Although rooted in economic and historical neglect,
the Telangana movement also emphasized linguistic distinctiveness—the
Telangana dialect was portrayed as a symbol of local pride. The movement
showed how even dialectal variations within a language could become
political markers of identity.

2. Gorkhaland Movement: In Darjeeling, the demand for Gorkhaland was built
around the Nepali language and cultural identity. Gorkhas, despite being
Indian citizens, often faced cultural and political marginalization.
Anthropological studies noted how the language acted as a unifying force
for a historically mobile and diverse population.

3. Anti-Hindi Agitations in Tamil Nadu: One of the most influential linguistic
movements in Indian history, these agitations were a resistance against
Hindi imposition, seen as cultural domination by the North. The movement
not only prevented Hindi from becoming the sole national language but also
solidified Tamil identity and pride.

Global Language Movements

1. Catalonia (Spain)
The Catalan independence movement has long revolved around the
promotion and protection of the Catalan language. Despite historical
suppression under Franco’s regime, Catalonia revived its linguistic identity
post-1978 with the help of language education, media policies, and cultural
events.
Anthropologists studying Catalonia emphasize how language is a marker of
political distinctiveness. In this case, linguistic rights are inseparable from
demands for economic autonomy, cultural recognition, and historical
justice.

2. Quebec (Canada)

In Quebec, the French-speaking Québécois population has successfully
institutionalized their language through policies like Bill 101, which
mandates French as the official language of the province in education,
business, and public administration.

From an anthropological lens, this movement reflects a reaction to cultural
marginalization in a predominantly English-speaking country. Language
here symbolizes heritage, survival, and self-determination.

3. Wales (UK)
The Welsh language, once in decline, has been the focus of successful revival
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efforts. The Welsh Language Act (1993) and Welsh-medium education
policies are examples of how legal and educational support can empower
endangered languages.

Anthropologists studying the region note how grassroots activism,
community language clubs, and bilingual education have played a crucial
role in the linguistic revival.

4. Sri Lanka
The imposition of Sinhala as the sole official language in 1956
marginalized the Tamil-speaking minority and became a key factor in the
eruption of civil war. Language politics, as anthropologists show, can become
deeply divisive when used to exclude rather than include.
This case underscores the importance of linguistic inclusivity in multiethnic
societies.

5. New Zealand: Revitalizing Maori
In New Zealand, the Maori language faced the threat of extinction but has
seen a powerful revival movement through language nests (kohanga reo),
media in Maori, and government support.
Anthropological research shows how language revitalization has become
central to indigenous resurgence, cultural pride, and even healing from
colonial trauma.

Language Loss and Cultural Crisis

Anthropologists studying indigenous and tribal communities warn that language
loss often leads to a loss of identity, history, and traditional knowledge. When a
language dies, it takes with it songs, rituals, medicinal knowledge, oral histories,
and ecological wisdom—elements that are irreplaceable.

India faces this challenge acutely. Many tribal and endangered languages such as
Great Andamanese, Birhor, and Toto are on the brink of extinction. The UNESCO
Atlas of the World's Languages in Danger lists dozens of Indian languages as
critically endangered. Anthropology plays a key role here by documenting and
preserving these languages through ethnographic fieldwork, oral storytelling
projects, and collaborative language revival efforts.

Digital Mobilization: The New Frontier of Language
Movements

With the rise of the internet and mobile technology, language movements have
entered a new digital phase. Digital platforms have democratized cultural
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expression, enabling even small linguistic communities to build global audiences.
Anthropology today engages with digital ethnography to study how language,
identity, and activism unfold online.

1.Social Media as a Language Revival Tool

Hashtags like #LoveTelugu, #ProudKannadiga, #MarathiMajha, and
#SpeakSantali reflects how communities use platforms like Twitter, Instagram, and
Facebook to assert pride in their regional or indigenous languages.

Memes, reels, and short videos in native tongues create relatable, emotional, and
humorous content that connects especially with younger audiences.

2. YouTube and Podcasts: Voices of the Marginalized

YouTube channels in languages like Bhojpuri, Bundeli, Tulu, Konkani, Khasi, and
Mundari are rising in popularity. Podcasts in endangered languages often include
storytelling, folk songs, and oral histories, preserving them in accessible formats.
Anthropologists have begun studying these channels as digital cultural archives,
created and maintained by communities themselves.

3. Apps and Language Learning Platforms

Apps like Duolingo, Memrise, and Google Translate now support a wide array of
regional and minority languages. In India, apps such as Adivasi Radio and Adivasi
Livelihoods serve not just linguistic but also socio-economic purposes.

These platforms help young people reconnect with ancestral tongues, even when
formal education is in dominant languages.

4. Digital Dictionaries and Crowdsourced Archives

Collaborative projects like Wikipedia in regional languages, People’s Linguistic
Survey of India (PLSI), and Endangered Languages Project collect and archive
languages with community input. These serve as living repositories of linguistic
diversity, often filling the gap left by state neglect.

Digital Divide and Language Hierarchies

While digital platforms offer hope, anthropologists also point out limitations. Not all
languages have equal digital representation—many tribal or endangered
languages lack standardized scripts, keyboards, or technical support.

Moreover, English continues to dominate the internet, creating a digital hierarchy
where languages with greater economic or political power get more visibility.
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Additionally, the digital divide—unequal access to the internet and devices—means
that only certain segments of language communities can participate in digital
activism. As a result, revival efforts may be limited to urban, educated elites,
leaving behind the most marginalized speakers.

Comparative Insights: Common Patterns in the Rise of
Regionalism

Across these global examples, anthropology reveals several common patterns in the
rise of regionalism:

e Language is a powerful marker of identity and often serves as the
cornerstone of regional mobilizations.

e Historical memory, especially of marginalization or cultural repression, fuels
regional grievances.

e Economic disparities between regions and perceived neglect by central
governments contribute to regional demands.

e Symbolic politics—such as the use of festivals, traditional dress, or
monuments—strengthens collective regional consciousness.

e Institutions, such as schools, religious bodies, and local governance
structures, play a vital role in reproducing and reinforcing regional identities.

Contemporary Relevance: The Continuing
Importance of Regionalism in India

Regionalism continues to shape the political, cultural, and socio-economic landscape
of contemporary India. Far from being a relic of the past, it remains deeply relevant
today, manifesting in demands for statehood, assertions of linguistic and cultural
pride, regional economic grievances, and contestations over political representation.
Anthropology, with its focus on culture, identity, and human agency, offers valuable
insights into how and why regionalism remains a potent force in India's democracy.

A Democracy of Regions: Federalism as a Framework for
Regional Aspirations

India’s federal structure is a recognition of its vast regional diversity. However, the
tension between central authority and regional autonomy often becomes a site
of political contestation. Demands for new states—such as Vidarbha in
Maharashtra, Harit Pradesh in western Uttar Pradesh, and Gorkhaland in West
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Bengal—are ongoing examples where people seek administrative reorganization
based on cultural identity, developmental neglect, or historical distinctiveness.

Anthropologists argue that these movements are not merely about redrawing
borders; they are expressions of regional identity and dignity. In Telangana, for
instance, the successful demand for statehood in 2014 was rooted in historical
marginalization and a cultural assertion of difference from the dominant Andhra
region. Anthropology-based field studies in Telangana revealed how folk traditions,
dialects, food habits, and oral histories played a role in constructing a separate
identity that demanded political recognition.

Economic Disparities and the Politics of Neglect

Regionalism today is closely tied to perceived or real economic neglect. States like
Bihar, Odisha, and the north-eastern states often raise concerns about inadequate
development, lower representation in central government decision-making, and a
lack of infrastructure investment. This fuels economic regionalism, where regions
demand greater fiscal autonomy or special economic packages.

Anthropological studies highlight that economic grievances are often filtered
through a cultural lens—what may seem like economic underdevelopment also
becomes a narrative of disrespect and marginalization of a people’s identity and way
of life. For example, in Jharkhand, the long-standing Adivasi movement for
statehood was rooted in both economic marginalization and the need to preserve
indigenous culture, land rights, and environmental traditions.

Regionalism and Electoral Politics

Regional political parties such as the Shiv Sena (Maharashtra), DMK (Tamil
Nadu), TMC (West Bengal), and Biju Janata Dal (Odisha) continue to dominate
state-level politics by capitalizing on regional identities and aspirations. These
parties have built their platforms on regional pride, language rights, and
state-specific development narratives.

From an anthropological perspective, this indicates how regionalism functions as
both an identity marker and a strategic political tool. Politicians use symbols,
myths, historical heroes, and local customs to emotionally connect with the
electorate, often turning elections into symbolic contests over identity and
recognition.

Environmental Regionalism: A New Frontier
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Recent years have also seen the emergence of eco-regionalism, where
environmental concerns are tied to regional identities. For instance, the Save
Western Ghats Movement or opposition to hydropower projects in Arunachal
Pradesh reflects how people see their environment not just as a resource, but as
part of their cultural and spiritual identity.

Anthropologists studying indigenous and local communities have long argued that
ecology and identity are deeply linked. Resistance to displacement, mining, and
deforestation is often not just about environmental justice but about defending a
way of life tied to a particular land and landscape.

The Role of Anthropology: A Path to Sensitivity and
Inclusion

Anthropology urges policymakers to go beyond the view of regionalism as a
threat to national integration. It encourages us to understand regionalism as a form
of cultural and historical expression, often born from legitimate grievances,
aspirations, and pride. Ignoring these sentiments or reducing them to political
opportunism risks alienating communities and deepening divisions.

Recent scholarly works in anthropology emphasize the importance of inclusive
governance, intercultural dialogue, and decentralized decision-making to
accommodate regional diversity within a larger democratic framework.
Anthropology also plays a key role in documenting local knowledge systems,
languages, rituals, and oral histories, helping to preserve the rich mosaic of
regional identities that form the Indian nation.
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