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ABSTRACT 

Dalit Feminist issues are always overlooked and under-covered by media. Dalit females are living a life of 

constant abuse in India. Their plight needs to be addressed through some medium. Literature to many Dalit 

Feminist writers is that perfect platform to express their opinions. But regional/vernacular literature has its own 

drawbacks because the reach is limited. In this paper we would like to address this concept of Linguistic 

Distance. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Linguistic Distance is a concept which arose out of the difficulties faced by individuals in communicating with 

each other. The difficulty in adapting to a language is simplified into linguistic distance. The linguistic distance 

between the languages determines the efficiency in adapting to a new region. The concept is widely used in the 

cases of migrants from different countries to different countries. The linguistic distance plays a key role in 

determining their flexibility in adjusting to the new country and its norms.  

Linguistic distance depends on many aspects like culture, religion and region. It cannot be said that the 

geographical distance between two countries is directly proportional to their linguistic distance. Linguistic 

distance has far more number of factors affecting its existence. Linguistic distance is that which forms a barrier 

between the people. To break the barrier literary connection between the people needs to be augmented. 

Linguistic distance in turn impacts the strengthening of the literary connection.  

India being a land of diverse languages and dialects has some amount of linguistic distance between every other 

individual. The woes of the Dalit women and their call for reforms are suppressed by this barrier. The feeble 

voices of the Dalit women are getting confined to the four walls of their literary circles. For the voices to grow 

louder, the linguistic connection between the people needs to be increased. Only then can the world get to know 

what the Dalit feminists are talking about.  

This article keenly observes linguistic distance and its impact on Dalit Feminism. It studies the available 

solutions to overcome the hindrances formed by linguistic distance.  
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II. LINGUISTIC DISTANCE 

 

Linguistic Distance can be vaguely defined as the difference between two languages. It is the length and breadth 

one has to travel in the process of learning a foreign language efficiently. For example, the distance between 

Hindi and Sanskrit is lesser than the distance between Hindi and English. The linguistic distance does not owe 

its length to the distance between two countries. For example, India and China have a linguistic distance of huge 

measure contrary to their close vicinity. Thus the concept of linguistic distance is one which needs to be keenly 

observed to get a better insight into its formation.  

Linguistic distance is determined by a number of diverse factors. The Language Vicinity is one of the key 

factors that determine the linguistic distance between two languages. For example, all the Mediterranean 

languages sound similar to each other. South East Asian languages, the Middle East languages and the Soviet 

Union languages are all a broad category comprising of their sub categories.  

Language Origin is the next important factor that determines the Linguistic Distance between two languages. 

Many languages are the by-products of another ancient language. When dug deeper into the soils, the roots of a 

language get stuck somewhere farther from the contemporary location. Other languages which might seem 

miraculously similar to the experimented language owing to their vast distance from the native land might find 

their saplings sown from the same old tree. 

Language scatter is the one factor which complicated the concept of linguistic distance. With the development 

of trade and navigation, people began moving from one area to the other exploring the entire width and breadth 

of the world. With the goods and the spices, language also got imported and exported from one place to the 

other. People moved from one country to the other taking their language along with them. The advent of Aryans 

brought Sanskrit to India to later cleanly wipe away the other native languages of the Dravidians. The Mughals 

in the later years brought Persian languages through the narrow Khyber passes of the Hindu Kush Mountains.  

Imperialism and Colonialism in the later years spread the seeds of language in the fields of the colonies. Under 

the reign of the superior European powers, the commonwealth countries struggled hard to digest the on lash of 

the European languages. English education entered the imperialistic countries as the language of the rulers. 

Massive campaigns by the noble overlords to sink the language into the soils of the colonies finally gave rise to 

a new international language status to English that has global acceptance.  

The linguistic distance also varies based on the differences in the script and the sound. While some languages 

like Bengali and Oriya have similarities in sound the others like Kannada and Telugu have similarities in script. 

Thus to measure the linguistic distance between two languages one had to take a lot of deciding factors into 

account.  

III. METHODS TO MEASURE LINGUISTIC DISTANCE 

 

A number of measures have been advocated to measure the linguistic distance. The linguists have however not 

come onto the same page with regard to a unanimous measuring method. Research is still going on to decide on 

a unique measuring process which could accustom all the deciding factors in its zenith.   
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One of the methods of measuring the Linguistic Distance is through the language trees. Linguists have identified 

this method of drawing a language tree to trace the origin of the languages. However, the model followed in 

drawing the trees in also under experimental status. No two linguists decide on the same model. While the 

language trees are important to trace the origin of the languages, they are highly criticized for not being able to 

provide qualitative results on linguistic distance measurement.   

The alternative quantitative method of measuring the linguistic distance is to survey the difficulty faced by an 

individual in learning a foreign language. The time taken by an individual to reach a certain fluency level in a 

particular language determines the distance between the languages. However, the exposure the individual had to 

the experimented language beforehand and the absorbing capability of the individual shall highly influence the 

results in such quantitative method.
 [1] 

In the recent years, linguists have initiated a new method of linguistic distance measurement called Automatic 

Similarity Judgement Program developed by the German Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary anthropology. 

According to the method, the phonetics of individual languages is taken into account for measuring the language 

distance. Words that are most common all over the world are taken and written in the ASJP code with respect to 

their pronunciation. Then a systematic automatic segregation of the similarities in the languages can be 

witnessed. Owing to the advanced technology the method is expected to give better results. However, when the 

script of a language is considered the ASJP might not be as successful in delivering its results as in the 

phonemes. 
[2] 

If the linguistic distance can be measured aptly, then the choice of countries for immigrants with respect to 

education and employment shall reach a new level unlike the present „intuition and experience‟ based choices. 

Also the probability of landing in a foreign land anticipating learning its language in ease shall be a certified 

trial rather than a calculated risk. The method of teaching foreign languages and the training procedures will all 

get a revamp if such a qualitative method gets discovered. However, there is a long way to go for the linguistic 

research to find a yard stick to measure the linguistic distance with acute accuracy.  

IV. RELEVANCE OF LINGUISTIC DISTANCE TO INDIA 

 

India is a land of varied cultures and traditions. With its cultures came its diverse languages. Comprising of 

about 17.5% of the world‟s population, according to the 2011 census India is a land to 122major languages and 

1599 other languages. Apart from a recognized language for every state, the languages in India vary based on 

the caste, creed, race, region and religion. Every language has a distinct number of dialects that vary from 

community to community. Hence a study on linguistics in India itself equals that of a stringent study of 

languages across the world.  

Indian languages belong to several language families. The most important of them are  

1) The Indo-Aryan language family (75% of the Indian speakers) 

2) Dravidian language family (20% of the Indian speakers) 

3) Austroasiatic language family 

4) Sino-Tibetan language family 
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5) Tai-Kadai language family 

6) Great Andamanese languages 

With the innumerable number of languages on hand, the linguistic differences are anything but negligible. The 

linguistic distance among the languages of the same family are comparatively lesser than that of the languages 

from different families. Thus a significant difference exists between the major language families of Indo-Aryan 

and Dravidian languages. While the majority of northern India is well acquainted with the official Devanagiri 

script, the people of the southern lands still struggle to identify themselves with a broadly accepted language. 

With the states divided on linguistic basis, they are all indulged in sticking to the roots of their Dravidian 

origins. 

The north-eastern states on the other hand mostly fall under the Sino-Tibetan language family that has 

significant linguistic distance from the other two families. The Sino-Tibetan language family finds itself better 

related to the Chinese and Tibetan languages than many of the Indian languages. This language barrier has for 

many years divided the states from the rest of the country on many occasions.  

Apart from its diverse languages, the only language that India accepts as a universal language is English of the 

United Kingdom. With the increasing opportunities towards English education, English has finally managed to 

steal a crack in the hard-stoned language barriers that divide the nation into many parts. With continuous efforts 

towards the establishment of a unanimous language for the country, the feeble voices of the distinct dialects can 

be made heard by the entire nation.  

V. IMPACT OF LINGUISTIC DISTANCE ON DALIT FEMINISM 

 

Dalits in India have for many years been struggling to form a strong united front at national level. However 

many reasons like high rate of illiteracy, lack of awareness etc. have been pulling at the legs of the formation. 

One of the main reasons behind the disability in forming a national level union is Linguistic Barrier. The 

linguistic distance between the Indian languages, though less, is still far enough to not let the other person catch 

a glimpse of the conversation. The dialect widens the difference further by forming a linguistic barrier between 

every other individual on road.  

Most of the literary works by the Dalits are in regional languages. English has still not penetrated into most of 

their lives. The Dalit Sahitya which originated by Maharashtra is a literature mostly written in Marathi. Bama‟s 

Karukku is one of the first Dalit autobiographies that are translated into English. Most of the times, the works of 

the Dalits confine themselves to the language region. Out of the said region, the language gains no acceptance 

though it refers to the same problems and circumstances.  

The cultures and traditions in India vary but at the same time enjoy lots of similarities. It is the language barrier 

which doesn‟t allow the people to communicate with each other and to learn about their culture. In the same 

way, the social evils prevailing in the country are all unanimous. However it is again the language barrier which 

barricades the people from fighting against it on a single platform. Since time immemorial works have been 

translated in the Indian subcontinent for the message to spread. The Government even today spends crores of 

amounts to release its journals in all the official languages of the nation.  
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Every poster released and every announcement made takes lots of people to rewrite the content in all the 

languages of the people. The absence of a local language hinders the spread of the message however important 

and useful the message is. The failure of the Satellite Instructional Television Experiment (SITE) in the year 

1975 is the best example to understand the effect of the language barrier in Indian context.   

Hence for the Dalits to form a united front with all their language differences is very difficult. Dalit women are 

far more illiterates and uneducated when compared to their men. Their works to reach the zenith of the national 

movement have a long way to go. Though few of the Dalit women are educated and are able to write for the 

cause, most of them are unable to read even through the script of their known language. Dalit Feminist 

Literature written by the Dalit women, for the Dalit Women and of the Dalit Women shall take quite some time 

to become a reality.  

VI. METHODS TO OVERCOME LINGUISTIC DISTANCE 

 

The Gravity model of physics states that force between two objects is directly proportional to the product of the 

two masses and inversely proportional to the square of the distance between the objects. 

Equation 1: 

 

Where F = Force; G = Gravitational Constant; m1, m2 = masses of the objects;  

R= distance between the objects.  

Economists have borrowed this concept of Gravitational force into their trade relations and brought out a 

new formula that explained the trade relation between two countries.  

According the formula the trade between two countries is directly proportional to the product of the 

economic masses of the countries and inversely proportional to the square of the geographical distance 

between them.  

Equation 2: 

 

Where F= Trade Flow, G= Constant, M1, M2 = Economic masses of the countries and  

D= Distance  

The formula is used by the economists to measure their trade flow accordingly. The Trade flow increases with 

an increase in the product of the economic masses of the countries. It decreases with an increase in the distance. 

The economists have used this formula to determine the cultural connections and linguistic connection between 

two countries. According to the formula, the distance between the countries can also be related to the literary 

distance between the countries and the trade flow be connected to the literary connection between them.  

Thus, according to the formula, the literary connection between two countries is inversely proportional to the 

square of the literary distance between the two countries. In better words, the literary connection between two 

countries is inversely proportional to their linguistic distance. To reduce the linguistic distance hence, the 

literary connection between the two countries needs to be increased. The concept when brought to the individual 
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arena, the linguistic distance between two individuals or regions or religions or communities is inversely 

proportional to the literary connection between the individuals or the regions or the religions respectively. 
[3]

 

To reduce the linguistic distance the literary connection between the individuals needs to be strengthened. One 

of the best solutions to strengthen literary connection is the use of a common language. The Devanagiri Script is 

one such experiment to join the Indians together on the linguistic lines but Devanagiri couldn‟t satisfy the needs 

of the Dravidian languages. Sanskrit, which was once the language of the educated, is even today considered to 

be the sole divider between the people. An autobiographical extract named, “The story of my Sanskrit”, which is 

a part of her autobiography, Antasphot, relates how Sanskrit had been the Deva Bhasha for many years thus 

prohibiting the spread of knowledge among the lower castes. She speaks of her life story where she finally 

succeeds in learning and teaching Sanskrit as a profession. However, differences like these made it quite 

difficult to find a common language for the Indians.  

The English education however has in the recent years shown its impact on the people with varied language 

backgrounds. English seems to have broken a pore open in the foundations of the literary barriers existing 

between the people. Also, English being the global language of acceptance can help in decreasing the linguistic 

distance with the other countries as well. For literary work especially, a globally accepted language is a must to 

take the concerns of the author to the international dais. English can fill that literary gap between the authors and 

their readers.   

English education stands as the best solution to break the literary barriers between the people. For the concerns 

of the oppressed to reach the highest order, they need to be written in the language of the world outside the 

native lands. Or else, literature might not be an exception to the oppression bestowed on the oppressed. The 

literary works to see their day light should open their windows to let the light fall in.  

Translation also helps in bringing out the hidden treasures of knowledge in the literary arena. With translation 

alone can the world get to know the beauty of the literature that India possessed. Bama‟s Karukku and Sangati, 

translated by Lakshmi Holmstrom are best examples to show the reach and extent the translated books can take 

the native ideologies to. However, stories change according to the story teller. Experiences need to be narrated 

not retold by an outsider. English education to all is thus the only solution to overcome this problem of linguistic 

distance.  

VII. CONCLUSION 

 

Linguistic Distance is the literary distance between two languages. It is the measure of difficulty involved in 

getting acquainted with a language. The linguistic distance plays a key role in determining the trade flow and 

other co-lateral relations between two countries. For the countries to maintain good relations efforts need to be 

taken to reduce the linguistic distance. The factors affecting the linguistic distance need to be taken into account 

and then the suitable measures need to be taken.  

There are a number of suggested methods to measure the linguistic distance. Though research has not yet ended 

on a perfect measuring method the alternative solutions provided are more than reasonable. They go with their 

drawbacks though. One of the methods is to draw a language tree. Though the language trees provide a 
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quantitative analysis, it doesn‟t provide a qualitative analysis. The other methods like surveying the difficulty 

faced immigrants in learning the language of the migrated country are also proposed and put into vogue.  

The measuring of linguistic distance if apt can reduce a lot of problems in the literary circles. Also to bind the 

relations between two countries, the linguistic distance between then can be effectively reduced. India with its 

diverse languages has a different story to tell though. Unlike the rest of the countries, India has hundreds of 

languages being spoken on its lands with linguistic distance varying quite remarkably. Hence it is really 

difficulty to read the same page to the entire nation. Every book needs to be reprinted in the scores of languages 

available. Oratory languages are even more on number. A dialect not addressed in leads to a failure in the 

communication process. This is one of the main reasons behind the suppression of the Dalit movements.  

Dalits, especially Dalit women, are mostly illiterate. Their woes are least heard by anyone. Even when some of 

the women tend to speak up, their anguish can‟t be understood beyond the prescribed limits of her language 

circles. The literary works of the Dalit women are mostly in the regional languages. This is the region why it is 

taking ages for the Dalits to unite for a single cause. Even though the problems and the statements are the same, 

the language differences require a new author to once again write a new story in the regional language of the 

natives to feel integrated.  

According to the literary version of the International Gravity Model of Trade, The linguistic distance is 

inversely proportional to the literary connection between the people. To reduce the linguistic distance, the 

literary connection between the people needs to be augmented. For that to happen, once single universally 

accepted language needs to be embraced. As English language fulfils all the necessary criteria for the post, it is 

advisable to implement English education in all the schools and colleges of the nation. Only when the Dalits 

learn to write and read in the international language shall can they join their hands together on an international 

platform for Dalit cause.  
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