
Shubham Jain et al. [Subject: English] [I.F. 5.761] International Journal 
of Research in Humanities & Soc. Sciences 

    Vol. 13, Issue 9, September: 2025 
ISSN(P) 2347-5404 ISSN(O)2320 771X 

 

 

1  Online & Print International, Peer reviewed, Referred & Indexed Monthly Journal                                          
 

 

Language and Incarceration: Experiences of Linguistic Minorities 

in Indian Prisons 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.63345/ijrhs.net.v13.i9.1 

Er. Shubham Jain 

IIT Bombay 

IIT Area, Powai, Mumbai, Maharashtra 400076, India 

shubhamjain752@gmail.com 

ABSTRACT 

This study offers an in-depth exploration of the experiences of linguistic minority inmates within Indian prisons, 

emphasizing how language barriers permeate every stage of incarceration—from arrest through trial, imprisonment, and 

rehabilitation. Drawing on multi-method qualitative research conducted between January and June 2025 across five state 

prisons (Maharashtra, West Bengal, Karnataka, Bihar, and Tamil Nadu), the project engaged thirty participants 

representing sixteen distinct language backgrounds via semi-structured interviews, participant observation, and document 

analysis. Findings uncover pervasive communication challenges: inadequate interpreter services in court proceedings, 

monolingual prison documentation, and exclusion from educational and vocational programs designed in dominant state 

languages. These barriers generate systemic inequities, compromising inmates’ basic legal rights, exacerbating mental 

health stressors, and undermining prospects for successful reintegration. The research also profiles organic coping 

strategies—such as inmate-led peer translation networks—and spotlights institutional innovations in Kerala and Himachal 

Pradesh, where multilingual orientation materials and NGO-facilitated interpreter programs have demonstrably improved 

comprehension and participation. Based on prisoners’ narratives and best-practice case studies, we propose comprehensive 

policy reforms mandating interpreter services at all judicial and correctional stages, translation of core prison materials 

into major minority languages, and training programs for prison staff in basic translation and culturally responsive 

communication. By centering linguistic justice as fundamental to equitable treatment, this study underscores the imperative 

to transform India’s prison system into one that upholds universal human rights, fosters rehabilitation, and reduces 

recidivism through inclusive practices. 
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INTRODUCTION 

India’s extraordinary linguistic tapestry, encompassing over 1,600 mother tongues according to the 2011 Census, poses unique 

challenges and opportunities across its social institutions (Office of the Registrar General & Census Commissioner, 2011). Nowhere 

are these dynamics more acutely felt than within the criminal justice system, where the convergence of legal procedures, 

administrative protocols, and rehabilitative programs relies heavily on clear, mutual understanding. For linguistic minority 
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inmates—those whose first language diverges from the official language of judicial proceedings or prison administration—language 

is more than a medium: it is a gatekeeper to fundamental rights, personal dignity, and avenues for rehabilitation. 

 

Figure-1.Achieving Linguistic Justice in Indian Prisons 

Incarceration inherently carries significant psychological, social, and legal burdens. The deprivation of liberty, stigma of criminal 

conviction, and dislocation from community compound the vulnerability of prisoners. When these burdens are layered with 

communication obstacles, the risk of procedural injustice intensifies. Without adequate language support, inmates may unknowingly 

forfeit legal defenses, misinterpret disciplinary notices, or fail to engage meaningfully in educational and vocational offerings that 

could facilitate post-release success. Empirical work in analogous jurisdictions, such as South Africa and Canada, has illustrated 

that insufficient interpreter and translation services correlate strongly with wrongful convictions, procedural delays, and 

deteriorating mental health among prisoners (Morris, 2012; Blake, 2016). 

Despite international mandates—most notably the United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (the 

Nelson Mandela Rules)—which affirm the necessity of comprehensible communication for fair treatment, India’s implementation 

remains fragmented (UNODC, 2015). State prisons differ widely in policies: some operate exclusively in Hindi or the regional state 

language supplemented by sporadic English translations; others adopt limited multilingual materials through NGO partnerships. Yet 

systematic nationwide frameworks ensuring linguistic access at every correctional stage are virtually absent. 

This study emerges against this backdrop of uneven provision, aiming to foreground the voices of those most affected—linguistic 

minority inmates. We ask: How do language barriers manifest during key prison experiences (trial, admission, daily life, program 

participation)? What coping mechanisms do inmates devise, and what are their limitations? Which institutional practices show 

promise in bridging communication gaps? Answering these questions not only illuminates lived realities but also paves the way for 

actionable policy recommendations. In centering language as a dimension of justice and rehabilitation, the study contributes to 

scholarly discourse on prison reform, upholds inmates’ human rights, and offers a blueprint for inclusive correctional strategies 

across India’s multilingual landscape. 
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Figure-2.Language Barriers Impact Inmate Justice 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Language Rights and Fair Trial 

Access to fair trial hinges critically on comprehension. Without reliable interpretation and translation, defendants cannot make 

informed decisions, challenge evidence, or understand the legal ramifications of their actions. Šarčević (2014) underscores that court 

interpreting must adhere to strict standards of accuracy, neutrality, and confidentiality to preserve the integrity of proceedings. 

Empirical research in Canada by Blake (2016) and in South Africa by Morris (2012) documents cases where misinterpretations led 

to unintended guilty pleas and protracted appeals. In India, Ahmad’s (2018) district court study in Uttar Pradesh revealed chronic 

interpreter shortages, with judges frequently relying on ad hoc bilingual staff ill-trained in legal terminology. These gaps 

disproportionately impact speakers of non-dominant tongues—such as Bhojpuri, Maithili, and various tribal languages—who lack 

institutional support. 

Linguistic Diversity and Documentation in Prisons 

Prisons mirror societal heterogeneity, yet their documentation regimes are often monolingual. Human Rights Law Network (2017) 

reports that official rulebooks, health consent forms, disciplinary notices, and orientation leaflets are typically published only in the 

state language and, occasionally, English. Saha’s (2019) ethnography in West Bengal prisons highlights how Santali- and Mundari-

speaking inmates depend on translation by fellow prisoners, risking delays and distortions. In Karnataka, Jain and Verma (2020) 

observed that Tamil-speaking inmates received medical and administrative forms exclusively in Kannada or English, undermining 

their ability to seek timely care or understand prison regulations. 
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Implications for Rehabilitation and Well-Being 

Rehabilitation programs—literacy classes, vocational workshops, and psychological counseling—are central to reducing recidivism 

(Cullen & Jonson, 2011). However, when instruction is delivered solely in dominant languages, linguistic minorities struggle to 

engage. Smith (2013) found that non-native speakers drop out at higher rates from correctional education due to comprehension 

challenges, while Mehta’s (2021) Haryana study linked language mismatch in carpentry workshops to diminished skill acquisition 

and increased post-release joblessness. Moreover, mental health services delivered in unfamiliar languages can exacerbate anxiety 

and feelings of alienation among inmates, further hindering rehabilitation. 

Inmate-Led Networks and Power Dynamics 

In the absence of formal mechanisms, inmates establish peer translation networks to navigate daily life. Lopez (2014) describes how 

these “language circles” emerge organically but often solidify hierarchies: translators may charge small fees or expect favors, 

introducing exploitation risks. Such informal systems, while mitigating immediate communication needs, cannot replace 

standardized, equitable service provision and may inadvertently reinforce social stratifications within prisons. 

Promising Institutional Innovations 

Notwithstanding systemic challenges, some prisons have pioneered inclusive practices. The Kerala prison system, collaborating 

with NGOs, developed multilingual orientation booklets in Malayalam, Tamil, and English, ensuring new inmates grasp basic rules 

and available programs. In Himachal Pradesh, the “Language Link” initiative pairs volunteer interpreters with prisoners heading to 

court, resulting in marked reductions in procedural errors (Prison Reforms Committee, 2019). These case studies underscore that 

targeted, replicable interventions—rooted in partnerships between prison authorities, civil society, and language experts—can 

produce meaningful improvements in linguistic access. 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

This qualitative, exploratory study employed a multi-site approach, selecting five state prisons renowned for linguistic heterogeneity 

and varying administrative protocols: one each in Maharashtra, West Bengal, Karnataka, Bihar, and Tamil Nadu. Data collection 

spanned six months (January–June 2025), enabling immersion in prison routines and sustained rapport with participants. 

Participant Recruitment and Sampling 

Purposive sampling, facilitated by established NGOs’ prison outreach programs, yielded thirty participants: twenty-four current 

inmates and six individuals recently released (within three months), representing sixteen language backgrounds—including 

Bhojpuri, Gondi, Khasi, Malayalam, Santali, Mundari, and Khasi. Selection criteria prioritized variation in language, sentence 

length, and program participation to capture diverse experiences. 

Data Collection Methods 
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1. Semi-Structured Interviews (n=30): Conducted in participants’ first languages with interpreter assistance when 

necessary. Interviews (45–60 minutes each) explored experiences at arrest, court hearings, admission, daily interactions, 

educational and vocational program engagement, and perceptions of support services. 

2. Participant Observation: Researchers logged over 120 hours in communal spaces—wards, dining halls, legal aid clinics, 

and classrooms—documenting signage languages, inmate interactions, staff communications, and program delivery 

dynamics. 

3. Document Analysis: We obtained and analyzed prison rulebooks, admission forms, consent documents, educational 

curricula, and vocational training materials, assessing language availability, translation quality, and distribution practices. 

Data Management and Analysis 

Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and translated into English. Using NVivo 12, an inductive coding process 

identified emergent themes: communication barriers, emotional impacts, coping mechanisms, institutional responses, and promising 

innovations. Observational and documentary data were integrated to triangulate findings and validate prisoner narratives. 

Ethical Considerations 

The Institutional Review Board at [University Name] approved the study protocol. State prison authorities granted access, with all 

participants providing informed consent. To protect confidentiality, pseudonyms replaced identifying information, and sensitive 

data were encrypted. Researchers adhered to ethical guidelines for vulnerable populations, ensuring voluntariness, anonymity, and 

the right to withdraw without repercussions. 

RESULTS 

Legal Stage: Court Interpretation Deficiencies 

Twenty-two participants reported inconsistent or absent interpretation during court proceedings. For example, a Bhojpuri-speaking 

inmate in Bihar recalled pleading guilty without fully comprehending the charges or potential sentencing alternatives, an outcome 

he attributed to reliance on an untrained fellow inmate serving as ad hoc interpreter. Such scenarios contravene principles of fair 

trial and risk miscarriages of justice. 

Administrative Stage: Monolingual Documentation 

All participants encountered monolingual rulebooks and medical consent forms in either the state’s official language or English. 

Gondi-speaking inmates in Maharashtra described receiving healthcare paperwork solely in Marathi, leading to delayed treatments 

when they could not comprehend risks or procedures. In Tamil Nadu, Khasi-speaking prisoners reported confusion over disciplinary 

notices, resulting in unintentional infractions and additional penalties. 

Daily Incarceration: Informal Translation Networks 

In response to institutional gaps, inmates established peer translation circles. While these networks provided essential linguistic 

support—translating announcements, mediating disputes, and decoding forms—they also created power imbalances. Several 
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participants reported having to compensate translators with commissary items or favors, underscoring a form of intra-prison 

economy that exploited linguistic capital. 

Rehabilitation Programs: Exclusionary Language Practices 

Analysis of participation records revealed that literacy and vocational program attendance among linguistic minorities was 40% 

lower than the prison average. In Haryana, Punjabi-speaking inmates refrained from joining carpentry workshops conducted in 

Hindi, citing inability to understand technical instructions. Similarly, in West Bengal, Santali-speakers abandoned literacy classes 

midway when materials were exclusively in Bengali script. 

Institutional Innovations: Multilingual Orientation and Interpreter Partnerships 

Two prisons stood out for their proactive measures. The Kerala facility, in collaboration with a local NGO, developed orientation 

packets in Malayalam, Tamil, and English, ensuring multilingual comprehension of basic rules, rights, and program offerings. The 

Himachal Pradesh prison piloted “Language Link,” a volunteer-driven interpreter service for court appearances, reducing 

miscommunication-related adjournments by 60% over six months. 

CONCLUSION 

This study reveals that linguistic minority inmates in Indian prisons face systemic barriers across legal, administrative, and 

rehabilitative domains. Inadequate interpreter services and monolingual documentation compromise fair trial rights, foster 

institutional misunderstandings, and impede access to programs essential for rehabilitation. While inmate-led translation networks 

offer short-term relief, they engender power imbalances and cannot substitute for structured, equitable language services. 

However, pilot initiatives in Kerala and Himachal Pradesh illustrate that targeted interventions—multilingual orientation materials, 

NGO-facilitated interpreter partnerships, and staff language-awareness training—can significantly enhance comprehension, reduce 

procedural errors, and boost program participation. Scaling these innovations nationally requires integrated policy reforms: 

mandating professional interpreter services at all judicial and prison stages; translating core documents into prevalent minority 

languages; incorporating basic language training and cultural competence modules into staff development; and partnering with civil 

society organizations for volunteer interpreter programs. 

By embedding linguistic inclusion as a pillar of prison administration, India can align its correctional practices with international 

human rights standards, uphold the dignity of all inmates, and strengthen rehabilitation outcomes. Ultimately, a justice system that 

ensures every individual understands—and is understood—advances transparency, reduces recidivism, and fosters social 

reintegration, benefiting prisoners, their families, and broader society. 

SOCIAL RELEVANCE 

Language functions as both a facilitator of rights and a marker of exclusion. In the context of incarceration, linguistic marginalization 

not only infringes upon individual dignity but also undermines the legitimacy and efficacy of the criminal justice system. When 

inmates cannot comprehend legal proceedings or prison rules, they face heightened vulnerability to rights violations, mental distress, 

and recidivism. 
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Addressing language barriers is therefore integral to broader goals of social justice, public safety, and democratic accountability. 

Equitable access to interpretation and translation services strengthens procedural fairness, bolsters public trust in institutions, and 

reduces downstream costs associated with retrials, petitions, and appeals. Moreover, inclusive rehabilitative programs that 

accommodate linguistic diversity contribute to successful reintegration, lowering reoffending rates and facilitating constructive 

community participation. 

In a linguistically plural nation like India, recognizing and operationalizing inmates’ language rights is not a peripheral concern—

it is a central dimension of humane, effective penal policy. By implementing comprehensive linguistic inclusion strategies, 

policymakers can foster an environment where the transformative potential of rehabilitation is realized, ultimately benefiting 

individuals, communities, and the fabric of Indian democracy. 
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