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ABSTRACT

Between 1950 and 2000, All India Radio (AIR) emerged as a powerful instrument for cultural consolidation and linguistic
preservation in Northeast India—a region characterized by exceptional dialectal diversity and a complex colonial and
postcolonial history. While much scholarship highlights AIR’s role in nation-building and mass communication, less
attention has been paid to its specific interventions aimed at underwriting indigenous dialects during a period of rapid socio-
economic transformations, infrastructural expansion, and media proliferation. This enhanced study employs a convergent
mixed-methods design combining an in-depth archival analysis of five decades’ worth of AIR programming schedules and
listener correspondence with a structured survey of 200 community members sampled across Assam, Nagaland, Manipur,
Meghalaya, Arunachal Pradesh, Tripura, and Mizoram. By triangulating quantitative measures—such as percentage
airtime devoted to local-language bulletins, drama, and music—with qualitative listener narratives and self-reported
language-use patterns, we elucidate how dialect-based broadcasts influenced both language maintenance and
intergenerational transmission. Key findings reveal that: (1) dialect programming grew from a modest 5% of total airtime
in the 1950s to a peak of 18% in the 1980s, (2) daily engagement with AIR dialect content correlates strongly (r = .58, p <
.001) with higher self-rated dialect proficiency, and (3) listener testimonies emphasize AIR’s role in fostering positive
language attitudes, motivating community-based language teaching initiatives, and reinforcing cultural cohesion. This
expanded abstract situates the study within broader debates on media and minority-language vitality, underscores
methodological rigor—highlighting instrument validation (Cronbach’s a = .82) and ethical protocols—and previews
implications for contemporary community-radio and digital-streaming platforms aiming to arrest language shift and

support endangered dialects.
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INTRODUCTION

Northeast India comprises eight states—Assam, Arunachal Pradesh, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, Tripura, and
Sikkim—where over 200 languages and dialects flourish, reflecting Millennia of migratory, trade, and colonial encounters. Post-
1947, as the Republic of India sought to forge a unified national identity, policymakers confronted the challenge of integrating
peripheral regions marked by ethno-linguistic plurality. All India Radio (AIR), instituted in 1936 and nationalized after

Independence, was tasked with informing, educating, and entertaining a linguistically fragmented audience. AIR’s mission
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statements from the 1950s onward explicitly mandated regional programming tailored to local languages, yet the practical realization

of this goal in remote, infrastructurally challenged Northeast India remained uneven.
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Triangulating

Structured survey of quantitative
Archival analysis of community measures with
AIR programming members narratives
i e e R Pimmmmmmmmmm—m - = - P --=--

Programming Listener Language Use

Dialect Loss

Schedules Correspondence Patterns

R R e e EE Prmm e — Pimm e — e ——— e b ----
Socio-economic Fostering positive
transformations are language attitudes
rapid

Figure-1.AIR Underwriting Indigenous Dialects

Academic discourse has primarily portrayed AIR as an instrument of central authority—propagating official narratives in Hindi and
English—while underplaying its dialect-oriented initiatives in borderlands. Yet archival glimpses—ranging from handwritten
listener-feedback forms preserved at Guwahati station to occasional field dispatches by pioneering announcers—suggest that local-
language bulletins, folklore segments, and radio dramas occupied an increasingly prominent place in AIR’s regional schedules.
Such broadcasts did more than entertain; they served as symbolic affirmations of cultural worth for tribal and non-tribal communities

whose dialects were often marginalized in formal education and print media.

Simultaneously, the region witnessed seismic shifts: the 1960s construction of Shillong-Guwahati highways; insurgencies in
Nagaland, Manipur, and Assam; and the spread of television from the late 1970s onward. These forces accelerated language contact,
migration, and generational language shift—phenomena extensively documented by sociolinguists (e.g., Das, 1988; Devi, 1994)—
yet few studies have systematically examined how radio programming may have counteracted dialect attrition. This investigation
addresses that lacuna by posing three interrelated questions: (1) How did AIR’s dialect-based programming evolve in terms of
airtime and content focus between 1950 and 2000? (2) To what extent did listener engagement with such programming correlate
with self-reported dialect proficiency and use? (3) What qualitative meanings did community members attribute to AIR’s dialect

broadcasts in relation to cultural identity and intergenerational language transmission?

To answer these, the study employs a mixed-methods framework: an exhaustive archival audit of AIR annual reports and program
logs, coupled with a structured survey administered to 200 individuals representing major tribal populations across all seven focal
states. By integrating quantitative airtime analyses and statistical correlations with thematic coding of listener narratives, the research
illuminates both macro-level programming trends and micro-level community experiences. The introduction concludes by outlining

the structure of the manuscript: a comprehensive literature review situating the study within media-and-language scholarship; a
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delineation of objectives; a description of the survey sample; a detailed methodology section; presentation of results; and, finally,
an expansive discussion and conclusion articulating both theoretical contributions and practical implications for contemporary

community and digital radio platforms aiming to sustain endangered dialects.

AIR's Impact on Northeast India Dialects
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Figure-2.AIR’s Impact on Northeast India Dialects

LITERATURE REVIEW

Broadcast media’s influence on minority-language maintenance has garnered growing attention in sociolinguistics and media
studies. Early foundational work by Chakravarty (1982) and Thakur (1986) provides institutional histories of AIR’s regional
expansion, noting policy shifts that gradually increased airtime for vernacular content. Chakravarty’s archival essay underscores
that, by the late 1960s, AIR’s Northeast stations began regular 15-30-minute bulletins in Manipuri, Mizo, Khasi, and Garo—
reflecting both listener demand and official decentralization policies. Thakur (1986) complements this with analyses of budgetary
allocations, revealing that, despite national priorities, regional stations allocated up to 20% of their programming resources to local

languages by the mid-1970s.

Subsequent empirical studies offer case-based insights: Devi (1994) examines the impact of air-transmitted Meitei radio dramas on
language use among the Manipuri diaspora in Dover, UK, finding that weekly broadcasts prompted community-organizing efforts
to teach children Meitei script and oral narratives. Hynniewta (1990) assesses Khasi folk-song segments, documenting how
participatory recordings—where village elders contributed lyrics—revitalized interest in oral traditions threatened by print-centric
education. Goswami (1996) and Ghosh (1998) extend these findings, showing that localized content production—where

broadcasters collaborated directly with tribal storytellers—enhanced authenticity and listener loyalty.
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Comparative perspectives strengthen the argument that radio can buttress endangered languages when community agency is
foregrounded. Berger’s (1995) study of francophone broadcasts in Senegal and Moyo’s (2001) analysis of Shona-language
community radio in Zimbabwe both illustrate that dialect programming fosters linguistic pride and intergenerational transmission,
particularly where broadcast infrastructures are robust. However, research on AIR often highlights structural constraints: Sen (1975)
documents signal reach issues in mountainous terrain, while Patel (1989) and Khan (1984) critique airtime fragmentation—where

over 50 dialects compete for limited slots—Ileading to uneven content quality.

Most studies, however, remain localized or anecdotal; systematic, region-wide listener-based research is scarce. Rajagopal (1999)
and Arun (1998) call for mixed-methods approaches to link broadcast data with listener outcomes, but few attempts exist. Thus, the
present study fills a critical gap by combining decade-by-decade archival insights with a multi-state listener survey, enabling robust
generalizations. Furthermore, while earlier work emphasizes elite engagements—e.g., director-level policy narratives and urban
middle-class listeners—this research broadens the lens to include rural and tribal respondents, employing purposive sampling to

ensure diversity across age cohorts, gender, and education levels.

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

1. Document the Scope and Evolution of Dialect Programming: Analyze annual reports, program logs, and listener
correspondence from AIR’s regional stations to quantify the proportion of total airtime devoted to indigenous-language
bulletins, dramas, music, and cultural features across each decade from 1950 to 2000. This objective establishes a macro-
level baseline for understanding policy implementation versus practice.

2. Assess Listener Engagement Patterns: Through a structured survey of 200 individuals, measure listening frequency
(daily, weekly, occasional) and preferred program types (news, drama, music, cultural segments) to identify which formats
most effectively reach diverse demographic groups and to evaluate geographic variations in engagement.

3. Analyze the Relationship Between Broadcast Exposure and Dialect Proficiency: Employ statistical analyses (Pearson
correlation, regression models) to test hypotheses linking listening frequency with self-reported dialect proficiency and use
in home, community, educational, and cultural contexts. This objective addresses whether media exposure yields
measurable language outcomes.

4. Explore Attitudinal and Cultural Impacts: Thematically code open-ended survey responses and archival listener-
feedback letters to examine how AIR dialect programming influences attitudes toward one’s mother tongue, motivates
language-teaching initiatives, and reinforces perceptions of cultural identity and social cohesion.

5. Derive Recommendations for Contemporary Media Initiatives: Based on historical lessons from AIR’s programming
successes and limitations, formulate evidence-based guidelines for community radio and digital streaming platforms
seeking to sustain endangered dialects—addressing technical infrastructure, content co-creation, audience participation,

and policy advocacy.

By meeting these objectives, the study contributes both to theoretical debates on media and minority-language vitality and to

practical strategies for contemporary language-preservation efforts.

SURVEY
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A purposive, quota-based sampling strategy ensured representation of major tribal and non-tribal communities across seven

Northeast states. Respondents (n = 200) were stratified by:

e State: Assam (n=40), Nagaland (n=30), Manipur (n=30), Meghalaya (n=30), Arunachal Pradesh (n=30), Tripura (n=20),
Mizoram (n=20).

o Age Cohorts: 18-30, 3145, 46-65—capturing generational perspectives.

e  Gender: 52% male, 48% female.

e Education Levels: No formal education (15%), primary (25%), secondary (35%), tertiary (25%).

Data collection occurred January—March 2025. In rural areas, trained field researchers fluent in local dialects conducted face-to-
face interviews using paper questionnaires. In urban centers, respondents could opt for an online survey available in English,

Assamese, and Khasi. Key survey components included:

e Listening Frequency: Daily, weekly, occasional (monthly or less), never.

e Program Preferences: Sclection among dialect-based news bulletins, radio dramas, folk-music programs, cultural
features, and listener-participation shows.

e Dialect Proficiency: Self-rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = very poor; 5 = excellent).

e Contexts of Use: Frequency of dialect use in home, community events, educational settings, and informal social
interactions.

e Attitudinal Measures: Agreement with statements such as “AIR broadcasts have strengthened my pride in my native

dialect” and “I feel motivated to teach my dialect to younger generations.”

Open-ended items invited respondents to share narratives about specific AIR programs that influenced their language practices and

cultural identity. This rich dataset enables both quantitative correlation analyses and qualitative thematic exploration.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Design

A convergent mixed-methods design integrated quantitative archival and survey data with qualitative thematic insights, allowing

triangulation of findings to enhance validity.

Archival Analysis

e Sources: AIR annual reports (1960—2000), program logs from Guwahati, Imphal, Shillong, Kohima, Agartala, and Itanagar
stations; archived listener-feedback letters maintained at regional offices.
e Procedure: Systematic coding of airtime allocations by program type and language; extraction of year-wise trends;

digitization of listener letters for thematic analysis.

Survey Instrument
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e Development: Initial draft questionnaire underwent pilot testing with 20 community members; revisions improved clarity,
cultural appropriateness, and reduced ambiguity.
o Reliability & Validity: Attitudinal scales achieved Cronbach’s o= .82. Content validity was ensured via expert review by

two sociolinguists specializing in Northeast Indian languages.

Data Collection

e Fieldwork: July—September 2024 for archival visits; January—March 2025 for surveys. Ethical clearance obtained from
the KIET Institutional Review Board; informed consent was secured; confidentiality meticulously maintained through

anonymization.

Data Analysis

e Quantitative: SPSS v.25 employed to compute descriptive statistics, Pearson correlations linking listening frequency and
proficiency, and multiple regression models controlling for age, education, and state.
e  Qualitative: NVivo v.12 used to code and thematically analyze open-ended responses and archival letters, identifying core

themes of identity affirmation, intergenerational transmission, and community mobilization.

Limitations

e Selection Bias: Purposive sampling may limit generalizability; however, quota controls mitigate extreme sample skew.
o Self-Report Measures: Potential for social-desirability bias; triangulation with archival data reduces but does not eliminate

this risk.

This robust methodology ensures that findings are both empirically grounded and contextually rich, laying the foundation for reliable

conclusions and actionable recommendations.

RESULTS

Airtime Trends

Analysis of AIR annual reports reveals a clear upward trajectory in dialect programming;:

o 1950s: ~5% of total airtime devoted to local-language content, primarily news bulletins (10—15 minutes daily).

e 1960s: Increase to ~8%, as stations introduced weekly folk-music segments and short dramas.

e 1970s: Further rise to ~12% with dedicated daily slots for dialect news and community announcements.

e 1980s: Peak at ~18%, driven by expanded drama productions, listener-participation shows, and cultural documentaries.

e 1990s: Slight decline to ~15% amid competition from television and FM stations, though program diversity remained high.

Listening Patterns
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e Daily Listeners (38%): Predominantly older (46—65) and from rural areas; valued news bulletins and drama.
e  Weekly Listeners (42%): Mixed age groups; attracted by folk-music and cultural features.
e  Occasional (15%) & Never (5%): Younger cohorts (18-30), urban, and higher education levels more likely to disengage,

favoring television or online media.

Correlation with Proficiency

A robust positive correlation emerged between listening frequency and self-rated dialect proficiency (r = .58, p <.001). Regression

analyses controlling for age and education confirm that daily listening predicts higher proficiency scores (B = .45, p <.001).

Contextual Use

e Home Use (88%): Dialects remained primary medium for intra-family communication.

e Community Events (60%): Festivals, rituals, and village meetings often conducted in dialects, with AIR-inspired content
such as thematic songs.

o Educational Settings (30%): Limited incorporation in formal schooling, though several listeners reported after-school

community classes spurred by AIR programming.

Thematic Insights

Qualitative coding uncovered three dominant themes:

1. Cultural Pride: Listeners frequently described how AIR broadcasts “gave voice” to their traditions, reinforcing communal
selfesteem.

2. Intergenerational Transmission: Several respondents recounted organizing “radio-listening circles” with grandparents
to teach children local folktales.

3. Mobilization and Advocacy: In areas with insurgent activity, AIR dialect bulletins served as neutral platforms for public

information, fostering solidarity beyond political divisions.

Overall, the results substantiate AIR’s significant, multifaceted role in dialect preservation, mediated by both quantitative airtime

allocations and deep listener engagement.

CONCLUSION

This comprehensive investigation affirms that All India Radio played a decisive role in sustaining indigenous dialects across
Northeast India from 1950 to 2000. Through a gradual but steady increase in dialect-based programming—from a modest 5% of
airtime in the 1950s to a pinnacle of 18% in the 1980s—AIR created enduring platforms for news, drama, music, and cultural
dialogue in over a dozen local languages. Empirical survey data underscore that daily engagement with these broadcasts is strongly
associated with higher self-rated dialect proficiency and active use in familial and communal domains, corroborated by a significant

Pearson correlation (r = .58, p <.001).
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Qualitative narratives deepen our understanding: AIR’s dialect content not only preserved linguistic forms but also galvanized
community initiatives—such as intergenerational storytelling circles and local dramatization groups—that fortified cultural
cohesion amidst socio-political upheavals. However, challenges—signal disruptions, airtime competition, and the advent of

television—precipitated a slight decline in the 1990s, foreshadowing contemporary threats from digital media fragmentation.

Implications for Modern Media Initiatives

Historical lessons from AIR suggest that successful language preservation hinges on: (1) sustained, quality programming co-created
with community stakeholders; (2) accessible transmission infrastructure tailored to remote geographies; (3) integrative strategies
combining broadcast with on-ground language-teaching programs; and (4) adaptive platforms that bridge traditional radio with

digital streaming to engage younger cohorts.
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