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Abstract 

The Tharu are a minority ethnolinguistic group living in contact with speakers of widely used majority 
languages, i.e., Nepali and Hindi. They are currently faced with choices in language behavior that will 
determine whether or not the Tharu language will be maintained. Given that the future of the language 
depends on its actual use, this study is undertaken to assess language use patterns among the Tharu. 
Data for this study were collected primarily through orally administered questionnaires from 211 
respondents, as well as informal interviews and observation. Quantitative questionnaire data regarding 
language use are analyzed through variable rule analysis according to five variables: age, gender, 
education, location of residence, and language domain. Analysis of use patterns demonstrates strong 
Tharu language maintenance and language vitality. This conclusion is further supported by other 
positive influences, such as number of speakers and government support. 
 

(This survey report written some time ago deserves to be made available even at this late date. Conditions were 
such that it was not published when originally written as a master's thesis. The reader is cautioned that more 
recent research may be available. Historical data are quite valuable as a basis for longitudinal analysis, and 
help us understand both the trajectory and pace of change as compared with more recent studies. —Editor) 
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1 Introduction 

Change in a linguistic community is inevitable when ethnolinguistic groups are in prolonged contact. For 
a dominant/majority ethnolinguistic group, the changes will probably be minor, such as the borrowing 
of a few words (e.g., native words such as chipmunk, moose, pecan, kayak, and igloo that have been 
absorbed into standard American English). For a minority ethnolinguistic group in contact with a 
majority group, however, there is danger of drastic change, or even the disappearance of the language. 
Paulston posits that language shift is the norm for the minority group in these cases. She states that 
language maintenance and group bilingualism are unusual, that 

given access and incentive, the norm for groups in prolonged contact within a modern nation-state 
is for the subordinate group to shift to the language of the dominant group, either over several 
hundred years as with Gaelic in Great Britain or over the span of three generations as has been the 
case of the European immigrants to Australia and the United States in a very rapid shift.  
(1994:12–13) 

What of the countless cases of language groups in contact in an area such as South Asia, however, 
where multilingualism is the norm? It is true that there are cases of language shift and loss, but it is also 
true that many minority groups throughout South Asia maintain their mother tongue (e.g., Saurashtra in 
Tamil Nadu, Bengali in Benares, and Urdu in Mysore).1 So while some change in the language situation 
seems inevitable, it does not have to mean language death and a total shift to the dominant language. 
What makes the difference? What social factors point to an ethnic group maintaining their language? 
What social factors indicate shift? Does shift in some domains for some people indicate that total 
language shift, and therefore language loss, is inevitable? 

According to Fase, Jaspaert, and Kroon (1992), changes in language choice in interethnic 
communication do not lead inevitably to language loss; loss only occurs when intra-ethnic 
communication in the mother tongue disappears. They stress the importance of studying changes in 
language choices in intragroup situations in order to understand the processes of language maintenance 
and language shift (Fase et al. 1992:7; see also Quakenbush 1989). 

1.1 Purpose of study 

The purpose of this study is to determine the vitality, or degree of maintenance, of the Tharu language of 
Nepal and India.2 This will be done by analyzing language use patterns and identifying other factors that 
may account for the maintenance of the Tharu language. In this study I examine common domains of 
language use, including several which can be considered intragroup, or in-group, domains (e.g., parents, 
children, and village leaders). 

While speakers of Tharu historically enjoyed geographical isolation, they now live in increasing 
contact with speakers of other languages. Some of these languages are similar in status to Tharu, since 
they are also disfavored minority languages that seem to pose no threat to Tharu. However, some 
languages that Tharu speakers come into contact with enjoy high prestige as well as economic and 
political power at a national level, (i.e., Nepali and Hindi). It is these powerful languages that may 
threaten the existence of Tharu.3 

                                                   
1 Paulston allows for India to behave differently due to its “former caste system and ascribed status” (1994: 12–13); 
however, she does not further investigate the South Asian situation. 
2 In this report the term Tharu will be used to refer to both the people and their language. 
3 Other larger languages such as Maithili and Bhojpuri could also be seen as threats, but much less so than Nepali 
and Hindi. 
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1.2 Overview 

During the early months of 1996, I conducted a sociolinguistic survey of the Tharu people, visiting 
several Tharu villages throughout a broad geographical area from east to west in the Tarai4 region of 
southern Nepal. Although I knew that Tharu speakers faced a great deal of external pressure to switch to 
the official language, Nepali, I still hoped to find a high degree of language maintenance among them. 
This hope was based on experiences in researching other minority languages in South Asia facing similar 
pressures yet still showing signs of healthy language use and cultural vitality. If the case was one of 
language maintenance, I expected to find strong patterns of Tharu language use in the important in-
group domains of home, family, and village. Since higher levels of education tend to lead to greater 
fluency and frequency of Nepali language usage (Webster 1995), and since education is becoming more 
and more accessible, I was unsure of what to expect regarding language use choices and attitudes among 
the younger, educated Tharu. If the younger people are choosing to speak Nepali and/or Hindi in the 
important home domains, the future of the language can be said to be in danger. 

In this study, data were collected through orally administered questionnaires, observation, and 
informal conversational interviews. I also drew upon previous related research, both among the Tharu 
and other minority language groups in South Asia. I organized the information by using an implicational 
scale and then analyzed it with various statistical methods (see §3 on methodology). Through the 
presentation of these data, I demonstrate that the Tharu have a strong degree of language vitality. I also 
identify and discuss social factors that point to language maintenance. 

1.3 Hypothesis 

Previous research of the Tharu led me to believe that their language was, at least to some extent, in use 
and active. I therefore collected data regarding language usage patterns in various domains of 
communication in order to ascertain whether the language is being maintained. Fase et al. (1992:7) 
suggest that the crucial domains for studies in language maintenance are those related to communication 
within the group. The orally administered questionnaire I used contained questions pertaining to 
language use in different domains of communication, especially in the areas of intimacy, family and 
ethnic group. 

To support any findings on language use patterns, I also sought to identify other social factors or 
variables that might indicate language maintenance or lack thereof. I believe that by identifying and 
analyzing language use choices I can gain insight into the vitality of the Tharu language. I can also 
identify other variables with a potential for influencing the language toward either maintenance or shift 
to the majority language(s). 

1.4 Research questions 

Three questions gave direction to this research. 
1. What are the patterns of language use in the Tharu communities? 
2. What social factors does analysis of the data show to be significant for the choice of 

language in certain domains? 
3. Are there other indications in the Tharu communities that point to language maintenance 

(or language shift)? 
The first question is based on the assumption that trends toward either language maintenance or 

language shift are reflected in the choices people make regarding language use. The second question 
                                                   
4 Tarai is spelled several different ways in the literature, including Terai, Terrai, and Tarai, with capitalization being 
inconsistent. In this report I will use Tarai except where it differs in quotations. 
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assumes that there may be certain factors, such as age, gender, education, location, and so on, which 
significantly influence these language choices. Finally, the third question assumes that if there is 
evidence for either language maintenance or language shift based on language use patterns, there should 
be other indicators in the community to support such findings. 

2 Research setting and background 

Understanding various kinds of background information is helpful, even necessary, when investigating 
issues of language maintenance or language vitality. I therefore present the following information 
regarding the context in which the Tharu language community lives—including the larger context of 
Nepal and India, the more focused aspects of the Tharu community at large, and specifics on each village 
that served as a reference point. 

2.1 The Nepal context 

According to the 1991 Census, the population of Nepal was 18,491,097 (Central Bureau of Statistics 
1995). There are approximately seventy mutually unintelligible languages spoken in the country from 
four language families: Tibeto-Burman, Indo-Aryan, Dravidian, and Munda (Malla 1989:449). This 
census collected/included information on thirty two different languages. (This can be compared to the 
number of languages included in previous censuses: 1952/54: more than fifty four languages; 1961: 
thirty five languages; 1971: seventeen languages; 1981: eighteen languages (Kansakar 1989:42).)5 The 
Tharu language, comprising 5.37 percent of the population, is surpassed only by Nepali (50.31 percent), 
Maithili (11.85 percent), and Bhojpuri (7.46 percent) (Varenkamp 1996:14). The same census included 
sixty different caste/ethnic groups, with the top five being: Chhetri and Hill Brahmin (28.97 percent), 
Magar (7.24 percent), Tharu (6.46 percent), Newar (5.63 percent), and Tamang (5.5 percent) 
(Varenkamp 1996:13). Comparing the returns for Tharu as an ethnic group (6.46 percent) with the 
returns for Tharu as a mother tongue (5.27 percent), we see that more people claim to be ethnically 
Tharu than linguistically Tharu.6 

One possible explanation for why there are different returns for Tharu as an ethnic group vs. Tharu 
as a mother tongue is language. If the discrepancy in the number of ethnic vs. linguistic Tharus (i.e., 
people who claim to be ethnically Tharu vs. those who claim to speak Tharu as their mother tongue) is 
indeed an accurate representation of reality, this could indicate the presence of language shift among 
some portion of the Tharu population who no longer speak Tharu as their mother tongue. 

There are reasons to believe, however, that the discrepancies noted in the census returns do not 
reflect language shift. These reasons are related mainly to the difficulties associated with identifying and 
classifying languages in South Asia.7 Fasold explains that: 

when the census-taker comes around to ask an Indian citizen what his mother tongue is and what 
other languages he speaks, it is not so easy to answer. For some people it may be the first time 
they have even had to think about what language they speak. The answer is likely to be based 
more on the desire to be associated with a prestige language, to appear patriotic, or to claim 
allegiance to a local ethnic group. (1984:23) 

                                                   
5 The different numbers of languages reported in the different census years is probably due both to the lack of 
standardized census procedures and the fluctuating political opinion on which speech communities were considered 
legitimate languages. 
6 There was not a one-to-one correspondence between the other languages and ethnic groups listed either. 
7 See Fasold (1984:20–23) and Mahapatra (1990) for more detailed discussions of such problems in the census of 
India. 
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So then some people might give the national or regional language as their mother tongue, perhaps 
thinking that their own language is no language at all. Other people might not know the name of their 
own language and give instead the name of their caste, locality, or some other local label. This was 
found to be the case with Shingrahi village Tharus in this research. Many of them said their mother 
tongue was Maithili, others said Tharu, yet all the people in the village spoke the “same” language. 
People also gave Maithili as a second language, when asked what other languages they could speak.8 

As mentioned earlier, the number of languages reported in different census years is not consistent. 
This shows that there has not been agreement over the years on how to cut up Nepal’s “ethnolinguistic 
pie.” It is certainly possible that some small ethnic groups have been categorized as Tharu when if fact 
they are not. 

In addition, the Central Bureau of Statistics’ own evaluation is that the census in Nepal “is not up to 
the standard expected and [is a] low quality operation (with) too small number of enumerators to cope 
with the increasing population and the difficulties of the mountainous topography which comprise about 
83 percent of (Nepal’s) land mass” (CBS 1987:335–336, in Malla 1989:449). 

In view of these factors, it seems reasonable not to rely heavily upon the numbers presented in the 
census, nor to conclude that there are clear signs of language shift based upon those numbers. More 
research is needed to ascertain the true relationship between the census returns and the reality of the 
Tharu situation. 

The Tarai is the most densely populated area in Nepal and, as such, is a venue of much language 
contact. Many people have moved in from the hills. It has in fact “become an immigration center for 
mountain farmers who are lacking land” (Mazaudon 1973:19). Many of these newcomers speak their 
own minority language, and Nepali is often used as a lingua franca between groups. 

Literacy has made great advances in the country in the last fifty years, but is still relatively low. In 
1942 the national literacy rate was only 7 percent, but in 1981 it reached 23.36 percent. The percentage 
of literates is slightly lower in the Tarai than in the hills, with the rate in the Tarai at 32.11 percent for 
males and 11.93 percent for females—compared with the hill region, which has rates for males and 
females at 33.96 percent and 12.9 percent, respectively (Kansakar 1989:46). This lower literacy rate in 
the Tarai versus in the hills corroborates the findings of a World Bank study indicating that both primary 
and secondary school enrollment are lower in the Tarai than in the hills, both among the poor and non-
poor, urban and rural (1991). The World Bank study shows that cost, availability of nearby schools, caste 
and ethnic group membership, an excessively complex curriculum, difficult entrance expectations, and 
language of instruction are among the many factors that especially discourage poor students from 
enrolling (1991). The study also cites “a perception among the poor that education is unlikely to make 
any material difference to their economic standing. This is based in part on accurate perceptions of 
limited income-earning opportunities, and of the rigid caste structure, which limits mobility” (World 
Bank 1991:80). 

2.1.1. Language policy in Nepal 

Before 1990 Nepal’s state policy was, in essence, “one nation one language”. As Malla puts it: 

His Majesty’s Government has the declared policy that over the years Nepali should become the 
medium of instruction at all levels of education. Apart from this the government policy towards 
language is that Nepali and only Nepali should be used in administration, courts of justice, 
information and the media…. His Majesty’s Government is determined, not only to promote Nepali 
as an instrument of national integration, but also to discourage all culturally divisive tendencies. 
(1989:460) 

                                                   
8 The assumption in this research is that the mother tongue of the Tharu of Shingrahi is actually a dialect of Tharu. 
Proving this assertion, however, would take an in-depth linguistic analysis of that speech variety, which is beyond 
the scope of this research. 
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One effect of this policy was that after April 15, 1965, Radio Nepal’s news broadcasts in Hindi and 
Newari were discontinued (Malla 1989:460). Prior to that time, Radio Nepal broadcasted news in Hindi, 
Newari, Nepali and English. In addition, “the 1962 Education Act declared the Nepali language as the 
only acceptable medium of instruction in all schools” (Gaige 1975:124, in Webster 1995:1). 

The advent of Nepal’s democratic revolution in early 1990, however, ushered in a new era for 
minority language groups. “The new constitution now guarantees to each minority-language group the 
right to education in their own mother tongue” (Government of Nepal 1990, in Webster 1995:1). The 
general increase in mother tongues claimed in the 1991 census probably reflects the 1990 changes in 
government policy regarding mother tongue languages. 

The 1990 Constitution of Nepal states: “(1) The Nepali language in the Devnagari [sic] script is the 
language of the nation of Nepal. The Nepali language shall be the official language. (2) All the languages 
spoken as the mother tongue in the various parts of Nepal are the national languages of Nepal” (1990:4). 
The Constitution further gives as a fundamental right the following: 

Cultural and Educational Right: (1) Each community residing within the Kingdom of Nepal shall 
have the right to preserve and promote its language, script and culture. (2) Each community shall 
have the right to operate schools up to the primary level in its own mother tongue for imparting 
education to its children. (1990:14) 

2.1.2 The status of Nepali 

Despite the newfound freedom and opportunity for minority language development, Nepali remains in a 
strong position as the official language of Nepal. It has been the language of the court and of 
administration for over two hundred years and possesses a “full grown literature” (Kansakar 1989:42). 
Its previous status as the national language of Nepal was conferred “presumably, on the basis of three 
major considerations: 1) it is a language spoken by the majority (58.36 percent in 1981); 2) it is a 
language understood by the majority; and 3) it is a language used by the majority. The value which 
motivates the State in the uncontested promotion of Nepali is national unity” (Malla 1989:461). Nepali is 
the language most widely used as a lingua franca in this country of more than seventy mutually 
unintelligible mother tongue languages. Very importantly, it is the language of education; and while the 
government allows for mother tongue education, it does not provide it. Finally, while speaking Nepali 
does not guarantee jobs for minority language speakers, the inability to speak it could very well reduce 
the chances of obtaining such jobs. 

2.2 Tharu scene 

From at least the mid-1800s onward, the Tharu ethnic group has been the subject of many scholarly 
works on topics such as social structure, economy, women, religion, religious rituals, customs, folklore, 
dwellings, and demographics. In comparison, very little has been written about the Tharu language, its 
dialects, or sociolinguistic factors related to it. 

2.2.1 History 

The Tharu are an aboriginal people, and were the original inhabitants of the Indo-Nepal Tarai region. 
There is considerable debate as to their origins. Many, including Grierson, believe the Tharu to be of 
Dravidian stock whose appearance has become more Mongoloid as a result of union with different hill 
races (Grierson 1916a). Srivastava’s conclusion, however, is that the Tharu “are the northernmost 
extension of the ‘Middle Indian aboriginal races,’ since their basic cultural patterns are the same as those 
farther south. They are predominantly Mongoloid in their physical makeup, yet distinct from other 
groups in Nepal in that they have assimilated non-Mongoloid physical features as well” (in Webster 
2017:4). 
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Many Tharu believe they came from Rajputana in India, having fled at the time of the Islamic 
invasions. Some maintain they are descended from Rajput women who settled in the forests and 
intermarried with their servants after the exodus from Rajastan (Webster 2017:4; Bista 1972:119). 

The conflicting views on the origins of the Tharu are also found in various attempts at tracing the 
etymology of the name to various sources. Srivastava (1958:13–15) lists several of these, for example, 
“tahre which means ‘they halted’ after their alleged flight into the Tarai forests; ... tarhuwa which means 
‘became wet’, alluding to the swampy nature of the region; ... and thatharana, signifying ‘trembling’ or 
‘quaking’ during their flight… to the Tarai after a fierce battle between the Rajputs and the Muslims.” 
Nesfield (1885, in Bista 1972:119), however, states: 

It is safer to consider the name derived from the dialect of the tribe itself rather than search for it 
in Hindu etymology, because an aboriginal name underived from any Sanskrit or neo-Sanskrit 
source is the fit appellative of an aboriginal, casteless and un-Brahmanised tribe whose customs 
have been only slightly modified by contact with those of Aryan invader. 

He suggests the word thar, which means “a man of the forest” in the “colloquial [Tharu] dialect of 
the lowest classes” (Nesfield 1885:115, in Srivastava 1958:14). 

2.2.2 Geography 

Tharus live throughout the sub-Himalayan Tarai, a thin strip of tropical flatlands that forms a 
geographical boundary between the vast North Indian plains and the foothills of the Himalayas. The 
Tharu inhabit the land on both sides of the India-Nepal border, and can be found from as far west as 
Nainital District in Uttar Pradesh (UP), India, to just beyond the eastern border of Nepal. In Nepal, Tharu 
can be found in varying degrees of concentration in every district in the Tarai and in several districts 
outside the Tarai in small numbers (see table 1 for detailed population figures). In India, Tharu can be 
found in Lakhimpur-Kheri, Gonda, Bahraich, and Nainital districts of the state of Uttar Pradesh, and in 
Champaran district of the state of Bihar (Singhal and Mrinal 1991). 

The Tarai region is fertile, flat, and marshy, with an altitude barely more than 250 feet above sea 
level at any point. It is very hot and wet during the summer, with temperatures as high as 120° F. In the 
western Tarai, the summer also brings the famous loo of India—a hot desert wind. By contrast, the 
winter is mild and pleasant. The fertile alluvium land supports many crops, including rice, sugar cane, 
wheat, and pulses (legumes) (Bista 1972:109).9 

Until relatively recently, the region was heavily forested and malaria-infested. The Tharu are 
malaria-immune and thus were able to survive and thrive in the “deadly” climate. They had the area 
almost completely to themselves, as fear of wild jungle animals and the inability to cope with the 
malaria kept other groups at bay. In the late 1950s, however, the World Health Organization sponsored a 
huge malaria eradication program. Since then, there has been a great influx of people from both the hills 
and plains. This in-migration of other groups was encouraged by government resettlement and land 
distribution policies. With the flood of people came the building of highways, the spread of agriculture, 
and the establishment of the timber industry. Suddenly the Tharu found themselves in fierce competition 
for their fertile land (Webster 2017:3). Today the Tarai is the most densely populated area of Nepal. 

There are many sub-groups or clans of Tharu, “distinguished by the territory they occupy, by 
differences in certain cultural features, and by language” (McDonaugh 1994:2). Among the more 
recognized groups are the Rana, Dangaura, Kochila/Morangia, Chitwania, and Kathariya. 

The Rana Tharu live mainly in the far western districts of the Nepal Tarai (Kanchanpur and Kailali 
districts) and in Nainital and Kheri (Lakhimpur-Kheri) districts of Uttar Pradesh, India. The Dangaura 
live for the most part in Dang district in Nepal but can also be found in other districts both in the Nepal 
                                                   
9 A distinction can be made between the Tarai and the Inner Tarai, which consists of some long, broad valleys inside 
the outer foothills. This latter area is slightly cooler but shares many of the characteristics of the rest of the Tarai 
(McDonaugh 1994). 
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Tarai (Bardiya, Banke, Kailali, and Kanchanpur districts) and in India (mostly Kheri, Gonda, and 
Bahraich districts) where they have migrated. The Kochila/Morangia are found mostly in the far east of 
Nepal in the districts of Morang and Sunsari. There are other Tharu who call themselves Kochila in 
Siraha, Udayapur, and Saptari districts; they are distinguished from the Kochila/Morangia Tharu by 
dress, customs, and language. Chitwania Tharu live in Chitwan and Nawalparasi districts in the central 
Nepal Tarai. Finally, Kathariya Tharu are concentrated most heavily in Kailali district of Nepal, but can 
also be found in Kheri (Lakhimpur-Kheri), Bahraich, Gonda, and Gorakpur districts in India and in other 
areas where Dangaura Tharu are found. 

2.2.3 Population distribution in Nepal 

As stated above, at the time of this research the population of Nepal was approximately 18.5 million. 
The total population reported for Tharu-speaking people was 993,388, 5.37 percent of the total national 
population (Central Bureau of Statistics 1995). The same Census of Nepal collected information on 
ethnicity, and under this category the Tharu constitute 6.46 percent of the population (Varenkamp 
1996:13). Tharu speakers can be found in every district in the Nepal Tarai, as well as in some other 
districts of Nepal. In some districts, such as Kailali with 47 percent, Tharu speakers comprise a large 
percentage of the total district population. In other districts, such as Siraha with 2 percent, Tharu 
speakers comprise a very small percentage of the total district population. Map 2 and the data in table 1 
show the Tharu speaking population of Nepal by district. (The Nepali villages in this study are located in 
the districts shown in bold in table 1.) 

Map 1. The Tarai region in Nepal 

 
 

Wikipedia: Tarai region of Nepal, (light green and yellow areas) 
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/23/Nepal_topo_en.jpg (CC BY-SA 3.0). 

Accessed June 12, 2018. 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/23/Nepal_topo_en.jpg
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Map 2. Tarai administrative districts of Nepal 

 
Adapted from Wikipedia, Nepal provinces and districts, CC BY-SA 4.0. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=43507497. 
Accessed June 12, 2018 

Table 1. 1991 census figures for Tharu population by district (Nepal) 

 1991 Census figures 
Districta District Total Tharu Total Percent Tharu 
1. Kanchanpur 259,906 59,795 23.0% 
2. Kailali 417,891 198,497 47.5% 
3. Surkhet 225,768 4,498 2.0% 
4. Bardiya 290,313 149,865 51.6% 
5. Banke 285,604 44,197 15.5% 
6. Dang 354,413 105,018 29.6% 
7. Kapilbastu 371,778 37,571 10.1% 
8. Rupandehi 522,150 20,056 3.8% 
9. Nawalparasi 436,217 31,598 7.2% 
10. Chitawan 354,488 44,640 12.6% 
11. Parsa 372,524 1,203 0.3% 
12. Bara 415,718 19,779 4.8% 
13. Rautahat 414,005 14,759 3.6% 
14. Sarlahi 492,798 11,371 2.3% 
15. Mahottari 440,146 4,598 1.0% 
16. Dhanusa 543,672 146 0.0% 
17. Siraha 460,746 11,523 2.5% 
18. Saptari 465,668 80,526 17.3% 
19. Udayapur 221,256 19,512 8.8% 
20. Sunsari 463,481 73,274 15.8% 
21. Morang 674,823 52,460 7.8% 
22. Jhapa 593,737 4,801 0.8% 
All Nepal 18,491,097 993,388 5.4% 
a As mentioned above, the Nepali villages in this study are located in the districts 
shown here in bold. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=43507497
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In almost every Nepal Tarai district there has been an increase in the percentage of Tharu in 
relation to the district’s total population, as compared to population figures from the 1981 Census of 
Nepal. Malla (1989:452) described a negative trend comparing the 1971 and 1981 census figures of total 
Tharu speakers in (what he calls) the language’s former zonal strongholds (75 percent in 1971 and 69 
percent in 1981). If one looks, however, at the comparison of overall percentages for the Tharu, this does 
not seem to be the case. Table 2 gives the comparison of census figures (1971 and 1981 census data from 
Kansakar 1989:43). 

Table 2. Comparison of 1971, 1981, and 1991 population figures for Tharu (Nepal) 

 1971 1981 1991 
Total Nepal 11,555,983 15,022,839 18,491,097 
Total Tharu 495,881 545,685 993,381 
Tharu percentage 4.29% 3.63% 5.37% 

2.2.4 Population distribution in India 

The population of India is some 933.9 million (Asianweek 1996:56). The Tharu in India are listed as a 
Scheduled Tribe and live in northern Uttar Pradesh (UP) and Bihar states in the Tarai region along the 
border of Nepal. The population of Tharu in UP is over 115,000; table 3 summarizes both population 
figures and literacy for Tharu in India by districts based on the 1981 census (Webster 2017:6). 

Table 3. Population and literacy among Tharu in Indiaa 

District Total Male Female Male literacy Female literacy 
Gonda 11,457 5,871 5,586 12.2% 0.3% 
Kheri 17,789 9,301 8,488 8.6% 0.7% 
Nainital 73,998 37,549 36,448 31.6% 6.1% 
Pilibhit 273 138 135 1.1% 0.7% 
Bahraich 6,340 3,270 3,070 7.9% 0.6% 
Gorakhpur 2,303 1,230 1,073 43.3% 7.7% 
Bijnor 3,647 1,968 1,679 19.5% 1.8% 
a This table does not include information on Tharu in the state of Bihar where they are also 
reported to live (Singhal and Mrinal 1991, Grierson 1916a). 

2.2.5 Language 

Tharu is classified as Indo-European, Indo-Iranian, Indo-Aryan, Central Zone, Western or Eastern Hindi 
branch (Voegelin and Voegelin 1965:263; Grierson 1916a, 1916b). Grimes (1992:695–696) lists six 
varieties of Tharu, some considered as distinct languages, and classifies all but one of these varieties in 
the Eastern Zone of Indo-Aryan. However, some of the dialects and locations for speakers of those 
dialects, as listed in Grimes, do not coincide with government census data or other fieldwork. Although a 
number of studies have been done on various anthropological/cultural aspects of the Tharu groups, 
linguistic work on the language and dialects is very sparse. 

Many scholars interested in the cultural aspects of the Tharu people have stated that there is no 
actual Tharu language. They assert the Tharu’s speech variety has been greatly influenced by the larger, 
better-known Indian languages found nearby—such as Hindi, Bhojpuri, Maithili—and may just be a 
mixture of them (Milliet-Mondon 1991, Bista 1972, Jha 1993). In Grierson’s words, there is “no such 
thing as a Tharu language. Everywhere the Tharus speak, more or less correctly, the language of the 
Aryan races with whom they are immediately in contact” (1916a:311). As with many other speech 
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varieties in India, he mostly refers to Tharu as a “broken” or “corrupt” form of some other language 
(Grierson 1916a, 1916b). 

More recently, however, Tharu has been recognized as a distinct language (Federal Research 
Division 1993; Malla 1989; Rajaure, personal communication 1996; Central Bureau of Statistics 1995; 
etc.). Undoubtedly, “there are many different varieties of Tharu, all having many similarities with better-
known regional languages, but all having enough differences to make further investigation and 
classification necessary” (Webster 2017:7). 

Some have wondered how an aboriginal people came to speak an Indo-Aryan language. For the 
Tharu there is no clear answer. There are, however, other aboriginal groups in India who also speak 
Indo-Aryan languages (e.g., Halbi, Bhil, and Varli). It might be the case that either the Tharu were the 
southernmost extension of the Tibeto-Burman groups and took on the language of the Aryan invaders to 
their south, or that they are, as Srivastava suggests, the northernmost extension of the “Middle Indian 
aboriginal races” (see discussion in §2.2.1). 

Tharu language development 

As mentioned earlier, the democratic revolution in Nepal in 1990 brought many changes for minority 
language groups. Since that time many of these groups have organized their own non-government 
organizations (NGOs), including the Tharu. “These NGOs are petitioning the government for assistance 
in establishing transitional mother tongue education programs in the languages. These NGOs are also 
attempting to revitalize their cultures by promoting in their communities their own indigenous language, 
culture, and religion” (Webster 1995:1–2). The Tharu NGOs include the Tharu Kalyankari Sabha (which 
exists in many different districts), the Tharu Welfare Federation, and the Tharu Cultural Forum. 

There are no major orthographic hurdles for the Tharu language. The Devanagari script is used and 
can provide an adequate representation of the sound system. Traditionally very little was written down, 
although some ancient Tharu legends and songs written in a script similar to Devanagari (perhaps an 
earlier or stylized form) are preserved by some individuals. Currently more is being written and even 
published in Tharu, e.g., local or area newsletters and magazines that include songs, poetry, stories, 
and/or current events. The situation calls for more thinking regarding standardization of the language: 
there are at least four to five different dialects of the language, and intelligibility is still a question. 

One young Tharu man, Dilli Bahadur Chaudhary, received the 1994 Reebok Human Rights Award. 
The award was given for his campaign for literacy (in Nepali) among the mostly illiterate Tharu 
communities of western Nepal, and for his efforts in educating and organizing his fellow Tharu to 
overcome their exploited status. Chaudhary’s work and prestige from the award have served to bring the 
Tharu and their language more to the public front. 

In addition, several government leaders have participated in various Tharu conventions and have 
expressed their support of the Tharu communities. Even the Prime Minister, in an inaugural speech, 
“underlined the need for concerted efforts to develop the language and culture of the Tharus who have 
been living in Nepal for hundreds of years” (The Rising Nepal, April 6, 1995). The Minister for Works 
and Transport assured the Tharu that the present government is committed to the preservation and 
promotion of language and culture in the country (as reported in a newspaper article). 

Since the changes in government policy regarding language, radio news bulletins and cultural 
programs are now being broadcast in various minority languages, including Tharu. For the Tharu, this is 
likely to affect standardization to some extent as certain dialects may be used or promoted more than 
others for these radio programs. 

2.2.6 Culture 

The Tharu religion is traditionally animistic, and for all practical purposes is still animistic today. 
However, if asked, most Tharus would say that they are Hindus, and indeed there has been a strong 
influence from Hinduism, especially in recent years. 

The Tharu community is a strong social unit. It is a caste-less system; there are no “untouchables.” 
Households consist of extended families—father, mother, married sons and their wives, unmarried 
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children, and grandchildren—all who live under the same roof. Each couple usually has their own 
cubicle or room within the house. “The father has full authority over the members of his family. On his 
death, he is succeeded by his [next] youngest brother or in his absence by his eldest son” (Milliet-
Mondon 1991:14). 

The Tharu were historically forest dwellers. Now their primary occupation is agriculture, with some 
fishing and animal husbandry. Tharu keep their houses and cattle yards very clean and their (generally) 
few possessions tidy and organized. 

“Apart from the village and the household, the most important unit in the structure of the Tharu 
society is the clan. The society is divided into an indefinite number of exogamous patriclans. The clan 
has no overall corporate identity. Its primary function is to provide the negative rules bearing on 
marriage” (McDonaugh 1994:3). 

Tharu women have a secure and even dominant position in the culture, especially when compared 
with the typical Hindu woman. They enjoy a great deal of freedom, including the privilege of moving 
about freely in the village and marketplace. They are generally responsible for the buying and selling. 
The Tharu mother cares for the children and has complete control over the running of the house, as well 
as over food and grain reserves (Milliet-Mondon 1991). All children, including females, are valued. 
“Male and female children are treated equally” (Singhal and Mrinal 1991). Bride price is common, rather 
than dowry. 

The Tharu are meat eaters: they enjoy pork and some even eat rats and monkeys. Because of this 
and because of their “tribal” status, Hindus see them as unclean. According to one study in India, non-
Tharus in the Tarai believe that Tharu women control witches and spirits and know strong spells. 
According to local belief, this magic explains why Tharu men are so loyal even though their women do 
not treat them respectfully. Non-Tharu people, afraid of the magic, avoid passing Tharu villages (Singhal 
and Mrinal 1991). 

The Tharu have a history of being mistreated and looked down upon by the caste people in contact 
with them—a fact that could understandably lead to a sense of inferiority for the Tharu. I was told in a 
personal interview that in earlier times many Tharu would not have admitted their identity. In all my 
travels, however, I did not see overt signs of such poor self-esteem. Perhaps this is an indication that 
much has been, and is being, done to address these issues of ethnic pride. 

Some of the main social problems for the Tharu include: a high rate of alcoholism (mostly among 
the men); exploitation through a bonded labor system called kamaiya, in which a man’s debts are passed 
on to his sons; and competition for the land. Though the Tharu originally controlled almost all of the 
Tarai, their weakness for alcohol and naïveté in dealing with other groups are blamed for the rapid loss 
of their land (Webster 2017:5). 

2.3 Research area 

I conducted this study from January through April 1996 in the Tarai region of Nepal. During this time I 
visited many Tharu villages, collecting data from four villages in four different districts in Nepal. Data 
were also collected in India on my behalf. My intent in selecting these locations was to provide a sample 
of some of the Tharu villages representing a range in terms of degree of isolation, population, and 
contact, as well as to include some of the various Tharu sub-groups. 

2.3.1 The Nepal Tarai 

As stated earlier, the Tarai is a thin strip of tropical flatlands that forms a geographical boundary 
between the vast North Indian plains and the foothills of the Himalayas. This is the most densely 
populated area of Nepal. Transportation in the Tarai is much easier than in the hills and mountains, but 
is still difficult. There is one major highway through the Tarai, the main East-West Highway, which as its 
name suggests runs from the eastern to the western border of the country, roughly parallel to Nepal’s 
southern border. Even this main road has many stretches where navigation is difficult because of poor 
road conditions. Many of the other roads in the country consist of a single lane. Smaller highways lead 
off this main highway to cities and large towns. In addition, unpaved roads finger through the area. 
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Many of the roads, especially the unpaved ones, are to a large extent impassable during the monsoon 
season. 

Bus service is readily available to any city or large town and to many smaller towns. Some Tharu 
villages are situated on or near roads, while others are several hours’ walk from the nearest road (as 
compared to a several days’ walk for some mountain villages). There are airports throughout the country 
in the major cities and key locations in the Tarai. Most Tarai districts border India to the south. For 
Nepali and Indian citizens there are no restrictions on border crossing or migration between the two 
countries. A great deal of traffic flows between the two countries in these border areas. 

2.3.2 Kanchanpur village, Kailali district 

Kailali district is located on the southern border of the Seti Zone of the Far Western Region of Nepal. The 
only district west of it is Kanchanpur district, which borders with India to the west and south. Kailali 
district also borders India to its south. 

Kanchanpur village is located near the southeastern border of Kailali district, seven kilometers west 
of the large market town of Tikapur. It is approximately a one-hour walk from the nearest motorable 
road. The village of Kanchanpur has an estimated population of 2,100.10 Of that number, approximately 
1,200 are Kathariya Tharu, 600 are Dangaura Tharu, and the remaining 300, Nepalis. Village leaders 
estimated that some 50 percent of the children attend school regularly, and that 30–35 percent of the 
people in the village are literate. Fifteen Tharus from this village have completed matriculation (10th 
standard). Kanchanpur village girls first began attending school some ten to twelve years ago. 
Consequently no women in this village over fifteen years of age have any education. 

Kanchanpur village appeared poorer than the other Tharu villages I visited, possibly because the 
whole village had burned down a couple of years before this research period. Food, generally in 
abundance in the Tharu villages visited during the research time, seemed relatively meager in 
Kanchanpur. 

2.3.3 Baibang village, Dang district 

Dang district is located on the southern border of the Rapati Zone of the Mid Western Region of Nepal. It 
borders India to its south. The district is made up of the two main valleys of Dang in the north and 
Deukhuri in the south.11 

Baibang village is located in Dang valley, west and a little south of the large town of Tulsipur, 
which boasts a small airport. Previously bus service was available up to about one kilometer’s distance 
from the village, but this has now been suspended. It is approximately an hour’s walk from the nearest 
motorable road. Baibang has an estimated population of 900. Of that number, roughly 840 are Dangaura 
Tharu, and the remaining 60, Nepalis. Village leaders estimated that some 25 percent of the children 
attend school regularly and that they usually attend up to fifth standard. Some 50 percent of the Tharu 
in this village are literate, and six people have completed matriculation. Baibang village girls first began 
attending school about six years ago. There is a “night school” in Baibang, attended mostly by women. 

                                                   
10 Except where a source is noted, all village demographic information came from interviews with leaders of the 
villages in question. All local village estimates of school attendance and literacy were much higher than the national 
averages (the national literacy rate is 27 percent (Asianweek 1996:56), and Kansakar (1989:46) reports that literacy 
in the Tarai is even lower than in the rest of the country). Since there is no reason to think the villages in this study 
had better resources than those in the area in general, it is reasonable to assume the figures presented here are 
somewhat inflated. 
11 The previous name of the district, in fact, was Dang-Deukhuri. 
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2.3.4 Shingrahi village, Siraha district 

Siraha district is located on the southeastern border of the Sagarmatha Zone of the Eastern Region of 
Nepal. It borders India to its south. This is the zone of Mount Everest (called Sagarmatha in Nepali). 
When weather permits, Siraha district affords a spectacular view of the mountain. 

Shingrahi village is located in the central part of the district on the eastern border. It is adjacent to a 
large town called Lahan, in which a famous eye hospital is located. The village lies on the north side of 
the main East-West Highway and transportation is readily available. Shingrahi has an estimated 
population of 600+, and all are Kochila Tharu. I do not have a reliable percentage for the number of 
Shingrahi village children who attend school regularly, but village leaders reported it to be well above 
average. Similarly, the percentage of people in the village who are literate was reported to be much 
higher than the national average of 27 percent (Asianweek 1996:56). Students usually attend school up 
to the tenth standard. Some forty people have completed matriculation. Shingrahi village girls first 
began attending school about ten to twelve years ago. Shingrahi has had a tradition of “house” schools, 
where gurus (teachers) come and teach in homes. Because of this, many villagers who have not had 
formal schooling have had an opportunity for learning. 

Shingrahi village was the most “modernized” village I visited in my research travels. It has 
electricity, a few telephones, and more than ten televisions. Of all the Tharu in this study, the Kochila 
Tharu of this area were the most difficult to distinguish from their non-Tharu neighbors. They have 
embraced the Maithili culture, and their dress and customs reflect that to a great extent. 

2.3.5 Dhanigamma village, Morang district 

Morang district is located on the eastern border of the Koshi Zone of the Eastern Region of Nepal. It 
borders India to its south. According to the 1981 Census, Morang had the greatest number of persons of 
any district in the country (Kansakar 1989:28). 

Dhanigamma village is located in the central western part of the district. It is situated on the 
Chatara Canal approximately 15 km south of the East-West Highway, and roughly 20 km north and a 
little east of the large city of Biratnagar. The road is very rough, but there is bus service from both the 
highway and Biratnagar to Neta Chowk, the VDC (Village Development Committee) which is very near 
Dhanigamma village. Dhanigamma has an estimated population of 500 with approximately 400–450 
Kochila Tharu residents and some 50 Musar people, another adivasi (indigenous) group. Village leaders 
estimate that 90 percent of the children attend school regularly and that they usually attend up to tenth 
standard. They also said that some 60 percent of the Tharu in this village are literate. Seven or eight 
people have completed matriculation. Dhanigamma girls first began attending school more than sixteen 
years ago. 

While farming is the main occupation for Tharu in Dhanigamma, some men work in factories or in 
small businesses, and many men “go off” to get work, especially in the off-farming seasons. This is 
significant because it leads to more opportunities for contact with speakers of other languages. There are 
many Tharu in the general area, but there are also many other minority language groups (e.g., Rai, 
Limbu, Chetri, Newar) as well as many Nepalis. 

2.3.6 Uttar Pradesh, India and Nainital district 

Uttar Pradesh is a large state in north India. It contains famous pilgrimage sites for Hindus, Muslims, and 
Buddhists. UP lies in the great alluvial plains of the Ganges River of India, and borders Nepal and China 
as well as several other Indian states (Himachal Pradesh, Haryana, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, and 
Bihar). Literacy in UP is lower than the national average (see table in Appendix E). Nainital district is in 
the north of the state and borders Pithoragarh, Almora, Garhwal, Bijnor, Moradabad, Rampur, Bareilly, 
and Pilibhit districts as well as Nepal. 
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2.3.6.1 Amau village, Khatima tehsil12 

Amau village is located in Khatima tehsil in the southeast of Nainital district.13 Amau village lies 
approximately 1 km north of Khatima town. Bus service is available from Khatima. Amau village has an 
estimated population of 800 people comprised of approximately 700 Rana Tharu and 100 Pahari people. 
Village leaders suggest that 90 percent of the children attend school and that less than 50 percent of the 
village is literate. 

2.3.6.2 Bichhua village, Khatima tehsil 

Bichhua village is also in Khatima tehsil. It is located some 12 km north of Khatima town and can be 
reached by tempo (a small motorized vehicle). The village is approximately 20 km distance from 
Mahendranagar, Nepal (which is just 4 km from the far western border of Nepal). The population of 
Bichhua is approximately 4,000 with Rana Tharu and Pahari people comprising half of the population 
each. Village leaders estimate that some 80 percent of the children attend school and that the average 
number of years of attendance is five. 

Table 4 gives a profile of the schools in each village site. An additional table of amenities available 
in each village can be found in Appendix F. 
  

                                                   
12 A “tehsil’ is a sub-district. 
13 Presently Khatima tehsil is located in the newly created Udham Singh Nagar district which was created, at least in 
part, out of Nainital district. Unfortunately there are no current maps available which mark the borders of that new 
district. In this report, this location will go under its former district name of Nainital. 
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Table 4. Profile of schools for Tharu study village sites 

Village School 
type 

# of 
this 
type 

Levels 
taught Enrollment Where 

located? 
Teachers 
from where? 

Teachers’ 
MT 

Kanchanpur 

gov’t 
primary 1 1–5 300 1 km away local/outside Tharu (2), 

Nepali 

high 1 1–10 700–800 in village most locals Tharu (2), 
Nepali 

Baibang 
primary 1 1–5 103 in village local Tharu and 

Nepali 

high 1 1–10 l000 1 km away local Tharu and 
Nepali 

Shingrahi 

gov’t 
primary 1 1–3 ? 1 km away outside Maithili 

gov’t 
high 1 1–10 ? 1 km away local Maithili 

gov’t 
high 1  1–10 ? .5 km away both Maithili 

Nepali 

Dhanigamma 

gov’t 
primary 1 1–5 311 boys 

274 girls next village mostly locals Tharu, 
Nepali 

 
gov’t 
middle 1 1–7 201 boys 

198 girls next village mostly locals 
Tharu, 
Nepali 
Maithili 

gov’t 
high 1 1–10 741 boys 

492 girls next village mostly locals Tharu, 
Nepali 

 

Amau, India 

pre-
primary 1 — ? in village local Tharu 

primary 1 1–5 100 in village outside Pahari 

Bichhua, 
India 

primary 2 1–5 500 in village outside Hindi 

high 1 to 10 700 in village outside Pahari 

3 Methodology 

In this section I discuss the methods used in this study, namely orally administered questionnaires, 
informal interviews, and observation. First, I discuss the development of the questionnaire. Then I 
describe the methods employed in the administration of the questionnaires and interviews, as well as the 
methods of data collection. Next, I explain the organization of the data and the analytical procedures 
used to assess them. Finally, I evaluate the methodology. 

3.1 Design of questionnaires 

The primary method I used in this research was an orally administered questionnaire. The questionnaire 
represents a direct method of research in which subjects respond to direct questions regarding their 
behavior, attitudes, and opinions as opposed to indirect methods designed to keep subjects from knowing 
they are being investigated (Fasold 1984:149). In this study, the questionnaire questions were more or 
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less open-ended in nature. Some questions anticipated a limited number of possible responses while 
others sought a more detailed explanation. In addition to the questionnaire, I sought to confirm 
responses through observation and informal conversation. For much of the three years previous to this 
study of the Tharu, I collected and analyzed data for several sociolinguistic surveys of other minority 
languages in other parts of South Asia. Through these surveys in India and Bangladesh, I gained 
experience in data collection as well as in the development and administration of language use and 
language attitude questionnaires. I learned to identify a number of sociolinguistic factors that can be 
indicators of language vitality, such as education, contact through work/market, location, sex, age, 
intermarriage, and media. 

I developed the questionnaire used in this study by compiling language use and attitude 
questionnaires I had previously used in other situations in South Asia (Kelsall and Kilgo 1994; Kilgo and 
Moore 1993, 1995), as well as a helpful study on sociolinguistic questionnaires (Showalter 1991). I also 
benefited greatly from the experience of many others, in particular, a language use and attitude 
questionnaire that had already “worked” in a Nepali language and cultural context (Varenkamp 1996). 

My initial questionnaire included questions regarding attitudes toward the Tharu language as a 
whole, specific Tharu dialects, and Nepali and Hindi. It also included questions regarding language use 
patterns, bilingualism, perceived language variation/differences, vitality, and attitudes toward mother 
tongue literature. After pilot testing in two villages, I found that the questionnaire took too much time to 
administer, resulting in the interviewees losing interest. My final questionnaire consisted of twenty-three 
questions eliciting information regarding language use in certain domains of communication, attitudes 
toward the mother tongue and L2, or language of wider communication, and attitudes concerning the 
vitality of the language, group identity. Also included in the questionnaire were questions regarding 
basic demographic information on each subject (including age, sex, education, occupation, marriage 
partner, and parents’ mother tongue). The final questionnaire can be found in Appendices A.1 and A.2, 
translated into Nepali. Analysis for this report was mainly limited to data from certain parts of the 
questionnaire (i.e., questions 1a–l, 5, 7, 12, and 22). 

3.2 Administration of questionnaires and data collection 

I was aided in my investigation by a research assistant who is a mother tongue speaker of the language 
and who can control several (other) varieties of it. Prior to this research, I trained him in the appropriate 
administration of questionnaires. Where the local variety was one he could not speak, we first translated 
the questionnaire into that variety with the help of local mother tongue Tharu speakers before 
administering it to the people of the village. My research assistant and I administered this questionnaire 
to 45–52 people in each of four village sites in Nepal for a total of 191 Nepali responses. The questions 
were elicited, for the most part, in the local variety of the subjects’ mother tongue—Tharu. There were 
occasions when the questions were asked in Nepali, but we tried to avoid this. In fact, the procedure was 
designed so that interviewees would be inclined to, or free to, use Tharu. When elicitation did occur in 
Nepali, it was because a subject requested or initiated it—these tended to be educated people—and all 
except for one were from the eastern villages of Shingrahi and Dhanigamma. The interviewer’s use of 
Nepali, which is the prestige language, could potentially have added some bias to the study. It is my 
opinion, however, that skewing did not occur, at least not to any significant degree, because the subjects 
had the opportunity to answer either in their mother tongue or in Nepali, as they chose. 

I sought a representative (though not random) sample in each village by selecting subjects to fill a 
stratified sampling frame. Age, gender, and education were the relevant social categories used. These 
categories have proven to be fruitful factors in other studies I have conducted in South Asia and have 
been shown by researchers to frequently pattern with bilingual ability as well as patterns of language 
use, language maintenance and shift, and language attitudes in ethnolinguistic communities (Webster 
1995, Gal 1979, Blair 1990). Within each demographic cell (e.g., young, educated, male), any willing 
person was tested. 

Research on language maintenance and language shift has frequently found education to be a 
significant demographic factor. Paulston (1994:17) says that public schooling is without a doubt the 
major social institution facilitating L2 learning in a situation which favors shift. For my reference points 
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in Nepal and India the mediums of education are Nepali and Hindi, respectively—languages which are 
prime candidates for being shifted to in this study. 

Age also frequently corresponds with trends in language maintenance. By collecting data from 
different age groups, comparisons can be made to see if the age groups behave differently. Significant 
differences in data from different age groups often indicate the potential for, or occurrence of, language 
shift (Labov 1972, Gal 1979). For the Tharu, as well as for other South Asians, being younger most often 
means an increased opportunity for education and other means of increased contact with the L2. 

Finally, gender is considered to be an important demographic factor. Women and men in countless 
studies have been observed to behave differently. In South Asian locations, women tend to be more 
conservative than men, both in language and culture, and often have many fewer opportunities for 
contact with the L2 (e.g., through education, travel, and jobs) (Blair 1990:57). 

In all the questionnaires, my assistant(s) asked the questions and either I or an assistant recorded 
the subjects’ responses directly onto a questionnaire form. Many of the answers were recorded in Nepali 
and later translated into English. Some answers were written directly into English or translated on the 
spot into English. If there was any question as to the English meaning, the answer was recorded in 
Nepali so it could be checked later. While the use of paper and writing during a questionnaire session 
may cause some subjects to feel nervous, it does control for larger, more potentially damaging problems. 
These larger problems include: reading ability (there is a generally low literacy rate throughout Nepal 
and specifically among the Tharu), language proficiency, and subjects’ varying degrees of concentration. 
In addition, by asking and writing the responses to the questions ourselves, we sought to control for 
accuracy and consistency, and we were able to ask follow-up questions when a subject’s answer was 
surprising or when the question was clearly misunderstood. 

Each questionnaire took from 10 to 25 minutes to administer. We tried to make it somewhat 
conversational and pursued clarification for those responses which a) we did not understand, b) we 
thought the subject did not understand, and c) indicated the potential of further interesting information. 

In addition to the research conducted in Nepal, colleagues of mine administered my questionnaire 
to twenty-seven Tharu subjects in five villages in India. Due to the lack of a mother tongue Tharu-
speaking assistant, all of the Indian Tharu questionnaire interviews were conducted in Hindi. Because the 
samples in three of the villages were too limited, only twenty Indian subject questionnaires from two 
villages were used in the analysis. Thus my total sample in this research, including from both India and 
Nepal, came to 211 subjects. 

The four villages in Nepal in which data were collected are located across a wide geographical 
stretch from the west to the east in the Tarai region of Nepal. Each village represents a different Tharu 
group: Dangaura, Kathariya, Kochila, and Morangia/Kochila. Each of these groups of Tharu, while 
strongly maintaining that they are Tharu, speak differing dialects of the language and demonstrate 
cultural differences as well (such as dress, style of house, and customs). While Tharu groups exhibit 
varying degrees of distinctness from other Tharu groups, they can, in general, be distinguished from 
other ethnic groups with little difficulty.14 

I chose the village reference points based on previous research and literature about the Tharu. In 
choosing reference points I wanted to have samples from Tharu villages all across the Tarai (west to east) 
as well as samples from all of the major Tharu sub-groups. Due to time constraints, I was only able to 
pick four sites (and correspondingly four different Tharu groups), so I tried to pick spots spread 
throughout the region. Because the population density of Tharus differs in the different districts in the 
Tarai, I wanted to gather data from a range of these options. For example, in Kailali district, Nepal, the 
Tharu comprise about 47 percent of the district’s population, but in Siraha district only 2.5 percent. After 
selecting districts from which I wanted to collect data, I chose village sites within those districts based 
upon known contacts and upon the potential for cooperation and acceptance from the villagers. 

                                                   
14 One exception, as has been mentioned, is the Siraha District Kochila group who are difficult to distinguish visually 
and culturally from the Maitils, a larger minority group in their area. 
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In addition to the individual questionnaires, I administered a community profile questionnaire, once 
in each village to leaders and knowledgeable people. My purpose in administering these profiles was to 
gather information about the makeup of the village: population, speakers of other languages, 
surrounding area, religion, services/development available, schools in the area, information on girls’ 
attendance in schools, literacy, marriage customs, and information about other Tharu groups. The 
administration of these community profile questionnaires often led to discussions on current and not-so-
current issues with which the Tharu are concerned (e.g., development of the Tharu language and the 
historical suppression of the Tharu). The Community Profile Questionnaire can be found in Appendix B. 
Table 5 gives a summary of some of the salient information on each village. 

Table 5. Profile factors for research villages 

 Nepal India 

Profile factors: Kanchanpur Baibang Shingrahi Dhanigamma Amau Bichhua 

Tharu subgroup: Kathariya Dangaura Kochila Morangia-
Kochila Rana Rana 

Location (district): Kailali Dang Siraha Morang Nainital Nainital 
Total district 
population: 417,891 354,413 460,746 674,823 N.A. N.A. 

District population: 
(percent Tharu) 47% 29.6% 2.5% 8% N.A. N.A. 

Total village 
population: 2,100 900 600 500 800 4,000 

Village population: 
(percent Tharu) 86% 93% 100% 90% 88% 50% 

Relative isolation: isolated semi-
isolated 

not 
isolated not isolated not 

isolated 
not 
isolated 

Nearness to 
motorable road: 1 hour 1 hour on road 10 minutes 10 

minutes on road 

Schools: 2 2 3 4 2 3 

Electricity: no no yes yes (½ 
village) yes yes 

3.3 Analytical procedures 

The data gathered in this study were stored in a computer database called Microsoft Access. Various 
statistical analyses, such as standard deviations and standard normal distribution, were performed on the 
data. The computer program Varbrul was used to run a multivariate logistic regression analysis of the 
language choices reported in this study for certain domains of use. Varbrul, designed especially for use in 
linguistic studies, is able to determine how a variety of factors affects a choice or number of choices. 
Sankoff (1988:2) states, 

Whenever a choice among two (or more) discrete alternatives can be perceived as having been 
made in the course of linguistic performances, and where this choice may have been influenced by 
factors such as… interactional situation or personal or socio-demographic characteristics of the 
speaker or other participants, then it is appropriate to invoke the statistical notions and methods 
known to students of linguistic variation as variable rules.... Variable rule analysis… pertains 
specifically to the probabilistic modeling and the statistical treatment of discrete choices and their 
conditioning. 

Varbrul aided in understanding which factor(s) may influence the choice of language in this 
language use study. Five independent variables, or factor groups, were identified in order to determine if 
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any of them, or any combination of them, conditioned the choice of language. The dependent variables 
were the language choices themselves. The use of Varbrul required that within each factor group unique 
factor codes be assigned; these factor groups and unique factor codes are given in Appendix D. 

In performing a logistic regression over category data, Varbrul assigns a numerical weight value (or 
factor weight), where 0.000<weight<1.000, which indicates a favoring or disfavoring of the factor in 
relation to its effect on the dependent variable, or application. The factor weights favor or disfavor the 
application value in relation to 0.500. Factor weights of less than 0.500 indicate a disfavoring of the 
application, with weights closer to 0.000 disfavoring the application value more strongly. In other 
words, “a factor weight in the range of 0.400 to 0.499 disfavors only slightly… the application value 
while a factor weight of 0.399 and less indicates a more substantial disfavoring [of]… the application 
value” (Baum 1996:91). Likewise, factor weights of more than 0.500 indicate a favoring (of the 
application value) which increases as the factor weight approaches 1.000, so that a factor weight in the 
range of 0.501 to 0.600 only slightly favors the application value while factor weights of greater than 
0.601 indicate a more substantial favoring. Varbrul then statistically measures how well a model with 
given factor effects fits the data set. This is done through the principle of maximum likelihood, which 
chooses that set of values “which is the most likely to have generated the data” (Sankoff 1988:14). 

Varbrul cycles through a series of step up/step down runs to assess each model of likelihood. In the 
step up process, a single significant factor group (if one exists) is found after testing all factor groups to 
see which group increases the likelihood most significantly. Additional factor groups are then added one 
by one, in order of their contribution to the significant improvement in the model. When no more factor 
groups contribute significantly to the statistical significance of the model, the step down run begins. The 
step down procedure is computed based on the same principle, but in reverse; discarding groups whose 
loss least significantly reduces the likelihood of the model (Sankoff 1988:16). The step up analysis results 
in a “best stepping up” run and the step down analysis result in a “best stepping down” run. The 
combined result of these analysis runs is the identification of factor group(s) that significantly influence 
the application value. 

Ideally the factor groups (and corresponding factor weights) identified in the best stepping up run 
match those factor groups (and corresponding factor weights) identified in the best stepping down run. 
When this happens, the operator can be confident that this is the optimal group, or groups, of significant 
factors and that there is no indication of interaction between these groups. If the best stepping up and 
best stepping down runs do not match, however, there is an indication of a possible interaction between 
factors and “some uncertainty about the status of the factor groups included in one analysis but excluded 
from the other” (Rand and Sankoff 1990:25). 

The order in which factor groups in Varbrul analysis are chosen indicates the significance of those 
factors on the data: the first factor group chosen correlates most strongly with the data, the second group 
chosen has the second-most significant correlation with the data, and so on. 

3.4 Evaluation of methodology 

Results of questionnaires and informal interviews are based on self-reported data. A researcher generally 
assumes that respondents will answer questions truthfully, to the best of their ability, and as accurately 
as they perceive the situation (Decker 1992:40). It is my opinion that responses in this study were 
representative of subconscious cultural values that may be indicative of trends, even if not an accurate 
portrayal of actual practice.15 

Ideally, therefore, observation is employed to confirm or throw doubt on results obtained in this 
manner. In my research I tried to make a careful point of observing actual language behavior. My 
assistants and I lived in the Tharu villages where we collected our data and participated as fully as 

                                                   
15 Allard and Landry (1986:2) point out that while the perspectives of in-group members may differ from an 
“objective reality” and “have no direct impact on behavior, yet they do direct behavior” (italics mine). 
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possible in their daily lives and customs. In each Tharu village in Nepal we were received as guests and 
were not expected to remunerate our hosts, as per Tharu customs of hospitality. I did not observe any 
contradictions between what people reported as their language use and their actual language use. This 
helps to validate my conclusions. 

There are other factors which can potentially cause problems in administering a questionnaire to 
minority language group members in South Asia, such as their lack of Nepal (or Hindi) proficiency and 
limited, or lack of, literacy skills. These potential problems were overcome, however, by administering 
the questionnaire orally in the mother tongue of our subjects. In this way, subjects of all ages, all levels 
of education, and both genders had an equal opportunity to answer our questions. In other words, no 
portion of the population was disqualified or prohibited from being a part of the study—leading to a 
more representative, well-rounded sample than might have been obtained otherwise.16 

4 Discussion of data 

In this section I discuss the data collected during the research period and the implications drawn from 
their analysis. The bulk of the discussion focuses on the patterns of language use in the Tharu 
communities as indicators of language maintenance (or lack of language maintenance). I also briefly 
discuss other factors that seem to indicate the presence of language maintenance in this ethnolinguistic 
group. 

My three research questions form the organization of this section. 
1. What are the patterns of language use in the Tharu communities? 
2. What social factors does analysis of the data show to be significant to the choice of 

language in certain domains? 
3. Are there other indications in the Tharu communities that point to language maintenance 

(or language shift)? 

4.1 Patterns of language use 

The first question, regarding patterns of language use, assumes that the choices people make in regard to 
language use reflect trends toward either language maintenance or language shift. In other words, these 
patterns can reflect, to some degree, the vitality of the language. As Fase et al. (1992) suggest, it is the 
in-group (intra-ethnic) communication domains that are crucial. Change in these intra-ethnic domains 
can indicate language shift and language loss. 

I analyzed twelve domains of language use representing a continuum ranging, more or less, from 
intimate, in-group settings to impersonal, out-group settings. Each subject was asked which language 
they use in the following situations: (1) with their parents, (2) with their children, (3) with their siblings, 
(4) with older people in the village, (5) with village children, (6) with village leaders, (7) in religion 
discussions with friends, (8) with other Tharu in the bazaar, (9) to sing songs, (10) with shopkeepers in 
the bazaar, (11) with government officials, and (12) with friends at school. 

My first organization of the data was an effort to produce an implicational scale such as Gal (1979) 
used in the analysis of her language choice data. With language use domains across the top of the table 
and subjects listed down the left side, I arranged the responses for each village in such a way that the 
greater occurrences of Tharu-only choices were at the bottom left of the chart and the more frequent 
uses of languages other than Tharu were at the top right of the chart. In Gal’s study younger subjects at 

                                                   
16 The exception to this rule is seen in the subjects from India who had to be able to speak Hindi since their 
questionnaires were administered in that language. For this and other reasons (such as very small samples) the 
Indian data were not relied upon heavily in interpretation. Nevertheless, the data from India demonstrated trends 
which followed patterns seen in the results from Nepal data. 
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the top of the chart, where there was more use of the L2, and older subjects at the bottom of the chart, 
where there was more use of only the mother tongue, gave a strong indication that shift was in progress 
in that community. There was also a clear implication in Gal’s scales that if a subject spoke the L2 in a 
certain domain, they would also speak the L2 in every domain to the right of it. With my data I searched 
for such a pattern with the factors of age, sex, and education. Table 6 shows the implicational chart for 
Baibang village. This seemed to be the clearest table. The bold line marks off the domains where 
variation is seen in the choice of language. 

My efforts did not yield the clear pattern seen in Gal’s work. There is, however, a fairly clear 
demarcation of domains in which Tharu was spoken and domains where other languages were chosen. 
As table 6 shows, apart from two exceptions, the use of languages other than Tharu is restricted to the 
last four domains. In addition, there appears to be some relationship between the use of other languages 
and age, gender, and especially education in that educated, younger, male respondents were generally 
found closer to the top of the table. 

These perceived relational patterns, however, were not sufficiently clear for me to be certain of 
them. In addition, I could not explain other variation. After several attempts at rearranging the data, it 
seemed this method did not show implicational patterns that were significantly clear regarding language 
use, and so I proceeded to analyze the data in other ways. 
  



 22 

Table 6. Implicational table for Baibang village 

Demographic information Domainsa, b 
Subj# Age Sex Ed 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 
BA16 45 M 15 T T T T T T T T TN N N N 
BA41 25 M 12 T T T T T T T N NHT N N N 
BA28 20 M 11 T T T T T T T T NHT N N N 
BA35 22 M 10 T  T T T T T T TN N N N 
BA02 40 M 9 T T T T T T T N T N N N 
BA48 15 M 8 T  T T T T T T N N N N 
BA49 17 F 5 T  T T T T T T TN N N N 
BA18 19 F 5 T  T T T T T T TN N N N 
BA15 20 M 4 T  T T T T T T TN N T N 
BA36 15 F 0 T  T T T T T T NHT N N  
BA33 18 F 0 T T T T T T T T TN N N  
BA38 19 M 0 T  T T T T T T TH N N  
BA17 24 M 8 T T T T T T T T T N N N 
BA09 17 F 5 T T T T T T T T T TN N N 
BA40 41 F 5 T T T T T T T T T N N N 
BA52 55 M 4 T T T T T T T T T NH N NT 
BA13 35 M 3 T T T T T T T T T N T NT 
BA34 46 M 3 T T T T T T T T T NH N N 
BA42 18 F 0 T  T T T T T T T N N  
BA31 24 M 0 T T T T T T T T T N N  
BA25 29 M 0 T T T T T T T T T NH N  
BA10 35 F 0 T T T T T T T T T NHT T  
BA11 35 M 0 T T T T T T T T T NH T  
BA30 45 M 0 T T T T T T T T T N N  
BA19 64 M 0 T T T T T T T T T N N  
BA06 50 F 0 T T T T T T T T T N   
BA03 60 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T N  
BA21 50 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T N  
BA07 20 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T  
BA24 30 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T  
BA44 36 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T  
BA27 37 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T  
BA22 40 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T  
BA08 40 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T  
BA20 42 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T  
BA50 45 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T  
BA04 47 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T  
BA05 55 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T  
BA39 65 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T  
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a Domains: 1=parents, 2=(own) children, 3=siblings, 4=older village people, 5=village children, 6=village 
leaders, 7=religious discussions with friends, 8=other Tharu in the bazaar, 9=songs, 10=shopkeepers in the 
bazaar, 11=government officials, 12=friends at school. T=Tharu, N=Nepali, H=Hindi. 
b Twelve subjects were deleted from this chart in order to fit it onto one page. These subjects were taken from 
various locations in the table but do not distort the overall patterns. The complete tables for each village can be 
found in Appendix C. 
 

Table 7 shows a summary of the language choice responses for each domain of communication for 
the total research sample. Domains are listed in order of subjectively perceived degree of intimacy and 
“in-groupness” involved. 

Table 7. Language choice summary 

 Language used 

Domain Tharu Nepali Hindi 
Nepali 

and 
Hindi 

Tharu and Other 
(Nepali, Hindi, etc.) 

No 
answer Total 

Parents 207     4 211 
(Own) children 176  1  2 32 211 
Siblings 209     2 211 
Older village people 211      211 
Village children 208    3  211 
Village leaders 193 2 7 2 6 1 211 
Religious discussions with 
friendsa 175 7   9  191 

Other Tharu in the bazaar 200 3 2  6  211 
Subtotal 1,579 12 10 2 26 39 1,668 
Songs 119 7 9 17 49 10 211 
Shopkeepers in the bazaar 93 46 13 25 33 1 211 
Government officials 92 86 13  18 2 211 
Friends at school 2 47 5 1 29 127 211 
Subtotal 306 186 40 43 129 140 844 
Total 1,885 198 50 45 155 179 2,512 
a Indian respondents were asked about a different domain in this question, and thus were excluded from the count 
for religious discussions with friends. 
 

Respondents were not restricted to a set of possible answers (i.e., multiple choice) to the questions 
regarding language use, but were free to give any language they thought of as an answer. Some subjects 
gave more than one response. Table 7 reflects the range of answers given by subjects. The columns 
marked “Tharu,” “Nepali,” and “Hindi” signify that the subjects numbered in each of those columns gave 
only those single languages as their response. The column marked “Nepali and Hindi” represents the 
subjects who responded with “Nepali and Hindi,” and the column marked “Tharu and Other” signifies 
those subjects who said they spoke Tharu and one or more other languages in the domain(s) in question. 
These other languages included Nepali, Hindi, Maithili, English, Bhojpuri, Pahari, and even Malayalam. 
Nepali and/or Hindi, however, were the languages most often coupled with Tharu; the other languages 
were only given one or two times each. 

As can be seen in table 7, the majority of the subjects gave “Tharu only” responses (1,885 out of 
2,512); this language choice stands out as clearly stronger than the other possible language choices. Such 
high numbers of “Tharu only” responses can be taken as a positive indication of Tharu language 
maintenance. 

The subtotals in table 7 provide good rationale for dividing the domains into two groups. In those 
domains listed at the top of the table, the numerical gap between “Tharu only” and the other language 
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choices is extreme. “Tharu only” has a count of 1,579. Excluding the “no answer” column, the next 
highest count is 26, and that is for Tharu and Other. The greatest count for any language choice that 
totally excludes Tharu is 12 for Nepali. Again, this gap is extreme. 

In the four lower domains, however, this gap is significantly reduced, showing that the use of other 
languages in these domains rises sharply. The subtotal of these shows that “Tharu only” has a count of 
306 (36 percent of the total in this group) vs. the next highest count of 186 (22 percent). The report of 
“Tharu only” choices is still greater; however, it is not as extreme a difference as in the upper group 
shown in table 7. 

Table 8 combines the responses in a slightly different way, contrasting the use of Tharu on a 
continuum of Tharu only, Tharu in addition to other languages, and the choice of another 
language/other languages to the total exclusion of Tharu. 

Table 8 does not include the “No Answers” in order to highlight the actual language choices. Table 
8 shows even more clearly than table 7 that there is an overwhelming use of Tharu in the eight domains 
at the top of the table. The first five domains (parents, (own) children, siblings, older village people, and 
village children) show almost complete use of only Tharu. The last three of the domains in the upper half 
of table 8 show more use of “Tharu and Other” and “Other”, but still in very low proportion to the 
amount of responses for “Tharu”. In the upper portion of the table, “Tharu only” was chosen 97 percent 
of the time, in dramatic contrast to the choices of “Tharu and Other” at 1.6 percent, and “Other” at 1.4 
percent. In the lower portion of table 8, however, “Tharu only” was the choice 43.5 percent of the time, 
compared to the choice of “Tharu and Other” at 18.3 percent and “Other” at 38.2 percent. Here, in these 
last four domains of use situated at the bottom of the table, there is notably more variation in choice. 

Table 8. Language choice summary by three language choice groupings 

 Language used 

Domain Tharu Tharu and Other 
(Nepali, Hindi, etc.) 

Other (excluding 
Tharu) Total 

Parents 207   207 
(own) children 176 2 1 179 
Siblings 209   209 
Older village people 211   211 
Village children 208 3  211 
Village leaders 193 6 11 210 
Religious discussions with friends 175 9 7 191 
Other Tharu in the bazaar 200 6 5 211 
Subtotal 1,579 26 24 1,629 
Songs 119 49 33 201 
Shopkeepers in the bazaar 93 33 53 179 
Government officials 92 18 99 209 
Friends at school 2 29 84 115 
Subtotal 306 129 263 704 
Total 1,885 155 293 2,333 

4.1.1 Grouping of communication domains 

The domains listed in tables 7 and 8 are spheres of activities common to most present-day societies 
(Parasher 1980:152–153). These communication situations represent a perceived range of intimacy and 
group identity, from the most intimate settings of the family to the least intimate setting of government 
officials. 
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4.1.1.1 Most intimate, in-group domains 

The most intimate domains of communication—those involving the family (parents, children, siblings)—
show almost categorical use of the mother tongue. Table 7 shows that Tharu is used exclusively with 
parents and also with siblings. In the domain of the subjects’ own children, the thirty two “no answer” 
responses represent subjects without children. Besides these “no answer” responses, there are a few other 
exceptions to the exclusive use of Tharu with the subjects’ own children. These exceptions do not seem 
to be significant and are accounted for case-by-case. One man, for example, was a teacher. He said he 
spoke both Tharu and Nepali to his children, but in response to another question, said he would not be 
happy if a young Tharu person spoke Nepali in the home. It is very likely that this man’s use of Nepali 
with his children is school/study-related. Nevertheless, future studies in Tharu language maintenance 
should watch closely for changes in this environment. When parents are not teaching/speaking the 
mother tongue to their children, the language is not being passed on and the possibility for shift is 
strong. 

4.1.1.2 Less intimate, in-group domains 

Other domains/interlocutors are not as intimate as the family setting, but still revolve around in-group 
relationships in the village (older village people, village children, village leaders). Language choice in the 
communication with older people in the village shows the exclusive use of Tharu. This is not surprising 
in that the number of older people who are monolingual is very high. Older people have had far less 
opportunity to learn the L2 because of the lack of schools and other contact situations. Older people also 
represent the traditional values of the Tharu culture; speaking Tharu to them is not only necessary, in a 
practical sense, but also a sign of politeness and respect. 

The choice of language in situations of interaction with village children shows a nearly exclusive 
use of Tharu, with only three subjects responding that they spoke a combination of Tharu plus another 
language in speaking with the children in their village. All three of these respondents were from villages 
with mixed populations. 

Language choice in the domain of communication with village leaders still shows a generous 
number of Tharu responses, but also more variation than do the preceding domains. Two probable 
explanations suggest themselves. One is that in mixed villages, it is likely that leadership is spread across 
ethnic boundaries; and while the question was intended to mean Tharu leaders, subjects could easily 
have understood it to mean any village leader. A second possible explanation is that discussions with 
village leaders might involve some matter of law or of relevance to the larger, national community, 
which might necessitate the use of some other language. 

4.1.1.3 Mixed situation domains 

Three domains of language use (religious discussions with friends, other Tharu in the bazaar, songs) 
represent a mixing of in-group-intimate and out-group-distant factors. In each of them there are aspects 
of intimate, in-group characteristics but also aspects of out-group, less intimate characteristics. For 
example, speaking with other Tharu in the bazaar represents in-group interaction because the person 
being spoken to is Tharu. It also, however, allows for an out-group situation interpretation in that the 
interaction takes place in a public place where the majority language and culture are dominant, and an 
ethnic, minority language persons might feel ashamed or embarrassed to be heard speaking their mother 
tongue. Each of these “mixed” domains still show a relatively high number of Tharu responses, but also 
an increase in the use of other languages. For each, however, there is a slightly higher count for choices 
involving Tharu and Other vs. Other. 

Of these three mixed domains, the domain for songs shows the greatest variation. According to the 
data in table 8, Tharu received 59 percent of the responses, “Tharu and Other received 24 percent of the 
responses, and “Other received 17 percent of the responses. 
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4.1.1.4 Out-group domains 

A final grouping of domains is those that represent less intimate communication situations, i.e., those 
that are “outside” the ethnic group per se. These include friends at school, government officials, and 
shopkeepers in the bazaar. High numbers of “Tharu only” responses are not expected in these domains 
since they involve situations where the national or regional language(s) hold the power and influence. 

The domains of shopkeepers in the bazaar and government officials are fairly similar in the amount 
of Tharu responses, but more subjects chose to speak Tharu and Other with shopkeepers in the bazaar 
than with government officials, and many more subjects chose to speak “Other (which was always 
Nepali or Hindi, depending on the country) with government officials than with shopkeepers. 

The domain of communication with friends at school shows the lowest number of choices for Tharu 
(only) in the entire sample—only two. This is understandable since Nepali and Hindi are the respective 
mediums of education for the Nepali and Indian villages in this study and students are expected to speak 
these languages at school, sometimes under threat of severe punishment. What is surprising in table 8 for 
this domain is that there is a greater amount of Tharu and Other choices than might be expected for this 
seemingly exclusive domain. 

4.1.2 Factors affecting bilingualism 

As was seen in table 8, a vast majority of responses to language use questions represented a choice for 
Tharu (1885 out of 2,333, or 81 percent). Overall, this is a strong indication of language maintenance. 
The remaining responses presented in table 8 represent either the choice of other language(s) exclusive 
of Tharu (12.5 percent), or the choice of a combination of Tharu with other languages (6.5 percent). The 
total of these percentages (19 percent) is relatively low; however, it does indicate variation. We can 
assume that the respondents who report speaking other languages in these cases are bilingual, at least to 
some degree. The incidence of bilingualism leads me to ask which factors are present in those subjects 
who gave responses indicating bilingualism vs. those subjects whose choices indicate monolingualism. In 
other words, are there certain factors (among age, sex, education, village location) that can be correlated 
with, or seen to influence, bilingualism in the Tharu respondents? 

To answer this question I ran a variable rule analysis, or step up/step down analysis, in Varbrul. My 
dependent variable was respondent monolingualism vs. bilingualism,17 and my independent variables 
were respondent age, gender, education, and village. Because there were only two values to choose from, 
only one application value was chosen: bilingualism. 

This analysis showed that all four independent variables were significant in predicting bilingualism 
for Tharu respondents. Those factors are education, gender, village,18 and age, given in order of 
significance. The best stepping up and best stepping down runs for this application matched exactly for 
factor groups and individual factor weights. This indicates that there is no interaction between factors 
and that the results can be accepted confidently. Table 9 shows the best stepping up and best stepping 
down factor weights for these variables in the bilingual application. 
  

                                                   
17 I included any subject who reported at least one choice for a language other than Tharu in the “bilingual” group. 
18 Only villages in Nepal were included for this analysis because neither village site from India included 
monolinguals. 
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Table 9. Best stepping up/stepping down runs for variables affecting bilingualism 

Factor groups:  Up/down 

Education 
educated 0.903 
uneducated 0.177 

Gender 
male 0.679 
female 0.282 

Village 

Kanchanpur (K) 0.224 
Baibang (B) 0.773 
Shingrahi (S) 0.455 
Dhanigamma (D) 0.528 

Age 
younger 0.663 
older 0.354 

 

Table 9 shows that education, which Varbrul found to be the most significant factor regarding 
bilingualism, very strongly favors bilingualism (0.903) and that lack of education very strongly disfavors 
bilingualism (0.177). In other words, looking at only the factor of education, educated respondents are 
very likely to be bilingual while uneducated respondents are very unlikely to be bilingual. 

Gender was found to be the second most significant factor affecting bilingualism. Table 9 shows that 
male gender favors bilingualism (0.679) and female gender disfavors bilingualism (0.282). Thus it can be 
seen that male Tharu subjects are more likely to be bilingual and female Tharu subjects are less likely to 
be bilingual (i.e., more likely to be monolingual). 

Varbrul found village location to be the third most significant factor affecting bilingualism for Tharu 
respondents. It can be seen in table 9 that Baibang village favors bilingualism (0.773), Dhanigamma 
village slightly favors bilingualism (0.528), Shingrahi village slightly disfavors bilingualism (0.455), and 
Kanchanpur village strongly disfavors bilingualism (0.224). In other words, this shows that even when 
education and gender are taken into account, bilingualism is most prevalent in Baibang village and least 
prevalent in Kanchanpur village. 

Finally, age was also found to be a significant factor affecting bilingualism, after education, sex, and 
village were taken into account. Table 9 shows that younger age favors bilingualism and older age 
disfavors bilingualism. This means that younger Tharu respondents are somewhat more likely to be 
bilingual and that older respondents show a likelihood to be monolingual. 

Education, gender, village, and age were all seen to be significant factors influencing the likelihood 
of bilingualism in Tharu respondents. We have also seen, however, that those respondents who are 
bilingual restrict the use of the L2, or other languages, to a relatively few domains. This restriction of the 
L2 to a few, out-group domains gives evidence for Tharu language maintenance (Fishman 1972). 

4.1.3 Domains showing variation 

The three outside domains, shopkeepers in the bazaar, government officials, and friends at school, along 
with the mixed domain of songs show the greatest degree of variation. Because the other domains were 
more or less categorical in the use of Tharu, I chose to analyze only these last four domains, which I shall 
call “variable domains,” in Varbrul. I limited my analysis of these variable domains by excluding all 
subjects who were monolingual or “functionally monolingual.” (“Functionally monolingual” subjects 
were those subjects who did not report the use of any language other than Tharu.) This resulted in a 
total of 135 subjects (out of 211 in the total survey sample) whose responses for the variable domains 
were analyzed with Varbrul. The reason for limiting the Varbrul analysis in this way was to analyze only 
the cells where variation was found. Including the monolingual/functionally monolingual subjects would 
have made the interpretation of the analysis more difficult and was deemed unnecessary. In other words, 
it is only among bilingual subjects that the choice of Tharu, Nepali, Hindi, or other languages is relevant. 
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The question then arises: what are the factors (among age, gender, education, village, 
domain/context) that influence choice of language for bilinguals when the choice to use Tharu or other 
languages is variable; and how do these factors influence this choice? 

First I will discuss the area of language choice which is variable. In the discussion following table 8, 
I divided the various domains into groupings related to intimacy. This division of the domains into 
intimacy/group related categories and the separation of the last four domains, or variable domains, for 
analysis can be confirmed by the use of Z-score analysis. This method is used in comparing a data set 
with a standard normal distribution. Z-score tests are calculated to show the proportion of the sample 
that lies within a normally distributed curve. This is done by comparing the distribution of a set of data 
with summary measures of mean and standard deviation of the same data, showing whether or not some 
values lie outside the range where most of the other data lies. Such a test can determine if there are 
choices of languages that are unusual in any given context as well as show the distribution of choices of 
languages over different contexts. Z-score analysis on the Tharu data shows that while there is strong 
uniformity in all the other domains of language use regarding which language is chosen, the domains of 
songs, shopkeepers, government officials and friends at school behave in a strikingly different manner. 
Figure 1 gives a graphic display of this distinction. Z scores of exactly 0 mean that the data point is 
exactly at the mean. Z scores between -1 and +1 mean that the data point in question is in the center 84 
percent of the data; scores greater than or less than these would represent only 16 percent of normally 
distributed data. Z scores between -1.95 and +1.95 mean that the data point falls within 97 percent of 
normally distributed data. Z scores outside the range of -1.96 and +1.96 mean that the data point falls 
outside the range of 97 percent of the data (i.e., there is less than a 3 percent chance that data would be 
found in this range on a normally distributed curve). 

Looking at figure 1, we see that most of the Z-scores cluster around the mean but that a few are at 
points well beyond 1.96 standard deviations from the mean. These “outlier” domains are very different 
from the others. In other words, these “outlying” domains are different from the others in the frequency 
that particular choice is reported. 
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Figure 1. Z-score analysis of domains of language use. 

Figure 2, based on table 7, illustrates the division of domains differently by comparing the 
percentage of responses for each language according to domain grouping for the total sample. Part (a) of 
figure 2 shows language choice percentages for all the domains studied, part (b) shows the percentages 
for the non-variable domains which are the first eight domains in table 7, and part (c) shows the 
language choice percentages for the variable domains which are the last four domains listed in table 7. 

As can be seen in pie graph (a) in figure 2, Tharu is chosen 81 percent of the time for all domains. 
Parts (b) and (c) of figure 2 show the dramatic difference in the non-variable domains, where Tharu is 
chosen 96 percent of the time, and the variable domains where the percentage of Tharu choices drops to 
44 percent. Taken together, these pie graphs illustrate the strength of Tharu language use and the 
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overwhelming choice of Tharu in the various domains of language use. Even in the variable domains (c), 
Tharu (either alone or combined with other languages) represents 62 percent of the data (44 percent for 
Tharu and 18 percent for “Tharu and Other). This frequency of Tharu language choice is an indication of 
healthy language maintenance. 
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Figure 2. Percentages of languages chosen (total sample). 

The domain of songs shows the least amount of variation compared to the other three domains that 
are now under closer analysis. Of these four variable domains, the songs domain has the most reported 
use of “Tharu only” as well as the most reported use of “Tharu and another language(s)”. The instance of 
other languages being reported in this domain is an indicator of language contact in this domain of 
language use, most likely through radio. Tharu language songs are passed on as a matter of tradition in 
the Tharu communities, but more and more people are also picking up other-language songs. While there 
is some radio broadcasting in some dialects of the Tharu language (including songs), the volume of such 
programs is significantly less than for Nepali or Hindi. Both Nepali and Hindi have a large repertoire of 
songs available from popular artists and movie scores—especially Hindi. Two factors stand out in figure 
1 regarding the songs domain: (a) it is similar to the other variable domains in its divergence from the 
non-variable domains, and (b) it behaves differently than the other variable domains in relation to the 
amount of choices for “Other (O)—choices which exclude Tharu. In other words, the conditions for 
language choice are less exclusive in the domain of songs. 
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There is a great deal of variation in the domain of communication with shopkeepers in the bazaar. 
Because shopkeepers in town bazaars are generally non-Tharu (I never saw or heard of Tharu 
shopkeepers; most respondents, as well as village leaders, gave agriculture as the major occupation), one 
would expect to find little use of Tharu in this domain. The reported choices for this domain, however, 
show otherwise. The use of “Tharu only” is much less for the shopkeeper domain than in more intimate, 
in-group domains, yet there is still a significant amount of “Tharu only” and “Tharu and another 
language(s)” reported. A total of 93 “Tharu” (only) responses were recorded for shopkeepers in the 
bazaar. If we subtract the 67 respondents who reported that they were monolingual in Tharu, we are still 
left with 26 respondents who can speak Nepali, Hindi, or some other language and yet reported speaking 
only Tharu to shopkeepers. Given the assumption that respondents answered questions as truthfully and 
accurately as they perceived the situation (see §3.4), one could infer from these data that shopkeepers, at 
least in some Tharu-speaking areas, have learned to speak Tharu in order to conduct business with 
customers who speak only Tharu. Tharus in the research villages in Nepal told me that some shopkeepers 
(not all) could speak Tharu. 

In the domain of communication with government officials we also expect little, if any, reports of 
Tharu as the language choice. Like the domain of shopkeepers, however, responses indicate otherwise. If 
we subtract the 67 subjects who reported that they were monolingual in Tharu, we are still left with 25 
(out of 92) subjects who can speak Nepali, Hindi, or some other language, and yet chose to speak only 
Tharu or a combination of Tharu and some other language to government officials. This domain shows a 
marked increase in the amount of Nepali reported, which is reasonable since the official language of the 
government of Nepal is Nepali. The same is true for the Indian subjects regarding Hindi. It should be 
noted that those subjects who chose only “Nepali” were from Nepal and those who chose only “Hindi” 
were from India. The language spoken with government officials is determined by the local situation. 
This government officials domain shows the highest use of both Nepali and Hindi when compared with 
the other domains of communication. 

Finally, the domain of communication with friends at school is the last variable domain to be 
analyzed. This domain shows the least amount of reported “Tharu” only use. It has a comparatively high 
number of “Nepali” only responses and also a high number of “Tharu and Other” responses. A total of 
122 subjects out of the 127 subjects who did not answer this question had never been to school. Because 
Nepali is the language of education it is understandable that there is such a high report of Nepali in this 
domain. The high report of “Tharu and Other” can be seen as a positive indicator of language 
maintenance in that students are speaking their mother tongue in this domain which one expects to be 
reserved for Nepali only language use. 

4.2 Significant factors in choice of language 

My second research question was: What social factors does analysis of the data show to be significant in 
the choice of language in certain domains? To answer this question I ran a variable rule analysis of the 
data contained in the variable domains of language use (i.e., songs, shopkeepers in the bazaar, 
government officials, and friends at school). Language choice was analyzed as the dependent variable in 
relation to the independent variables of age, sex, education, village, and context/domain. 

Two analyses were performed on the data collected for the variable domains with different 
application values. The first application was Tharu (only), in which Varbrul singled out the dependent 
variable of Tharu (T) as the language choice and analyzed the significance of the dependent variables 
upon this choice. In the second application, the language choice grouping of “Other” (O) (any language 
choice which totally excluded Tharu) was singled out for analysis against all other remaining choices 
(TO). These other choices were all some combination of Tharu with another language. The two 
applications are illustrated graphically in figure 3. 
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              2   O (Other—excluding Tharu) 
 
         TO (Tharu and Other) 

 
 

Figure 3. Applications used in Varbrul analysis. 

As we see in figure 3, the first Varbrul analysis, Tharu (T) was singled out as the application value. 
In this analysis, factors which favored T were those which showed a likelihood that respondents in a 
certain factor group would choose to speak Tharu rather than “Other” (O) (i.e., other language(s) 
exclusive of Tharu), or “Tharu and Other” (TO) (i.e., the combination of Tharu and another language(s)). 
In the second Varbrul analysis that was run, O was chosen as the application value. In this run T was 
excluded, which means that the application O was compared to the non-application of TO. Thus, factors 
which favored O were those that showed a likelihood that respondents in a certain factor group would 
choose to speak O as opposed to TO. 

I expected age, sex, and education to be significant factors. Both step up and step down runs, 
however, showed that neither age nor sex had a significant bearing on choice of language for those 
subjects whose answers fell in the variable domains. I expected sex to be a significant factor because in 
many South Asian ethnic communities women are usually much more restricted in their movements than 
men, staying mostly at home. This greatly lessens their opportunity for language contact. For the Tharu, 
however, women are quite “free” to move about and in fact often bear the responsibility of family 
economics in regard to buying/selling goods in the bazaar. Tharu men, like all other South Asian men 
(compared with South Asian women), are more likely to attend school and for a greater number of years 
than Tharu women. Still, the relatively higher status in which Tharu women are held within their ethnic 
communities (as compared to most non-Tharu women in their respective communities) may account for 
the social factor of sex not appearing to be significant in this Tharu data. 

I expected age to be significant as younger Tharu people have generally had more opportunity for 
education and possibly for other means of L2 contact. The fact that age was not found to be significant in 
influencing language choice in the variable domains suggests language maintenance is occuring. If the 
situation were one of language shift, we would expect to see different patterns of language use between 
younger and older age groups, which would be differences in “apparent time.” Analysis of the data in 
this study, however, shows no difference in “apparent time” for age groups (Labov 1972:163). 

While age and sex were not shown to be significant in the Varbrul analysis, three other factors were 
shown to be so for both application values. In order of significance, these were (1) communication 
domain, (2) education, and (3) location (of village). Because the same factors were shown to be 
significant in each application, the results for each application will be presented together according to 
the significant factors. 

4.2.1 Domain of communication as a significant factor 

As has already been mentioned, four domains of communication, or contexts, were analyzed with 
Varbrul. Each individual domain within this variable group (i.e., songs, friends at school, government 
officials, and shopkeepers in the bazaar) was shown to be significant. In fact, the factor group of 
domains, or interlocutor/context, stood out as the most significant variable affecting language choice. 
Language choices in the domains of language use show either a favoring or disfavoring of the application 
value. The best stepping up and best stepping down runs matched exactly for factor groups and 
individual factor weights in each application. This indicates that there is no interaction between this 
factor and others and that it can be accepted confidently to be significant. Table 10 shows the best 
stepping up and best stepping down factor weights for individual domains for both the T application and 
the O application. 
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Table 10. Factor weights for domains in T and O applications 

Domain: Tharu (T) application Other languages (O) application 
(exclusive of Tharu) 

 up/down up/down 
(s) Songs 0.847 0.167 
(f) Friends at school 0.105 0.259 
(g) Government officials 0.536 0.838 
(d) Shopkeepers in the bazaar 0.572 0.675 

 

For the T application, Tharu (only) was singled out as a language choice and compared with all 
other choice possibilities (O and TO). These other choice possibilities (O and TO) are the non-application 
values. The results show that the domain of songs shows the strongest favoring of T at 0.847 and the 
domain of friends at school shows the strongest disfavoring of the application T at 0.105. In other words, 
comparing all the domains of use, it is more likely that the Tharus in this study will use Tharu (only) in 
the domain of songs and that they are least likely to use Tharu (only) in the domain of talking with 
friends at school. The contexts of government officials (0.536) and shopkeepers in the bazaar (0.572) 
show only a slight favoring of the application value T. 

For the O (language choices exclusive of Tharu) application the T choices were excluded, since they 
were analyzed in the previous Varbrul run. The non-application value in this run is TO (a choice 
representing a mixture of Tharu and other language(s)). The results show a very strong favoring of the 
application value O in the domain of government officials at 0.838, meaning that the subjects in this 
analysis are very likely to choose to speak languages other than Tharu in the setting of speaking with 
government officials. The domain of shopkeepers in the bazaar also shows a strong favoring, though less 
strong, of the application value at 0.675. Conversely, the domains of songs and friends at school show a 
disfavoring of the application, with songs having a very strong disfavoring of 0.167 and friends at school 
a lesser degree of disfavoring at 0.259. This means that Tharu respondents are not very likely to make 
language choices that exclude Tharu in these two contexts of songs and friends at school. 

One thing that stands out in the two different application runs for this group of factors is that the 
domains, or contexts, are ordered differently in each of them (table 10). In the T application value, the 
contexts are s>d>g>f in order of decreasing likelihood of use of T (Tharu). In the second application 
however, where O is compared to TO, the contexts are s>f>d>g in order of decreasing likelihood of 
TO (mixed) (or increasing likelihood of O). 

The context f, friends at school, is found at the opposite ends of these two scales with a strong 
disfavoring of T and a strong disfavoring of O. This indicates an apparent favoring of TO in these 
variable domains for this context. The context f is the least exclusive domain, but definitely an O 
stronghold. 

The context s, songs, strongly favors T and strongly disfavors O. This means that in this context, 
more T tends to be used, but when the choice is not T, it will be mixed, TO, and not O. 

Contexts d and g show a slight favoring of T, meaning that T is slightly more likely to be chosen in 
these contexts. The context d, however, shows a favoring of O and g shows a strong favoring of O. Thus 
it appears that while Tharu is chosen slightly more frequently in this domain, when a choice other than 
Tharu is made, it is very likely to be O, exclusive of Tharu. These two contexts seem more categorical in 
choice patterns. 

4.2.2 Education as a significant factor 

Subjects were categorized as either educated or uneducated. Educated respondents were those who had 
at least one year of education. Education as a social factor stood out as the second most significant in 
each application in Varbrul. The best stepping up and best stepping down runs matched exactly for 
factor groups and individual factor weights in each application. This indicates that there is no interaction 
between this factor and others and that it can be accepted confidently to be significant. Table 11 shows 
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the best stepping up and best stepping down factor weights for education for both the T application and 
the O application. 

Table 11. Factor weights for education in T and O applications 

Education: T Application O Application 
 up/down up/down 
Educated 0.387 0.688 
Uneducated 0.697 0.145 

 

For the T application, Tharu (only) was singled out as a language choice and compared with all 
other choice possibilities (O and TO), these other choice possibilities are the non-application values. 
Results show a disfavoring of education for the application. In other words, educated subjects (0.387) are 
less likely to choose a monolingual choice pattern by choosing Tharu only, and uneducated people 
(0.697) are more likely to choose Tharu only as their choice pattern. 

For the O (language choices exclusive of Tharu) application the T choices were excluded, since they 
were analyzed in the previous Varbrul run. The non-application value in this run is TO (a choice 
representing a mixture of Tharu and other language(s)). For the O application the results show that 
educated subjects (0.688) favor the application, being more likely to make a language choice that is 
exclusive of Tharu. Uneducated subjects (0.145) strongly disfavor this application and are much less 
likely to make language choices that exclude Tharu. 

Because education is such a significant factor in language choice for Tharus, it bears further study in 
the future because literacy and educational opportunities are increasing through government efforts. 
This has a potential impact on Tharu language use in the future. 

4.2.3 Location (of village) as a significant factor 

Subjects came from six villages, four in Nepal and two in India. Location was shown in Varbrul analysis 
to be the third most significant factor in determining language choice in the variable domains of 
language use, following domain/context and education in importance. This means that which village a 
subject came from influenced his/her choice to either favor or disfavor the application value. The best 
stepping up and best stepping down runs matched exactly for factor groups and individual factor weights 
in each application. This indicates that there is no interaction between this factor and others and that it 
can be accepted confidently to be significant. Table 12 shows the best stepping up and best stepping 
down factor weights for location for both the Tharu (only) application and the “Other” (exclusive of 
Tharu) application. 

Table 12. Factor weights for location in T and O applications 

Location: T Application O Application 
 up/down up/down 
(K) Kanchanpur 0.427 0.275 
(B) Baibang 0.564 0.685 
(S) Shingrahi 0.561 0.228 
(D) Dhanigamma 0.332 0.674 
(A) Amau 0.738 0.485 
(C) Bichhua 0.509 0.433 

 

For the T application, Tharu (only) was singled out as a language choice and compared with all 
other choice possibilities (O and TO), these other choice possibilities are the non-application values. The 
results in table 12 show that respondents who came from Amau village (A) most favored the choice of 
Tharu at 0.738, and that subjects from Dhanigamma (D) least favored this choice at 0.332. All other 
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village factor weights are fairly near the 0.500 mark, with Baibang (B), Shingrahi (S), and Bichhua (C) 
only slightly favoring the Tharu only application and Kanchanpur (K) slightly disfavoring it. 

For the O (language choices which exclude Tharu) application the T choices were excluded, since 
they were analyzed in the previous Varbrul run. The non-application value in this run is TO (a choice 
representing a mixture of Tharu and other language(s)). Results show that subjects from Kanchanpur (K) 
(0.275) and Shingrahi (S) (0.228) strongly disfavor the application. In other words, subjects from those 
two villages are very unlikely to make language choices that exclude Tharu completely. The results in 
table 12 for subjects from Baibang (B) and Dhanigamma (D) indicate a favoring (at 0.685 and 0.674, 
respectively) of the application and are much more likely to make language choices which exclude Tharu 
than are subjects from the other village sites. Subjects from Amau (A) and Bichhua (C) show only a slight 
disfavoring of the application value with factor weights of 0.485 and 0.433, respectively. 

One thing that stands out in the two different application runs for this group of factors is that the 
individual villages are ordered differently in each of them. In the T application value, the villages are 
listed A>B>S>C>K>D in order of decreasing likelihood of use of T (Tharu). In the second application 
however, where O is compared to TO, the villages can be listed S>K>C>A>D>B in order of 
decreasing likelihood of TO (mixed) (or increasing likelihood of O). 

B stands out most sharply as we look at this ordering, because it moves to opposite ends of these 
two scales. It shows a favoring of T (0.564) and also a favoring of O (0.685). This indicates that while 
more Tharu (as opposed to any other language choice) is spoken in that village, where another language 
is chosen, T is not chosen. In other words, people from Baibang are more likely to choose Tharu than any 
other language. If they do speak another language, however, they are not likely to mix Tharu in with 
those other languages in that domain, making choices that are more categorical. 

Villages K and S seem to favor mixing language choices in domains. K shows a slight disfavoring of 
T and a disfavoring of O. This means that people of K village are slightly more likely to choose other 
languages over Tharu (only) in these variable domains, but that those other choices are most likely to 
include Tharu mixing. S also seems to favor mixing; slightly favoring T and disfavoring O. This means 
that people of S village are slightly more likely to choose to speak Tharu in these variable domains, and 
that when their choice is not T, it is more likely to be mixed (TO) than to be O only. 

Village A favors T and disfavors O. In other words, people from village A are more likely to make a 
language choice in favor of Tharu and when they choose another language, it is more likely to be mixed 
with Tharu than to be exclusive of Tharu. 

Village D shows the strongest disfavoring of T coupled with a favoring of O. This means that overall 
in these variable domains people from village D are more likely to choose other languages, to the 
exclusion of Tharu. 

Finally, village C shows a slight favoring of T and a slight disfavoring of O, apparently middling in 
all respects of language choice in these variable domains. 

4.3 Other factors indicating language maintenance 

My third research question was: Are there other indications in the Tharu communities that point to 
language maintenance (or language shift)? This question assumes that if there is evidence for either 
language maintenance (or language shift) based on language use patterns, there should be other 
indicators in the community to support such findings. Although it is beyond the scope of this report to 
address this question in great detail, it does merit some discussion. Such discussion is largely subjective. 

Among the factors which current research and literature indicate as being involved either positively 
or negatively in language maintenance, several appear relevant to the Tharu situation: (1) government 
and/or institutional support, (2) attitudes toward, and actual patterns of, exogamy, (3) ethnic 
pride/identity, (4) number and concentration of speakers, (5) bilingual ability, (6) increasing 
opportunities for education, (7) motivation for economic and social advancement, and (8) the influence 
of mass media. 

In this study, the first five factors appear to contribute positively to language maintenance for the 
Tharu, giving further support to the interpretation of language use patterns already discussed. The last 
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three factors appear to have at least a potential for negative influence on language maintenance. These 
factors will be discussed briefly in the following sections. 

4.3.1 Government and institutional support 

Government and institutional support have been shown to be significant factors relating to language 
maintenance and language shift in other studies (Giles et al. 1977, Edwards 1992). For the Tharu, both 
of these factors are present. In India, the Tharu have been classified by the government as a Scheduled 
Tribe and, as such, receive certain benefits in the form of education and job positions. I am not sure to 
what degree this policy of the Indian government supports the preservation of the Tharu language. 

In Nepal, the present constitution speaks to the promotion and preservation of the mother tongue 
languages and cultures of Nepal, going so far as to guarantee the right of each community to “operate 
schools up to the primary level in its own mother tongue for imparting education to its children” 
(Government of Nepal 1990:14). Officials have also indicated in public statements the government’s 
desire to encourage and promote the Tharu language specifically (see §2). Because of these 
encouragements, the government radio has begun broadcasting news and culture radio programs in 
Tharu. These factors, coupled with the Tharu organizations formed specifically to promote the Tharu 
language, point to strong support of language maintenance for the Tharu. 

4.3.2 Marriage patterns 

Marriage patterns, as well as attitudes towards them, can also be indicators of language maintenance or 
the possibility of language shift. When minority language group members marry outside their ethnic 
group and language, there is a strong possibility for language shift. This occurs when marriage partners 
communicate with each other in the L2 and consequently teach that language to their children. In an 
attempt to investigate this factor, I first asked village leaders if any Tharu young men/women marry 
non-Tharus. For the vast majority of villages visited (including villages which are not included in the 
analysis of data), I was told that these out-group marriages did not occur. In only two villages did leaders 
know of a few such marriages. In addition to this information from leaders, each language use 
questionnaire subject was asked: “If a young Tharu man/woman is allowed to marry a woman/man who 
is not Tharu, how do you feel about it?” The intent of this question was to discover attitudes concerning 
marriage patterns, specifically exogamy.19 The majority of respondents (148 out of 211, or 70 percent) 
thought that marrying outside the Tharu ethnic group was bad. Table 13 gives the results for this 
question according to village. 

Table 13. Attitudes toward out-group marriage (“bad” or “good”) 

Answer 
Village 

K B S D A C Total 
“Bad” 36 38 39 21 10 5 149 

“Good” 10 12 6 26  5 59 
Total 46 50 45 47 10 10 208a 

a Two “no answers” and one “don’t know” were not included in this count. 
 

                                                   
19 To investigate the issue of exogamy fully would require in-depth observation of out-group marriages (aimed at 
behavior toward out-group marriage partners, language behavior of children from these marriages, etc.), as well as 
asking more specific questions about out-group marriage (aimed at gaining insight into respondents’ attitudes 
toward the possibility of themselves or their children marrying non-Tharus). 



 36 

As table 13 indicates, a majority of subjects in most villages thought that for a Tharu to marry a 
non-Tharu is bad. Two villages, however, did not follow this trend. In D (Dhanigamma village) only 21 
out of 47 of the respondents (45 percent) thought it was bad to marry a non-Tharu, and in C (Bichhua 
village) only half the respondents thought it was bad for a Tharu to marry a non-Tharu. This is 
interesting in light of the discussion in §4.2.3 regarding village as a factor affecting language choice. D 
was the village that showed the greatest overall favoring of O, and C was seen to be middling in respect 
to effect upon language choice. The sample size of C, however, is very small, and so needs to be 
interpreted cautiously. Table 14 presents tallies for this question based on education, gender, and age. 

Table 14. Attitudes toward marrying non-Tharus according to demographic factors 

 “Bad” “Good” Ambivalent No answer Total 
Educated 51 36  1 88 
Uneducated 98 23 1 1 123 
Subtotal 149 59 1 2 211 
Male 78 40 1 2 121 
Female 71 19   90 
Subtotal 149 59 1 2 211 
Younger 71 27  2 100 
Older 77 33 1  111 
Subtotal 148 60 1 2 211 

 

As table 14 shows, the majority of respondents in each demographic factor group thought that a 
Tharu marrying a non-Tharu is bad. Interestingly, uneducated respondents and female respondents, and 
to a lesser degree younger respondents, reported in higher percentages that they thought a Tharu should 
not marry outside the Tharu ethnic group. We can compare the numbers in this way: 80 percent of all 
uneducated subjects responded to the question with “bad,” while only 58 percent of all educated subjects 
gave that response; and 79 percent of all women responded to the question with “bad,” while only 64 
percent of all the male subjects gave that response. The percentages for younger and older respondents 
appear to be similar at 71 percent and 69 percent, respectively. 

Responses to this question regarding exogamy, both according to village and according to 
demographic factors, coincide roughly with what was seen earlier in §4.1.2 regarding factors that affect 
bilingualism. We saw that the factor groups that influenced the likelihood of bilingualism were: 
education, gender, village, and age (in that order). Our tallies in table 14 indicate that each of these 
factors may also influence attitudes toward exogamy. To confirm these apparent relationships, Varbrul 
analysis was run with the dependent variables of respondents’ answers to this question, and the 
independent variables of education, gender, village, and age. Table 15 shows the best stepping up and 
best stepping down runs for variables affecting attitude toward exogamy. 

Table 15. Best stepping up and best stepping down runs for variables 
affecting attitude toward exogamy 

Factor groups:  Up/down 

Village 

Kanchanpur (K) 0.527 
Baibang (B) 0.527 
Shingrahi (S) 0.708 
Dhanigamma (D) 0.236 
India (I): (Amau and Bichhua) 0.560 

Education 
Educated 0.353 
Uneducated 0.611 
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The best stepping up and best stepping down runs matched exactly for factor groups and individual 
factor weights in each application. This indicates that there is no interaction between these factors and 
others and that they can be accepted confidently to be significant. 

The application value for the run was the response “bad” (i.e., the answer given by respondents who 
thought marrying outside the Tharu group was bad). The non-application value was the response “good” 
(i.e., the answer given by respondents who thought marrying outside the Tharu group was “good”). As 
before, factor weights above 0.500 favor the application and factor weights below 0.500 disfavor the 
application. Disfavoring the application means “favoring” the response that it is good to marry outside 
the Tharu ethnic group. It should be noted that these weightings are calculated with respect to input 
frequency (average for whole population), and that favoring/disfavoring of the application is with 
respect to those values. 

Results of Varbrul analysis indicate that only village and education were found to significantly 
influence responses to the question regarding exogamy. Village had the most significant influence and 
education the second greatest influence. The results in table 15 show that (K), (B), and (I)20 showed only 
a slight favoring of the application at 0.527, 0.527, and 0.560, respectively. (S) favors the application 
much more strongly at 0.708, meaning that S village is more likely to consider exogamy to be “bad.” (D) 
disfavors the application at 0.236, indicating that D village is not likely to think it is bad for Tharus to 
marry non-Tharus. 

When village is taken into account, education is found to be the second most significant influence 
on attitudes toward exogamy. Education disfavors the application and lack of education favors the 
application. In other words, lack of education is somewhat likely to correlate with the attitude that 
exogamy is “bad” and education is somewhat likely to correlate with the attitude that marrying outside 
the ethnic group is not “bad.” 

I did not necessarily expect age to be a significant factor in this run because the percentages drawn 
from table 14 seemed relatively close for younger and older respondents (71 percent and 69 percent, 
respectively, with responses of “bad”). 

Based on percentages for gender drawn from table 14 (79 percent of female respondents thought 
exogamy was “bad” compared to 64 percent of male respondents), it did appear that gender would have 
an influence. Varbrul, however, found that this factor did not significantly improve the likelihood of the 
model for this application. Thus, we can conclude that gender does not significantly influence attitudes 
toward exogamy in this study. 

As a follow-up to this question, each subject was also asked why they thought it would be bad if a 
Tharu married a non-Tharu (or why not). The reasons given by subjects who were opposed to the 
prospect of exogamy all had to do with tradition/ethnic customs, ethnic group maintenance/survival, 
and the potential compatibility of the couple. The reasons of those in favor of Tharus marrying non-
Tharu were related to such things as: a desire for equality or status leveling, the belief that the couple 
should make their own choice regarding a marriage partner, a desire for advancement (social and 
economic), and the idea that “times are changing.” 

Although attitudes toward Tharus marrying non-Tharus are more positive than one might expect, 
the combination of the majority attitudes against exogamy, and the fact of little exogamy actually 
occurring among the Tharu, supports Tharu language maintenance. These conclusions are rather 
subjective and would need to be verified by further research. 

                                                   
20 The Indian villages of Amau (A) and Bichhua (C) had to be combined because all of the subjects in A said 
marrying outside the group was bad. This caused a “knockout” in Varbrul which requires there to be some variation 
present in a factor in order to analyze that variation. 
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4.3.3 Ethnic identity 

Many scholars hold ethnic pride/identity to be a significant factor affecting both language maintenance 
and language shift. Indeed, issues of the relationship between ethnicity and language comprise a large 
field of sociolinguistic data and research. While this factor was not investigated in any depth in this 
study, some preliminary observations will be presented. Fishman states, “Language maintenance is a 
function of intactness of group membership or group loyalty, particularly of such ideologized expressions 
of group loyalty as nationalism” (1964:50). In other words, group loyalty leads to language maintenance. 
Writing from a South Asian perspective, Pattanayak takes a slightly different angle by writing, “Mother 
tongue is the expression of primary identity and of group solidarity. One is identified with a linguistic, 
ethnic, religious or a cultural group through one’s mother tongue” (1990:ix). His view puts the focus 
more on language maintenance as a primary condition supporting the continuity of the ethnic group. 
Whatever the case, most would agree that there is some relationship between ethnic group 
identity/loyalty and language maintenance. 

Three questions from the language use and language attitudes questionnaire used in this research 
shed some light on the issue of positive ethnic group/ethnic language identity. For one question, subjects 
were asked: “Do you think your language is better than Nepali?” (Indian subjects were asked this 
question regarding Hindi.) Table 16 shows the summary of answers to this question: 

Table 16. “Do you think your language is better than Nepali?” (Hindi for Indian subjects) 

Village Yes No Same No answer Totals 
K 44 4   48 
B 50 1   51 
S 39 6   45 
D 47 0   47 
A 8 1  1 10 
C 4 3 3  10 
Total 192 15 3 1 211 

 

As can be seen, a majority of subjects (192 out of 211) think their language is better than Nepali. 
This represents 91 percent of the entire sample and implies that these subjects do not think, or admit to 
thinking, that their language is inferior to the L2. This is a very positive attitude. 

A second relevant question was: “For a mother, in which language is it good to speak to her (young) 
child?” “Tharu” was the overwhelming response to this question and was given by 202 out of 211 
subjects (96 percent). This represents a strong positive attachment to the language. 

A final question relevant to the idea of ethnic group/language identity has to do with subjects’ 
perceived vitality of their language. Subjects were asked: “When the children of this village grow up and 
have their own children, do you think those children will speak your Tharu language?” This question 
also received an overwhelmingly positive response with 206 out of 211 subjects (98 percent) responding 
in the affirmative, four subjects responding in the negative, and one subject responding that he did not 
know. Responses to this question again demonstrate a strong ethnic language attachment. 

4.3.4 Number and concentration of speakers 

In their typologies of minority language situations, Giles et al. (1977) and Edwards (1992) include 
demographic factors such as number and concentration of speakers as significant variables that can 
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influence linguistic vitality.21 The Tharu, as a minority language group, rank as the fourth largest 
language in Nepal, following Nepali, Maithili, and Bhojpuri. As a minority ethnic group, it is the third 
largest group in Nepal, following Chhetri and Hill Brahmin, and Magar.22 Being one of the largest 
minority language groups in Nepal implies a positive influence on Tharu language maintenance. The 
percentages for Tharu by district are highest in the Far Western and Mid-Western regions of Nepal; they 
are found in much lower proportions in the Western, Central, and Eastern regions (see table 1). This 
would seem to indicate that Tharu language maintenance, in relation to concentration of speakers, could 
be stronger in the western part of the country than in the central and eastern parts. 

Edwards (1992) also includes whether the ethnic group’s setting is rural or urban as an important 
factor. According to Fishman, “Urban dwellers are more inclined to shift; rural dwellers (more 
conservative and more isolated) are less inclined to shift” (1964:52). The vast majority of the Tharu live 
in rural environments, working in agriculture, and have traditionally stayed well away from urban 
situations. Again, this rural factor seems to point to a positive influence on Tharu language maintenance. 

4.3.5 Bilingual ability/proficiency 

Bilingual proficiency, or L2 ability, has been shown to be a key factor in the field of language 
maintenance and language shift. Bilingualism is the mechanism for language shift (Paulston 1986, Fasold 
1984); language shift, consequently, cannot take place without it. While there is definitely some 
bilingualism in the various Tharu communities, a question remains as to its extent. For the Tharu 
subjects interviewed in Nepal in this study, 36 percent (68 out of 191) reported that they were totally 
monolingual in Tharu, an additional 9 percent stated that they could only speak “a little” Nepali, and the 
remaining 55 percent (106 out of 191) reported that they could speak one or more languages in addition 
to Tharu. While there is no reason to seriously doubt these self-reported data, there is the question of just 
how bilingual these people are. No study has yet been conducted on bilingualism proficiency levels in 
Nepali among the Tharu of Nepal. However, a study on Hindi bilingualism among Tharu subjects was 
conducted in India using the SRT (Sentence Repetition Test) (see Radloff 1991). Webster (2017:19) 
reports an average of scores in the RPE (Reported Proficiency Evaluation) level 2 range for uneducated 
persons, which is characteristic of at least “adequate, basic proficiency.” He states that “Those [Indian 
Tharu subjects] who are educated can probably use Hindi satisfactorily in most situations, though they 
may have some difficulty using Hindi for communication of philosophical or religious subjects”. Webster 
further states that “interpretation of these results must consider the extent of education in the Tharu 
communities. A vast majority of the population, perhaps as much as 90 percent, still falls in the category 
of uneducated: this segment of the population will not be able to adequately use Hindi for 
communication of complex subject matter” (2017:19). 

While there are data which imply some bilingualism among Tharus, the extent and degree of this 
bilingualism remains a question. For the present, this factor seems to support language maintenance for 
the Tharu. 

4.3.6 Increasing opportunities for education 

In many studies, education has been shown to have a significant influence on language maintenance. 
Public schooling is one of the major social institutions facilitating L2 learning (Paulston 1994:17). Thus, 
education has a potentially strong influence on bilingual ability, which in turn can affect language 
maintenance. 

                                                   
21 Giles et al. (1977) include the number of mixed marriages in the minority group in this general category because 
of the effect exogamy can have on population. See §4.3.2 for the influence of exogamy and attitudes toward it on the 
Tharu. 
22 See §2 for more details regarding actual percentages and for discussion on discrepancies in the numbers. 
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Increasing opportunities for education was listed in the opening part of §4.3 as having a potentially 
negative influence on Tharu language maintenance (which was the initial hypothesis). The data, 
however, do not show education to have a negative influence on maintenance at present. This can be 
seen in several places in the preceding sections. Tables 7 and 8 and figure 2(b) show the strength of 
Tharu in in-group domains. In figure 2(b), 96 percent of the respondents chose Tharu (only) in the non-
variable domains grouping. When choices for Tharu plus other languages are included, this percentage 
rises to 98 percent. This almost exclusive choice of Tharu is found regardless of whether respondents 
were educated or uneducated. Based on this, there is no clear indication that increased opportunities for 
education will affect language maintenance negatively. 

4.3.7 Motivation for economic and social advancement 

Motivation for advancement, whether economic or social, is often a driving force behind language shift. 
In discussing bilingualism as the mechanism of language shift, Paulston (1994:20) lists two major 
incentives: economic advantage and social prestige. The strength of such motivations among the Tharu is 
not clear. Historically, they typically retreated further into forests and away from the advancing 
“outside” world. Today, however, the Tarai region is home to many mother tongue Nepali (and Hindi) 
speakers, as well as many other minority groups. There is competition for the land, and many Tharu are 
bonded laborers for Nepali/Hindi speaking landowners. 

Regarding the desire for advancement among the Tharu, two competing forces seem to be present. 
On the one hand, there does seem to be some desire for advancement, as was seen in §4.3.2, where 
subjects who were in favor of exogamy thought marrying outside the Tharu ethnic group could bring 
equality, fewer social distinctions (as far as caste), and social advancement in general. On the other 
hand, many Tharu exhibit a commitment to their own cultural system (as seen in their responses to 
exogamy questions). In addition, the social system of Hinduism, and especially the power of the 
Brahmins, is a strong barrier to any such upward movement, even if it were desired (World Bank and 
United Nations Development Programme 1991). Further study is needed to clarify this question. 

4.3.8 Influence of the media 

A final factor that may have a negative influence on language maintenance is the media. For Tharu in 
both Nepal and India, the preponderance of available literature, music, films, etc., is in the L2. Very little 
is available in the Tharu language, which has not been standardized. While many people in South Asia 
are not literate, nonprint media have a potentially great impact. Radios are found in every village, 
whether there is electricity or not. Except for a few programs in selected mother tongues, most radio 
broadcasting is in Nepali or Hindi. In addition, cassette tape players, found in villages and also on buses, 
commonly play loud Hindi film music. Hindi films, and Nepali films to a lesser extent, are very popular 
and are vehicles not only of language contact, but also of culture contact. Television is becoming more 
common in India (23.6 persons per television, according to Asianweek 1996) and is likely to affect 
minority groups to some extent. Televisions are much less common in Nepal (354.8 persons per 
television), but are likely to become more common as more and more villages receive electricity. 

How these factors may affect language maintenance for the Tharu is not known. It must simply be 
acknowledged that the potential for a negative effect is there. Nevertheless, other minority 
ethnolinguistic groups in South Asia (e.g., Saurashtra) have maintained their languages in the presence 
of mass media pressures. Such pressures may or may not have a negative influence on Tharu language 
maintenance. 

5 Conclusions 

This study has been an attempt to assess Tharu language maintenance, or language vitality. In this 
attempt, the main focus has been on analyzing patterns of language use discovered through the 
administration of an orally administered questionnaire in four Tharu villages in Nepal and two Tharu 
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villages in India. In addition, other factors that have potential for affecting language maintenance among 
the Tharu were also discussed. 

There are good indications of healthy linguistic vitality and language maintenance among the Tharu 
peoples studied in this research. The patterns of language use point to a healthy use of the Tharu mother 
tongue in each of the research sites. In addition to healthy patterns of language use, other factors also 
indicate a situation of strong linguistic vitality for the Tharu. These other factors include: ethnic 
pride/identity, number and concentration of speakers, government and institutional support, 
questionably low levels of bilingual proficiency in the L2, and attitudes toward, and actual patterns of, 
exogamy. 

There are several conclusions that can be drawn from the analysis of data presented in §4. These 
conclusions relate back to the research questions set forth at the beginning of this report. 

1. What are the patterns of language use in the Tharu communities? 
2. What social factors does analysis of the data show to be significant to the choice of 

language in certain domains? 
3. Are there other indications in the Tharu communities that point to language maintenance 

(or language shift)? 

5.1 Conclusions regarding patterns of language use 

The main focus of this research was on language use. Behind this focus was the assumption that the 
choices people in an ethnolinguistic community make in regard to language use in certain domains 
reflect trends toward either language maintenance or language shift. The very presence of these choices 
is a result of language contact, providing opportunity for language shift. In these contact situations, it 
has commonly been found that when the mother tongue of a minority language remains dominant in 
communication within the ethnic group, it can be said that the mother tongue is being maintained (Fase 
et al. 1992:6). In §4.1 (and specifically §4.1.1.1), it was shown that the Tharu mother tongue is the 
overwhelming, nearly exclusive, choice of language for use in in-group communication, whether in 
intimate or not-so-intimate situations. The presence of variation of choice in these important domains of 
family and ethnic community would indicate the threat of shift. Such variation is not present in the 
Tharu in-group domains of communication. This is a crucial area of importance. Fase et al. (1992:7) 
state: 

The choice of language in interaction with group members should be considered the form of 
behavior which is central to questions of language maintenance. As long as there is a minority 
group, as long as the minority group is not demographically broken up, the use of the minority 
language will not disappear unless the norms for language use within the group are changed. 

Therefore, it is clear that at present the vitality of the Tharu language is strong in regard to in-group 
communication. (See especially figure 2(a) and (b).) 

The data also support Tharu language vitality in regard to communication in out-group situations. 
Fase et al. (1992:6) say that shift, or variation in language choice, in interethnic (out-group) 
communication cannot be held responsible for a minority group losing its language and that the norms 
developed for such out-group communication do not need to have any impact on in-group 
communication. Thus, even the total absence of the Tharu language in out-group communication 
situations would not necessarily imply language shift for the Tharu. The Tharu language, however, is not 
only strongly maintained in in-group situations, but it is also present in significant proportions even in 
these out-group communication situations. The data in §4 (see especially figure 2 (c)) indicate that even 
in the domains that show the greatest variation of language use (songs, shopkeepers in the bazaar, 
government officials, and friends at school), choices for Tharu only and Tharu in addition to 
another/other languages, represent 62 percent of the choice responses. In other words, choices that 
reflect a total exclusion of the Tharu language represent only 38 percent of the data. Thus, even in out-
group communication there is evidence for strong Tharu language vitality. 

In addition, it has been shown that bilingualism, when present, is restricted to a few out-group 
domains (§4.1.2). This further confirms the presence of language maintenance in that it indicates a form 
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of stable bilingualism where there is functional distribution between the mother tongue and other 
tongue(s), each language being generally reserved for certain domains or functions (Fishman 1972). 

The incidence of bilingualism was seen to be influenced by education, gender, village, and age 
(table 9). Education had the most significant influence on bilingualism, followed by gender, village, and 
age. The addition of each of these factors strengthens a model for identifying factors that are most likely 
to have generated the data. (See discussion on Varbrul results in §3.) The presence of bilingualism was 
not seen to undermine the use of Tharu in in-group domains because regardless of whether they were 
bilingual or not, the overwhelming majority of respondents chose Tharu in those domains. (See §4.1.2 
and figures 1 and 2.) This seems to indicate that education, the most important factor in determining 
bilingualism, does not have, at least at present, a negative influence on Tharu language maintenance. 

As stated above, education, gender, village, and age were all found to be factors that influence 
bilingualism. Conclusions regarding each factor follow. 

The analysis of the data shows that the presence of any education favors bilingualism. This is 
understandable in that the medium of instruction is the L2 in all cases related to this study. Lack of 
education disfavors bilingualism. At present, the number of Tharus who have received, or are receiving, 
education is still relatively low. It is possible that increasing opportunity for education may bring 
changes in the language maintenance situation. At present, however, there are no indications that 
bilingualism has a negative influence on Tharu maintenance in the important domains of in-group 
communication. 

When education is taken into account, gender is found to influence bilingualism second most 
significantly (table 9). Tharu males are more likely to be bilingual and Tharu females are more likely to 
be monolingual. This is an indication of Tharu language maintenance, because women are generally 
more conservative in both language and culture, and pass both these things on to their children. Paulston 
says that language shift frequently begins with women (1994:13), so female language patterns can be 
strong indicators of a maintenance situation (or lack thereof). The Tharu data shows female language 
patterns which support maintenance. 

When education and gender are taken into account, village location was shown to be the third most 
significant influence favoring bilingualism (table 9). Some villages were seen to favor bilingualism more 
than others (Baibang village most strongly favored bilingualism and Kanchanpur village most strongly 
disfavored it). The available data is not sufficient to discover the causes and factors behind this 
influence. For example, if we relate bilingualism relative to isolation (table 5), we would expect 
Shingrahi or Dhanigamma to have greater reports of bilingualism than Baibang. We would expect 
something similar if we related bilingualism to district population density. Thus, we can say that village 
location does influence bilingualism, but further study is necessary to find out how. 

After education, gender, and village were taken into account, some variation in bilingualism was 
seen to be related to age (table 9). This was the least significant factor affecting bilingualism, but still 
somewhat significant. The data indicate that younger Tharus are somewhat more likely to be bilingual 
than older Tharus. While initially these results may appear to undermine language maintenance (in that 
younger people show different trends in bilingualism than do older people), as of yet there are no 
indications that bilingualism has a negative influence on Tharu maintenance. In addition, younger 
respondents report Tharu as the language of choice in important in-group situations, demonstrating a 
stability in relation to Tharu language maintenance. 

5.2 Conclusions regarding social factors which influence language choice 

As has already been stated, the majority of all respondents for all questions reported Tharu as the 
language of choice (tables 7 and 8). Bilingualism was restricted to only a few domains. Responses of 
bilinguals in those variable domains were analyzed using Varbrul (§4.2). It was seen that the particular 
communication domain/context, as well as education and village had a significant influence on language 
choice. 

In the factor group of domain/context, analysis of data (see table 10) showed that of the four 
variable domains, Tharu is most likely to be chosen in the context of songs and least likely to be chosen 
in the context of school friends. The domain of songs favors Tharu (with or without other languages), 
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and disfavors the choice of other languages to the exclusion of Tharu. The context of school friends 
disfavors the exclusive use of Tharu. School friends is the least exclusive context, most favoring a mix of 
Tharu and other languages. The contexts of government officials and shopkeepers in the bazaar are more 
exclusive in that the choice is more likely to be other languages or Tharu, not other languages and 
Tharu. 

In regard to education, analysis of data showed (see table 11) that education disfavored the use of 
only Tharu in the variable domains. Lack of education favors the use of only Tharu in the variable 
domains. Overall, for the variable domains, presence of education favored other languages over Tharu, 
and lack of education favors Tharu—either alone or along with other languages. These results do not 
undermine Tharu language maintenance because they apply to the area of variable, or out-group, 
domains. Tharu remains the strong language choice in the in-group domains, regardless of education. 

In regard to village, or location, analysis of data (see table 12) showed that Amau village most 
favored the use of Tharu only and Dhanigamma village most disfavored the choice of Tharu only. 
Overall, Kanchanpur, Shingrahi, Amau, and Bichhua villages show a likelihood to choose Tharu (with or 
without another language) in out-group, variable domains. Baibang village shows a likelihood to choose 
either Tharu or another language (to the exclusion of Tharu). The language choice patterns for Baibang 
are the most categorical: Tharu and another language are not favored. Finally, Dhanigamma village 
shows the greatest likelihood to choose a language other than Tharu in the variable domains. It shows 
both a disfavoring of Tharu and a favoring of other languages (to the exclusion of Tharu). 

The factor group of age did not have a significant influence on the language choice of bilingual 
respondents when the factors of context, education, and village were taken into account (§4.2). The 
absence of age as a factor influencing these choices is a strong indicator of language maintenance. If 
there were language shift in progress, we would expect to see younger speakers using much more L2 
than do older speakers (Fasold 1984). This was not the case and so we may take this as evidence for 
language maintenance. 

Gender did not have a significant influence on the language choice of bilingual respondents either, 
when the factors of context, education, and village were taken into account (§4.2). This implies that 
although gender does influence bilingualism, it does not significantly influence language choice in one 
who is already bilingual. And as we have already seen, bilingualism does not influence Tharu language 
maintenance negatively in this study. 

5.3 Conclusions regarding other factors which affect language maintenance 

I also discussed other, more subjective, factors that can have positive or negative effects on language 
maintenance for the Tharu (§4.3). Among those factors that appear to indicate a positive influence on 
language maintenance are: government and institutional support, marriage patterns, ethnic identity, 
number and concentration of speakers, and relatively low bilingual proficiency. Other factors which 
appear to have the potential for negative influence on language maintenance for the Tharu are: 
increasing educational opportunities, motivation for economic and social advancement, and the 
influence of mass media. 

The current government of Nepal supports the promotion and preservation of the mother tongue 
languages and cultures of minority ethnolinguistic groups in that country (§4.3.1). The Tharu are among 
such groups which have received specific verbal encouragements from government officials. In addition 
to this, the Tharu have formed organizations specifically to promote their own language and culture. In 
India, the Tharu are recognized as a Scheduled Tribe by the Indian government and as such receive 
certain protective privileges. These facts, when coupled with other strong indications of language 
maintenance, can be seen as lending further support to Tharu language vitality. 

Tabulations of responses to a question regarding exogamy in §4.3.3 show that 70 percent of all 
respondents in this study indicated that it was “bad” to marry outside the Tharu ethnic community. 
When asked why they felt this way, many responded that it was not their custom, that it would be 
harmful for the community, and that it would be a difficult marriage. The other 30 percent of the 
respondents indicated that it was not bad for a Tharu to marry a non-Tharu, or even that it was 
desirable. The stated reasons for this attitude related to desires for equality and status leveling and 
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social/economic advancement, as well as the sentiment that people should have the freedom to choose 
the marriage partner of their choice. 

Village and education were found to be the most significant influences on this attitude (table 15). In 
Kanchanpur, Baibang, Shingrahi and Amau villages 75–100 percent of respondents indicated that 
marriage outside the Tharu ethnic group was bad (table 13). This is a strong indication of language 
maintenance in these villages. The practice of endogamy, or marrying within the group, is a means of 
preserving the language. In Dhanigamma only 45 percent and in Bichhua 50 percent of respondents 
indicated that marriage outside the Tharu ethnic group was “bad” (table 13). The percentage from 
Bichhua comes from a very small sample and would need more respondents from different demographic 
categories to show any trends. The percentage from Dhanigamma seems to indicate a possible trend 
toward exogamy. In Varbrul analysis, Dhanigamma disfavored the application that exogamy was bad. It 
is possible that this trend of positive attitudes toward exogamy may eventually have a negative influence 
on language maintenance in that village. These responses, however, should be seen in the light of other 
positive factors that encourage language maintenance. 

Education was also found to have a significant influence on attitudes toward exogamy (table 15). 
Education disfavored the application, meaning that it somewhat favors exogamy. Lack of education 
favored the application, meaning that it somewhat disfavors exogamy. 

Overall, the expressed attitudes toward exogamy in this study were negative. The majority of 
respondents said that Tharus should only marry Tharus. This factor, coupled with the very few cases of 
Tharus actually marrying non-Tharus, supports Tharu language maintenance. Further research is needed, 
however, to verify these conclusions. 

Three questionnaire questions that sought information on ethnic identity/pride as related to 
language vitality also show a support of Tharu language maintenance (§4.3.3). Table 16 showed that 91 
percent of the study sample thought that their language was better than the L2 (Nepali or Hindi). In 
addition, 96 percent of the respondents indicated that a mother should speak Tharu to her children. This 
indicates not only a positive attachment to the language, but also supports the likelihood that mothers 
will pass the Tharu language on to their children (§5.1). Finally, 98 percent of the subjects said that 
Tharu would continue to be spoken in the future (i.e., that their village children’s children would speak 
Tharu). This response shows a positive view of perceived language vitality. 

The Tharu are one of the largest minority language groups in Nepal (§4.3.4). In the Far Western and 
Mid-Western regions of the country, they comprise a large percentage of the Tarai districts in which they 
live (see table 2). The Tharu of India are mostly adjacent to these regions. In the Western, Central and 
Eastern regions of Nepal, Tharu comprise a much lower proportion of the populations of the Tarai 
districts in which they live. Based solely on consideration of population density and proportions, it seems 
more likely that Tharu living in the west of Nepal (specifically in the Far Western and Mid-Western 
regions) would have stronger language vitality than those Tharu living in the east. 

Based on bilingual proficiency testing in India (§4.3.5, Webster 2017) and upon low literacy rates in 
Nepal and for tribal groups in India, it is postulated that community-wide bilingualism for the Tharu is 
probably low. Increasing bilingualism might eventually lead to changes in the language maintenance 
situation for the Tharu. As discussed in §4.1.3, however, the occurrence of bilingualism in respondents 
did not affect their choice of Tharu in the important in-group domains of communication. 

The data in this study show that, at least at present, education does not affect Tharu language 
maintenance negatively—Tharu is strongly maintained in important in-group domains, regardless of 
education. At present, the number of educated Tharu is relatively low. An initial hypothesis was that 
education would show a greater negative influence on mother tongue maintenance. This, however, was 
shown not to be the case. Education was shown to have a significant influence on bilingualism. There are 
also increasing opportunities for education that potentially, at some point in time, could weaken Tharu 
maintenance. At present, however, there are no indications that education has a negative influence on 
maintenance. 

Two competing forces seem to be present regarding the desire for advancement among the Tharu. 
On the one hand, there seems to be some desire for advancement, as was seen in §4.3.2, where 
respondents in favor of exogamy said that marrying outside the Tharu ethnic group could bring equality, 
fewer social distinctions (as far as caste), and social advancement in general. On the other hand, many 
Tharu exhibit a commitment to their own cultural system (as seen in their responses to exogamy 
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questions). In addition to this, the social system of Hinduism, and especially the power of the Brahmins, 
is a strong barrier to any such “upward” movement, even if it were desired. Further study will be needed 
to clarify this question. 

Mass media in the L2 (Nepali and Hindi) have the potential of influencing Tharu language 
maintenance negatively. Little language material is available in the Tharu mother tongue, while much is 
available in the L2. Based on the limitations of available data, conclusions cannot be drawn regarding 
the effect of these L2 media beyond acknowledging their potential for impact. 

5.4 Recommendations 

5.4.1 Regarding methodology 

Age was not shown to be significant as a factor influencing language choice in the variable domains for 
the bilingual respondents in this study. It was, however, seen to have some small effect upon 
bilingualism. More study, therefore, in connection with age would be helpful in further developing what 
was found in this study. One way of doing this would be through the use of retrospective questions. 
Lieberson (1980) proposes the use of retrospective questions in sociolinguistic surveys of language 
maintenance and language shift. Through the use of such questions, a time dimension can be placed on 
the results. Age-specific language data can be obtained and analyzed in regard to various social 
characteristics. Such questions can provide information on changes in the language choice patterns when 
there is no possibility of conducting surveys at two or more different times in the same setting. Lieberson 
(1980:15–16) states: 

One asks not merely about present language abilities and usage patterns but also about past 
language abilities and past patterns of usage. Thus, one should not determine merely if the 
respondent is presently able to speak language Y, but must also determine what the respondent’s 
answer would have been five years ago, ten years ago, etc. In settings where the population is 
unable to accurately report their age or a specified number of past years accurately, the 
sociolinguist must still experiment with variations of this procedure such as the use of questions 
which locate the past in terms of a certain experience rather than a specific year, for example, 
what the respondent’s answer would have been at the time of puberty, marriage, first child born, 
first moved to this village, etc. 

Retrospective questions do permit the determination of intra-generational linguistic change by 
providing a comparison between current and past linguistic patterns among persons in a common 
age cohort. Moreover, intergenerational change can also be studied this way; for example, one can 
compare the language characteristics of young adults presently with the retrospective answers 
given by those who are somewhat older. In this case one can use a single survey to provide 
inferences about sociolinguistic changes between cohorts. 

In addition to using retrospective questions, it would be worthwhile to see if breaking down age 
into three (or more) categories would reveal more about this factor in relation to language choice. 
Breaking down age into more categories would require a larger sample in order to account for sufficient 
numbers of respondents to fill those categories. 

A final suggestion I would make in regard to methodology is to add a few more days at the 
beginning of each village stay. These extra days would be prior to the collection of questionnaire 
responses and would be spent in more observation, informal conversation, and participation in the lives 
of the people and their activities. While this would take longer, it would also allow for improved 
sampling, as well as provide more opportunity for observing patterns of language use to verify 
questionnaire results. 

5.4.2 Regarding further research 

Several recommendations can be made regarding further research. The influence of education is an area 
that merits more study. Education was shown to be significant in predicting bilingualism and in 
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influencing language choice in certain domains. Will increasing opportunities for education undermine 
language maintenance? This question was raised in §4.3.6, but needs further study in order to be 
answered. A similar method to the one employed in this report could be used. The questionnaire could 
be shortened somewhat, and retrospective questions could be included. 

Language maintenance was shown to be strong in Tharu areas. Given this strong maintenance, what 
can be learned from studying the dialect variations and clan differences? How are dialect variation and 
clan distinction related to degrees of language maintenance? How will these factors affect efforts by the 
Tharu for standardization of their language? These are also questions which merit further study. 

Finally, there was variation in the results of analyses of different villages in this study. What leads 
to this variation? Do differences in relative isolation, population density, ethnic makeup of village, and 
so forth, influence this variation? For example, of the Nepali villages, Baibang was seen to favor 
bilingualism and Shingrahi was seen to slightly disfavor bilingualism (table 9). Yet compared to 
Shingrahi, Baibang is relatively more isolated, has fewer schools, is much further away from a motorable 
road, does not have electricity, and so on (see table 5). Why is this? The investigation of questions 
relating to village variation would necessitate gathering data in many villages and somehow rating each 
village based on consistent factors in order to compare the villages. 

5.5 Summary 

In this study it has been shown that there is evidence for strong Tharu language vitality. This conclusion 
is based mainly on results of analysis of patterns of Tharu language use. Other factors were also 
discussed which indicate healthy language maintenance among the Tharu of Nepal and India. 
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Appendix C: Village Implicational Tables 

Key: 1=parents, 2=(own) children, 3=siblings, 4=older village people, 5=village children, 6=village 
leaders, 7=religious discussions with friends, 8=other Tharu in the bazaar, 9=songs, 10=shopkeepers 
in the bazaar, 11=government officials, 12=friends at school. 

Kanchanpur village, Kailali district, Nepal 

Demographic information Domainsa

Subj# Age Sex Ed 1 2 3 4 5 6 8 7 9 12 10 11 
KA16 30 M 11 T T T T T T TN T TN N N N 
KA18 22 M 11 T T T T T T T TN NH N TN N 
KA46 29 M 11 T T T T T T T NHT NHT N N N 
KA42 25 M 3 T T T T T T T TN T NT TN N 
KA01 22 M 11 T T T T T T T T NH TNE NHT N 
KA14 16 M 10 T T T T T T T T N NT N NT 
KA21 20 M 10 T T T T T T T T NHT NT NH N 
KA31 36 M 10 T T T T T T T T N N N N 
KA08 23 M 7 T T T T T T T T NHT NT NH N 
KA29 26 M 7 T T T T T T T T NHT NT NHT N 
KA15 23 M 5 T T T T T T T T TH NT NHT N 
KA40 35 F 0 T T T T T T T T TN  NT N 
KA33 37 M 0 T TNH T T T T T T T  NHT TN 
KA34 46 M 3 T T T T T T T T T  NH N 
KA19 20 F 0 T T T T T T T T T  TN NT 
KA12 35 M 0 T T T T T T T T T  NH NT 
KA37 35 M 0 T T T T T T T T T  NH NT 
KA43 40 M 0 T T T T T T T T T TN 
KA20 25 M 0 T T T T T T T T T TN T 
KA23 20 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T 
KA27 45 M 2 T T T T T T T T T T T 
KA04 16 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T 
KA45 16 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T 
KA47 17 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T 
KA32 19 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T 
KA11 20 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T 
KA24 20 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T 
KA44 20 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T 
KA41 21 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T 
KA13 22 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T 
KA09 25 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T 
a As explained in §4.1, in this appendix the responses for each village have been arranged so that the greater 
occurrences of Tharu-only choices are at the bottom left of the charts and the more frequent uses of languages other 
than Tharu are at the top right of the charts. Hence, in some of these tables, the columns are not in conventional 
chronological order. 
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Demographic information Domains
Subj# Age Sex Ed 1 2 3 4 5 6 8 7 9 12 10 11
KA28 25 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
KA38 25 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
KA36 26 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
KA25 26 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
KA02 35 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
KA03 36 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
KA06 37 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
KA39 45 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
KA48 45 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
KA10 45 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
KA35 55 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
KA17 55 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
KA07 60 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
KA26 60 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
KA05 60 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
KA22 60 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
KA30 65 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
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Baibang village, Dang district, Nepal 

Demographic information Domains
Subj# Age Sex Ed 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
BA32 26 F 10 N N N T T T T T NH NH N N
BA41 25 M 12 T T T T T T T N NHT N N N
BA02 40 M 9 T T T T T T T N T N N N
BA16 45 M 15 T T T T T T T T TN N N N
BA28 20 M 11 T T T T T T T T NHT N N N
BA29 25 M 11 T T T T T T T T NH N N N
BA37 18 F 10 T  T T T T T T NH N N N
BA35 22 M 10 T  T T T T T T TN N N N
BA01 40 M 9 T T T T T T T T TN N N N
BA48 15 M 8 T T T T T T T N N N N
BA49 17 F 5 T T T T T T T TN N N N
BA18 19 F 5 T T T T T T T TN N N N
BA51 19 F 5 T T T T T T T TN N N N
BA43 26 M 5 T T T T T T T T TN N N N
BA15 20 M 4 T  T T T T T T TN N T N
BA36 15 F 0 T  T T T T T T NHT N N
BA23 17 F 0 T T T T T T T T TN N N
BA33 18 F 0 T T T T T T T T TN N N
BA14 20 M 8 T  T T T T T T T N N N
BA17 24 M 8 T T T T T T T T T N N N
BA09 17 F 5 T T T T T T T T T TN N N
BA40 41 F 5 T T T T T T T T T N N N
BA52 55 M 4 T T T T T T T T T NH N NT
BA34 46 M 3 T T T T T T T T T NH N N
BA38 19 M 0 T  T T T T T T TH N N
BA12 16 F 5 T  T T T T T T T TN T NT
BA13 35 M 3 T T T T T T T T T N T NT
BA25 29 M 0 T T T T T T T T T NH N
BA42 18 F 0 T  T T T T T T T N N
BA31 24 M 0 T T T T T T T T T N N
BA45 25 F 0 T T T T T T T T T TN N
BA47 27 M 0 T T T T T T T T T N N
BA26 39 M 0 T T T T T T T T T N N
BA30 45 M 0 T T T T T T T T T N N
BA19 64 M 0 T T T T T T T T T N N
BA03 60 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T N
BA21 50 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T N
BA11 35 M 0 T T T T T T T T T NH T
BA10 35 F 0 T T T T T T T T T NHT T
BA06 50 F 0 T T T T T T T T T N



58 

Demographic information Domains
Subj# Age Sex Ed 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
BA44 36 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
BA50 45 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
BA07 20 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
BA24 30 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
BA27 37 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
BA08 40 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
BA22 40 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
BA20 42 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
BA04 47 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
BA05 55 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
BA39 65 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
BA46 70 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
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Shingrahi village, Siraha district, Nepal 

Demographic Information Domains
Subj# Age Sex Ed 1 2 3 4 5 6 8 7 9 12 11 10
SH20 16 M 10 T T T T T T N T NH N N N
SH35 30 M 8 T T T T T T T NT NT NT N NHT
SH18 30 M 11 T T T T T T T N NHT N N N
SH38 28 M 11 T T T T T T T T NHT NH,T N NHT 
SH28 23 F 12 T  T T T T T T NM N N NH 
SH27 22 F 11 T T T T T T T T T NT NT N
SH26 23 F 12 T  T T T T T N  N N N
SH24 24 F 0 T T T T T T T T T  NT T
SH21 24 M 10 T T T T T T T T NHT NT N T
SH11 16 F 9 T T T T T T T T NHT NHT NT
SH02 16 M 10 T T T T T T T N NT N NH
SH01 17 M 9 T T T T T T T T N N T
SH39 30 M 0 T T T T T T T T NT N NT
SH37 27 F 0 T T T T T T T T T  N T
SH34 35 M 0 T T T T T T T T NHT  NT T
SH17 32 M 10 T T T T T T T T H NT N NH
SH09 22 F 10 T T T T T T T T T NT N N
SH03 24 M 12 T T T T T T T T NH T N NHT
SH40 30 M 0 T T T T T T T T T  NT T
SH19 27 M 4 T T T T T T T T T N NT T
SH16 38 M 0 T T T T T T T T T  NT T
SH10 18 F 8 T T T T T T T T T NT N T
SH05 42 M 0 T T T T T T T T T  NT T
SH04 23 M 10 T T T T T T T T T NT NT T
SH41 25 M 10 T T T T T T T T H T N T
SH06 65 M 0 T T T T T T T T T  T T
SH42 17 F 0 T T T T T T T T T  T T
SH25 16 F 0 T  T T T T T T T  T T
SH14 30 F 0 T T T T T T T T T  T T
SH45 65 F 0 T T T T T T T T T  T T
SH44 42 F 0 T T T T T T T T T  T T
SH43 38 M 0 T T T T T T T T T  T T
SH36 24 F 0 T T T T T T T T T  T T
SH33 50 F 0 T T T T T T T T T  T T
SH32 35 F 0 T T T T T T T T T  T T
SH31 30 F 0 T T T T T T T T T  T T
SH30 100 F 0 T T T T T T T T T  T T
SH29 50 F 0 T T T T T T T T T  T T
SH23 60 M 0 T T T T T T T T T  T T
SH22 46 M 0 T T T T T T T T T  T T
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Demographic Information Domains
Subj# Age Sex Ed 1 2 3 4 5 6 8 7 9 12 11 10
SH15 35 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
SH13 27 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
SH12 19 F 0 T  T T T T T T T T T
SH08 59 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
SH07 50 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T



61 

Dhanigama village, Morang district, Nepal 

Demographic Information Domains
Subj# Age Sex Ed 1 2 3 4 5 8 6 7 9 12 11 10
DH40 31 M 15 T T T T TN TN TN TN TN N N NHM
DH04 30 M 7 T T T T TN T N N NH N N NH
DH21 20 M 11 T  T T T T NH N NH NE N NH
DH25 28 M 10 T T T T T T N N NHT N N NH
DH38 35 M 11 T TN T T T T T TN NHT NTM N NH
DH14 24 M 8 T  T T T TN T T NHT NT N NH
DH03 41 M 10 T T T T T T NH N  N N NH
DH41 45 M 8 T T T T T T TN T NH N N NH
DH24 40 M 5 T T T T T T T N NH N N NH
DH44 18 M 10 T T T T T T T N N N N
DH10 18 F 10 T T T T T T T NH N N N
DH08 17 M 9 T T T T T T T NH N N TN
DH43 16 F 8 T T T T T T T T NH N N N
DH31 14 F 8 T T T T T T T T NHT N N TN
DH34 38 M 6 T T T T T T T T NH N N NH
DH46 20 M 11 T  T T T T T T NH N N T
DH37 20 M 11 T T T T T T T T NH N N T
DH17 17 F 10 T T T T T T T H NT N N
DH20 18 F 9 T T T T T T T H N N TN
DH16 20 F 8 T T T T T T T H N N N
DH28 44 M 7 T T T T T T T T NH N NH
DH13 30 F 2 T T T T T T T T N N TN
DH29 20 F 0 T T T T T T T T N N N
DH09 23 M 10 T T T T T T T H N N H
DH23 35 M 0 T T T T T T T T TH NT N
DH02 48 M 0 T T T T T T T T NT NHT
DH12 45 F 0 T T T T T T T T T TN TN
DH42 26 M 7 T T T T T T T T H T N T
DH30 70 M 0 T T T T T T T T T NH
DH01 65 M 0 T T T T T T T T TM T N
DH26 25 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T NH
DH19 35 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
DH06 44 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
DH32 45 M 5 T T T T T T T T T T T
DH05 18 F 0 T  T T T T T T T T T
DH11 25 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
DH35 32 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
DH07 35 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
DH18 35 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T
DH27 42 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T
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Demographic Information Domains
Subj# Age Sex Ed 1 2 3 4 5 8 6 7 9 12 11 10
DH33 44 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
DH22 50 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
DH15 55 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
DH36 55 F 0 T T T T T T T T T T
DH45 61 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T
DH39 65 F 0 T T T T T  T T
DH47 70 M 0 T T T T T T T T T T T

Amau village, Nainital district, India 

Demographic Information Domains
Subj# Age Sex Ed 1 2 3 4 5 6 8 12 9 11 10
AM06 20 M 10 T T T T T H H TH H H
AM09 30 F 0 T T T T T T H TH H H
AM10 30 F 0 T T T T T T T TH H H
AM05 19 M 4 T T T H T TP H T
AM01 65 M 0 T T T T T T T T T
AM04 16 M 10 T T T T T T T H T T T
AM07 40 M 0 T T T T TH T T
AM08 30 F 0 T T T T T T T T H TH*
AM02 45 M 0 T T T T T T T T T
AM03 25 F 0 T T T T T T T T TH* TH*

Bichhua village, Nainital district, India 

Demographic Information Domains
Subj# Age Sex Ed 1 2 3 4 5 6 8 12 9 11 10
BC10 18 M 11 T T T T T H T H THO H H
BC13 35 M 7 T T T T T H T TH TH H H
BC15 18 M 11 T  T T T TH TH HT TH H H
BC19 33 M 10 T H T T TH* H TH HT* H H H
BC12 28 M 10 T T T T T H T TH H H H
BC14 23 M 10 T T T T T TH T H TH H H
BC17 24 M 10 T T T T T H T H TH H H
BC18 55 M 3 T T T T T T TH H H
BC16 45 M 0 T T T T T H T T T T
BC20 25 F 0 T T T T T T T T T H
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Appendix D: VARbrul Factor Groups and Unique Factor Codes 

1) Choice:
1 = Tharu 8 = Tharu and Other 
2 = Nepali 9 = Nepali and Other 
3 = Hindi a = Tharu, Nepali, Other 
4 = Tharu and Nepali b = Tharu, Nepali, Hindi, Other 
5 = Tharu and Hindi c = Nepali, Hindi, Other 
6 = Nepali and Hindi d = Tharu, Hindi, Other 
7 = Tharu, Nepali, Hindi 0 = No answer 
2) Age - y = younger (15–28) 3) Sex - m = male

o = older (29+) f = female 
4) Education - u = uneducated

e = educated 
5) Village -  K = Kanchanpur 6) Domain - s = songs

B = Baibang d = shopkeepers 
S = Shingrahi g = government officials 
D = Dhanigama f = friends at school 
A = Amau 
C = Bichhua 
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Appendix E: Literacy in Uttar Pradesh, India 

Literacy in India with regard to Uttar Pradesh state and scheduled tribes 

Total Male Female 

India literates 

Total 36.23 46.89 24.82 

Rural 29.65 40.79 17.96 

Urban 57.40 65.83 47.82 

UP literates 

Total 27.16 38.76 14.04 

Rural 23.06 35.18 9.49 

Urban 45.88 54.73 35.43 

India Scheduled Tribes 

Total 16.35 24.52 8.04 

Rural 14.92 22.94 6.81 

Urban 37.93 47.60 27.32 

UP Scheduled Tribes 

Total 20.45 31.22 8.69 

Rural 18.96 29.66 7.33 

Urban 50.69 60.92 38.12 
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Appendix F: General Amenities for Village Sites 

General amenities for village sites 

Village 
Amenities

Electricity Motorable road Bus service Telephone Health service(s) Police
Kanchanpur no 1 hour 1 hour no no 15 minutes
Baibang no 1 hour 1 hour no 10–15 minutes 10–15 min
Shingrahi yes yes yes yes 15 minutes 15 minutes
Dhanigama yes (½ village) 10 minutes 10 minutes 10 minutes 10 minutes 10 minutes
Amau yes 10 minutes 10 minutes no yes no
Bichhua yes yes yes yes nearby no
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