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In this study, I have identified a burning issue that has been implicit within me since |
started teaching English at a college. The research issue is grounded in the socio-
political structure of English language teaching and in the prohibition and neglect of
my mother tongue, Bantawa, in personal and professional spaces. Since | started
teaching English, my Bantawa linguistic repertoire has started weakening; | have
prioritized English over my mother tongue in my multiple walks of life. This practice
not only enforces English domination in schooling but also erodes ethnic languages.
In this context, | witnessed the intergenerational disruption of my mother tongue as
English increasingly occupied a larger role in my linguistic life.

Through this research, | aimed to explore my internal contradictions, tensions,
and ethical dilemmas arising from my dichotomous roles and ideologies: advocate of
mother tongue maintenance on one hand and promoter of English language learning
on the other. To understand this issue, | have rationalized two research questions.
Firstly, how do | experience and negotiate this contradiction? Secondly, how are my
identity, emotions, and ethical positioning shaped by this dichotomy? To answer this
question, I have used autoethnography as the method of inquiry, following Holman-
Jones (2005) and Holman-Jones (2016).

To understand and view the issue precisely, | have based my narration,
observation, and analysis on the foundations of three relevant theories: language
ideology (Woolard, 2021), linguistic capital and symbolic power (Bourdieu, 1991),



and neo-liberalism (Phillipson, 1992). | have narrated and analyzed my lived
experiences as a leading writer and a member of the linguistic community of my
mother tongue, Bantawa. To enrich data, | have used my memory work, journals,
reflective articles, and my published articles at different times. | analyzed the data
thematically and interpreted them critically, using the research paradigm for this
study.

After processing and analyzing the data, | found myself in a contradiction, a
dilemma, and emotional tension due to the dichotomous roles of advocate and writer
of my mother tongue on one hand, and promoting English while prohibiting the use of
me and my students' mother tongues on the other. In this situation, | found myself
constantly negotiating my roles, identity, and position across my personal and
professional spaces through different forms of resistance.
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Degree Candidate



MY IR

TS UTST RIETHT SRFRIRAS ! FTAHh IR IS AR RIS IR ! [Ny Ya=idh] e
"3fTST FRIEFOT X HIGUINI T S 0HT STITaT HINIhT SFTYET SURRUT 3{IHT: Th USRS
J{LG" { HTF R0¢R AT U TRUD! T |

T SR B fasyfenage Hamm spih uera yrdufs BRY 79 AfassT UeT Husw!
TS el [AVgars SHEg—ed! &7 S g | 39 S Pl 1T e mef a4y
iR X FHISTh SHa=HT BRY ST HIGUTST STral fob 8 & X J8HT ! FrH1fores-
TSI WA BT TGS Y3 T&ATs Hald! 3| Ha el Ues UieRy dd wRY
STSTETHT SSISTt HINTATS WA f3ue! g, 31 TRY AT SdTaTals Sardl TRa! G,
S BRI AGHTST STTaTeh! YA HHOIR § UTKID! & | AT 31T HETHISHT St
Y@ T3 AR TR &4, STdTal HIGHTNTETS Ui &/ TRIED! B | %) Sa=IMET I TRY
TTGHTNID ] SFAYANT SITa-IdTAT AR 3IHT TRe! G i Sfgioial TRI U1 Sia-a
&R 3RS T B |

T T~ A o TR fEHites YT X faaRyuRTETe 39 g eaie
RN, 91a R Afd® fgfaues srawor 7+ qed YRaw! | 7 S UahTfoR ATqHTST
TREUT R T 7T qoBIed T R DBITaR SAGIS! HTST YBT3 I YANTh! Ydg e YA
atg T srafaRieh B TS | AY ST fAIdTs S1eqd THb! AT Al g3 SIIa=
THEeaTs 3FTTS TRD! T | ufeah, 7 3t faRlenyry st 3rqvd T8 I HER) TIaTS Sfed
ST AT Teg? g, A fgumdt ufefRufae ARy ufgem, wian } Afdw fRufaw! fAafor s
T2 T UHEEDH! JTaTh VIS A GITRIH-SIT (Ro0k) I BITRIH-SIT (R038) SHTAR
JCITHITH! fAfdPT TRl TRep! G|

T YETaTs Ucidh AT §57 X 3! AT T BRI Y, 3raaieH I [aRayurers diF
RIgTaeEd! ST TS RS g 1799 HI¥® [FRURT (@S, 03%), HIf Toit
ydiepTeT e (@IS, 3312 X WMt AHTSTaTE (RIS, 338R) I8eT &1 Fial aefmal
TIGHINID] TTEH X 1 HINP TSB! YaRdh| AT TRT St SHIHAGE D! Ui I




fazawur R G| SeTar Tefhal a3 A TR WA S, S, daTRe aRagss I TR
A= o TR1 Uh1fRId Ragse WA TR g | Tl T Sfeg=en! A SIga-T UfadH
TN TR ST [N S 0HT [a=awor TRab! G X g ara-dd uHT AR
TRPI Gl

2T TRNeA R fIRayor TRUf Ad sMpars faRierH, fgfaen I HiaATeres aarawT ang
fHTU THTR BRI HIGUINIDT THTAd T4 X AIGHTIHT T ARG | UHT I SfDIaR TR X
R faemdffea! AIquIIe! TRITATS Ny T1¢ Srerioiie! Y 718 3d | a9 uRfRufasr, aa
TG TS BRI MG I HAHAD e [Afid YRS UfiRILEE AThd FR-x IR

YT, ufgar I fRURIPT SRAT 3idgg TRIR ! Il

............................... R HIY RolR



This dissertation, entitled Teaching English and Experiencing
Intergenerational Shift of Bantawa as a Mother Tongue: An Autoethnographic
Inquiry, was presented by Nirajan Rai on 23 January 2026.

APPROVED BY

.................................... 23 January 2026
Vidhya Pokhrel, PhD

External Examiner

.................................... 23 January 2026
Asst. Prof. Bharat Prasad Neupane, PhD

Dissertation Supervisor

.................................... 23 January 2026
Assoc. Prof. Tikaram Poudel, PhD

Dissertation Supervisor

Head of Department, Language Education

.................................... 23 January 2026

Prof. Bal Chandra Luitel, PhD
Dean/Chair of Research Committee

| acknowledge that my dissertation will become a permanent collection of the
library of Kathmandu University Library's collection. My signature below authorizes
the release of my dissertation to any reader upon request for scholarly purposes.

.................................... 23 January 2026
Nirajan Rai

Degree Candidate



© Copyright by Nirajan Rai
2026

All rights reserved.



DECLARATION

| hereby declare that this dissertation is my original work, and it has not been

submitted for candidature for any other degree at any other university.

.................................... 23 January 2026
Nirajan Rai
Degree Candidate



DEDICATION

| grew up speaking my mother tongue. | learned about water, food, land,
plants, animals, and society in my mother tongue. Therefore, during my childhood, I
did not have the burden of learning about the world in a language outside the home. |
feel like my life has been happier because | speak my mother tongue, which |
acquired from my mother. This dissertation is dedicated to the loving memory of my

mother, late Maiya Rai.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like to express my sincere gratitude to my dissertation supervisors,
Assoc. Prof. Tikaram Poudel, PhD, Head of Department and Asst. Prof. Bharat Prasad
Neupane, PhD, for their invaluable support and guidance in shaping and completing
this work. Their insightful suggestions and input to this work have solidified the
theme and the structure of this dissertation.

| express my heartfelt gratitude to my external examiner, Vidhya Pokhrel,
PhD, for evaluating my dissertation and providing me powerful and insightful
comments and feedback. Her fast-paced work style and precise explanation style have
deeply inspired me.

Similarly, I am grateful to the esteemed personality Prof. Lava Deo Awasthi,
PhD, for his inspiration and insightful comments. His suggestions in my dissertation
presentation session have changed my perspective as an English language teacher and
as a speaker of an ethnic minority language.

| am truly inspired by Prof. Jai Raj Awasthi, PhD, the towering figure of ELT
in Nepal and an inspiration to many ELT practitioners from home to abroad, for his
unparalleled teaching and motivation. He has read every word of my dissertation,
poured insights, and even edited the language of the entire dissertation. What could be
luckier for me than this?

| am grateful to Prof. Dhanapati Subedi, PhD, of the Department of
Educational Leadership, Kathmandu University, for his valuable feedback. He had
provided invaluable suggestion to connect my issue of mother tongue to the global
context. | am grateful to him for this.

Similarly, I am thankful to Assoc. Prof. Shesha Kanta Pangeni, PhD, for his
unforgettable contribution to this dissertation. He has pointed out even minor errors in
my dissertation, which helped me to review my dissertation promptly.

I cannot remain without expressing deep respect for Prof. Laxman Gnawali,
PhD, the leader of all ELT practitioners in Nepal, for lighting a lamp and guiding us
on the path of research. Likewise, | am indebted to Prof. Hem Raj Kafle, PhD, for his
unwavering support in completing my tasks. | am inspired by his creative teaching in
many ways. | also express my gratitude to Krishna Parajuli, PhD, one of my early

gurus in Kathmandu, for his support and motivation.



Finally, I express my profound respect to my father and sisters, Joga Maya and
Bishnukala for their love and support. | am always grateful to my wife, Urmila for her
support and encouragement. Needless to say, this dissertation would not have been
completed without support from Sandidi, Mochche Devi Rai.

Nirajan Rai

Degree Candidate



TABLE OF CONTENTS

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ...ttt st i
TABLE OF CONTENTS ... .ottt ettt i
ABBREVIATIONS ...ttt sttt st anenne s Vi
LIST OF FIGURES ...ttt vii
(08 1 ANl I = OSSPSR 1
INTRODUCGTION ..ottt ettt e e snte e e s e e e na e e ennaeeennnas 1
Background and the Context of My StUdY ..o, 2
Socio-cultural Attitudes toward English and Mother Tongues............cc.coovviviienenn, 5
My Community and Institutional SEtting ..o, 6
My Positionality as Teacher and Language AdVOCAte............cccecvvevveieiieieeseeieenn, 6
Firsthand Experiences and Autoethnography ..........ccocvvvveieeie e 7
Rationale of the StUY...........coii i 8
Problem STAtEMENT........cciiiie e 10
PUIPOSE OF the STUAY ..ot 12
RESEArCh QUESTIONS ... ..ovieii et sre e e e 13
Delimitations Of the StUAY .........ccooeiiiiiiiee e 13
Chapter SUMMATY .....ooiiiiieee bbbt 13
CHAPTER ittt anas 14
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE .....ccoiiiitceee et 14
My Understanding of Mother Tongue Ideology and Language Endangerment...... 14
Perceived Language Ideology of English and Linguistic Capital...............c...c......... 15
Choices of English and Neoliberal Educational Aspiration ...........c.cccccoevvvivnnennn, 16
The Linguistic Diversity and Unequal Status ............cocooviiriiiieni i 17
Historical Rise of English in Nepal ..........ccooiiiiiiiiii 18
English Medium Instruction (EMI) in Schools and Universities..............cccceovenene. 19
CONNECTING TNEOTIES ...ttt 20
Language 1de0I00Y......ccuiiiiiieie e e 20
LiNQUISEIC Capital........ccviiiieiieiie st 21
Linguistic IMPerialiSM .........ccvoiiiiiic e e 21
EMPIFICAI REVIBW.......oiiiieiiicciie ettt 22
GAP ANAIYSIS ...t 26

Conceptual FrameWOIK ...........ooiiiiiiiiiiieiee e 28



.................................................................................................................................. 28
Chapter SUMIMANY ......couiiiiiiecie ettt ae e sre et e ene e raenbeaneenrees 28
CHAPTER T oottt e e 30
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY ....cviiiiiiic et 30
Philosophical CONSIAEIALIONS...........cuiiiieieiieiierie e 30
(@] 010] (o]0 ) V2RSSR OP SRR 30
EPISTEMOIOQY ... 31

N ([0 (oo YU 31

The Critical Paradigm as the Research Paradigm............ccccoevviveiieciece e 31
Autoethnography as a Method of INQUITY ........cccccoeiieiiie i 32
Data Generation TEChNIGUE ........ccvviieiieiece et 33
Meaning-Making PrOCESS .........cciiiiiiiriiiieie ettt 34
QUANILY STANTAITS ... 34
(@1 1=To [ o1 1) 2SSOSR 34
TransterabIlit .......coooe 34
Dependability ...........coviiiiii e 35
CoNFIrMAaDITILY .....cveieeie e e 35
Ethical CONSIABIALIONS .......eovieiiiieiie et 35
Chapter SUMIMAIY ......couvoiiiicce ettt ae e s te et e ere e s e enbeaneesres 36
CHAPTER IV ottt ettt e et e e nne e e e s e e e e e e neeeanes 37
MOTHER TONGUE, ENGLISH, LANGUAGE SHIFT, AND DOMINANCE........ 37
Growing Up in the Lap of Bantawa Linguistic ECOlOQY ........cccccovviiiiniiiiiicienen, 37
Em Wai my, my Mane METO .........ccoiiiiiiiieiiieee e 39
Accumulating and Experiencing Linguistic Capital ............ccooeviiiieiiiiniiien, 42
Classroom as a Space of Ideological Reproduction............ccccccevevveveiieiieseeienn, 44
Witnessing a Language Shift in the Community ..........c.cccooveviiiiiicce e 46
Ethnographic Observation of the Cultural Dominance of English........................ 47
Silence, Guilt, and Complicity in Everyday Practice ...........ccccoocevvveveivieiiciesiennn, 51
Chapter SUMMATY ......ooiiiiieeie ettt 56
(O 1 e I TR SPS 57
TEACHING ENGLISH, MOTHER TONGUE ADVOCACY, AND FRAGMENTED
IDEOLOGIES ... oottt et e st e e s ne e e ene e e e neeeenes 57
My Early Classes at Mahendra Multiple Campus Dharan.............ccccocvneiininnnnn 57
Living Fragmented Identity Between Language, Roles, and Ideologies................. 60

Emotional Labor, Guilt, and MOral DIStIESS........uuueeeee e 65



Exploring Ideologies on Teaching English and Teaching the Mother Tongue........ 69
Chapter SUMIMANY ......couiiiiiiecie ettt ae e sre et e ene e raenbeaneenrees 72
CHAPTER Voot 73
LANGUAGE-POWER RELATIONS IN EVERYDAY PRACTICE ......c..cccovvevnn 73
Linguistic Diversity WIithOUt POWEN ... 73
Insight From a Fieldwork on Language-In-Education POIICY .........c.ccccceviviiiiiinnenn 76
English Ideology, Class Mobility, and Political Economy ............ccccocvevviiiieenenn, 80
Chapter SUMIMANY ......coviiiiiiccie ettt e e et e sre e raebeaneenneas 83
CHAPTER V.ot e e 84
MEANING MAKING, CRITICAL REFLECTION, CONCLUSION AND MY
LEARNING ...oiitiiet ettt sttt 84
Revisiting my ReSearch JOUIMEY..........ccccviieiieiiee e 84
Examining my RESEAIrCN ISSUE ..........ooiiiiieiiieierc e 86
Reflecting on my Method of INQUITY .......cccvoiiiiiii e 87
MY CONCIUSTON ...ttt bbbt 88
MY LEAIMING. ¢ttt bbbttt bbb 89

REFERENCES ... oo 91



B.Ed.
BALLB
BBA
BBM
CA
CDC
CDL
EA
EGIDS
ELT
EMI
IELTS
KUSOED
M.Ed.
MOl
MPhil
NELTA
NFDIN
PhD
SLC
UK
UNESCO
us

ABBREVIATIONS

Bachelor's in Education

Bachelor of Arts and Bachelor of Legislative Law
Bachelor of Business Administration

Bachelor of Business Management

Comparative analysis

Curriculum Development Centre

Central Department of Linguistics

Error analysis

Expanded Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale
English language teaching

English as a medium of instruction

International English Language Testing System
Kathmandu University School of Education
Master in Education

Medium of instruction

Master of Philosophy

Nepal English Language Teachers' Association

Vi

National Foundation for the Development of Indigenous Nationalities

Doctor of Philosophy
School Leaving Certificate

United Kingdom

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization

United States



vii

LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 1 Conceptual Framework of the Study..........ccccccevveiiiii i 28



CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Nepal is a fertile land of unique mother tongues. National Statistics Office
(NSO) has reported a steady increase in the number of languages in recent decennial
censuses. Now, the country has reported 124 mother tongues (NSO, 2023). Despite
the vulnerability of the majority of ethnic languages, the country's linguistic landscape
reflects a multiplicity of ethnic and linguistic identities. Nevertheless, Nepali is the
lingua franca of the nation, the official language, and the major medium of
instruction. On the other hand, English is taught and learned as a foreign language in
Nepal, especially in schools and colleges. Moreover, English has gained widespread
appeal across the education system as a prestigious medium of instruction.

The overall functionality of languages in Nepal appears three-fold: ethnic
languages, the official and dominant language, Nepali, and the prestigious and
demanded language, English. The ethnic languages represent the minority languages
spoken by distinct ethnic groups across the different ecological belts of the country,
such as Sherpa, spoken in the eastern mountainous region by the Sherpa people,
Tamang, spoken by the Tamang ethnic people in the central hilly region, and Tharu,
spoken by the Tharu ethnic people in the western Terai region. The majority of ethnic
languages are consistently losing their mother-tongue speakers due to socio-economic
pressures to shift to Nepali and English.

The latest report of the NSO itself presents a picture of endangerment of
ethnic languages in Nepal. It reports that 67 languages (54%) have fewer than 10,000
speakers. A study by Gautam (2025) reports that only 47.6% of languages fall into the
safe category based on the vitality and usage. In this context, language shifting is
occurring widely, and nothing has been done to intervene. As a fluent speaker of the
Bantawa ethnic language, | experience the day-to-day disruption of intergenerational
transmission of my mother tongue. The majority of children in my community no
longer speak Bantawa; instead, they attend English-medium schools. Despite being a
Bantawa mother tongue-based creative writer, lexicographer, and textbook writer, |
cannot talk Bantawa in my professional setting, nor can | motivate my students to
speak Bantawa or their mother tongues. | find myself in a contradictory position in
this case. Hence, this issue prompted me to conduct this study.



This chapter begins with my personal narrative to ground the research issue, in
which | present an account of my life story and how | practiced and perceived
language ideologies over time. After that, | have stated the rationale for the research,
the problem statement, the purpose of the study, the research questions, and the
delimitations of the study, followed by a summary of the chapter.

Background and the Context of My Study

| have abundant stories to tell and write down. | own stories because | lived
the time and circumstances that inform the immense tapestry of my culture,
geography, nature, and society. | herded cattle and buffalo during my childhood on
every holiday. | have climbed tall trees or even bamboo, jumped from one to another.
Likewise, | have hunted hornets, slung shot doves, picked barrels of raspberries and
blueberries in the dense forest, cut grass, and collected dry leaves from rugged and
steep hills. | have tasted crabs, Paha', and Gadera? fish hunted in the vertical streams
of my locality. | have eaten wild fowl curry multiple times that were hunted by the
seniors of my village with the Banduk?®. I have ploughed with oxen for three to six
hours a day. Moreover, | have spent the whole day outdoors, except for the time spent
eating and sleeping. | never got a chance to see a bus until I walked a full long day to
Beltar, a town in the inner Terai of Udaypur district, to buy rock salt when | was
fifteen. My village got connected to a dirt road very recently, in 2013, only twelve
years ago. The life of a man from an ethnic and minority community in a hamlet in
Nepal's eastern hilly region offers unique experiences and perceptions of living in
different ways. However, the most significant story I am keen to express is about my
mother tongue: its vitality in the past, its intergenerational disruption at present, and
the emergence of English as the dominant ideological and educational force impacting
my personal and professional life.

Being a millennial, 1 am fortunate to observe and experience my pure ethnic
cultural practices in my homeland, Thidinkha, Bhojpur. Unlike today, I never felt
pressured to learn English at a young age. | was introduced to the English alphabet in
grade four, when | was ten years old. | learned English vocabulary and grammar

slowly through the classes' courses. | was only exposed to the full English-speaking

! an edible frog
2 an species of fish found in highland streams
3 locally made gun



lecture in a university class at Dhankuta Multiple Campus. However, | preferred
reading and writing in English without the pressure of my family's aspirations.

Being a highlander, my hamlet is situated 1700 meters high above sea level in
southern Bhojpur. Surrounded by evergreen chestnut forests, wide pasturelands, and
enough water resources, | was immersed in calling every natural entity in my mother
tongue, Bantawa. Like other Kirati linguistic communities, the Bantawa mother-
tongue-speaking community names flora and fauna for their utility, shape, nature or
for their movement. For instance, the monkey is known as a starved animal (Saksang),
and the eagle as a speed diver (Sangrangwa). Each toponym of my locality even
underlies ecology and ideology apart from its semantic meaning (Gautam et al.,
2025). Likewise, hydronyms across Kirati settlements show archeological evidence
and cultural ties of Kirati people (Rai, 2025). Later, | learned that each lexicon of my
mother tongue is constructed differently from that of Nepali and English, reflecting
the typical livelihood and culture of my community and symbolizing my linguistic
identity.

Unlike Nepali, the Bantawa language inherits unique ways of expressing
meanings, such as all nouns are derived from actions or verbs, such as kakap, 'the
firewood cutter' is derived from kapma, 'to cut firewood'; kahek, 'the grasscutter' is
derived from hekma, 'to cut grass’, and kak’ok, 'the meat chopper' is derived from
k*okma, 'to cut meat'. Unlike the Nepali language, the actions related to ‘cutting’ in
ghas katnu (to cut grass), daura katnu (to cut firewood), masu katnu (to chop meat)
are uniquely expressed within a lexicon in Bantawa. Later, | learned that language is a
distinctive human capacity and a powerful engine of cultural transmission (Gelman &
Roberts, 2017), as the Bantawa language reflects Bantawa ethnic culture, Nepali
carries dominant Nepalese ideologies, and English transmits Western culture,
philosophy, and practices.

Speaking other tongues than Bantawa in cultural exchange was supposed to be
offensive in my community. During my childhood, | was reminded to speak only
Bantawa in our ancestral worship. One of my elders once told me that all the children
of the Bungchhen family from the next village were sent away from home during the
ritual because the guardians feared they might speak Nepali. Bantawa seemed to be a
perfect language to express every action and ritual then. Elderly people never seemed
to mix code during their cultural and linguistic exchange. Even the Chhetri and Kami

ethnic communities of our village could communicate in Bantawa. The socio-cultural



practice of our village was then truly unexposed to external ideological force and
cultural practices. Hence, | grew up with my natural cultural ideologies.

Over time, | used my linguistic and cultural capital in creative writing in
Bantawa. | have written Bantawa songs and a radio drama, and recorded them at
Radio Nepal. I have published three books in the Bantawa language based on creative
writings. | also contributed dozens of articles to Bungwakha, a monthly publication in
the Bantawa language. Based on this, | pursued an MA in linguistics from Tribhuvan
University. | also did an M.Ed. in English from there. | have published two books on
grammar—Tajpuriya Byakaran (Rai, 2014) and Dungmali Byakaran (Rai, 2015)—in
Nepali. I have also published a book in English language in the title of entitled
"Phonemic Analysis of Bantawa and English Sounds” (Rai, 2018). Later, | also
worked as a lexicographer, curriculum developer, and textbook writer of the Bantawa
language. However, | got considerable recognition in my community as a dedicated
writer in my mother tongue. | was honored by the Government of Nepal, National
Foundation of Indigenous Nationalities (NFDIN) with the Rastra Matribhasha Sewa
Puraskar in 2018 and the Bungwakha Rastriya Puraskar in 2023. | was offered the
opportunity to conduct multiple workshops on documenting language, dictionary-
making, and the development of teaching-learning materials in my mother tongue.
Some of my community members said | was doing phenomenal work of documenting
the Bantawa language through my scholarship.

Paradoxically, my professional life is shaped by mastering English rather than
my mother tongue. | teach English and motivate my students to speak and write in
English. Although the classroom setting is always multilingual, | cannot use that
diverse linguistic repertoire as a resource for teaching and learning. Moreover,
English has occupied the entire linguistic space in classrooms. Fluent use of English
in and out of the classroom symbolizes students' success and great capacity. Within
the institutional setting, my sole responsibility is to make my students fluent and
efficient in English and to ensure they pass with good grades in the taught subjects.
Professionally, | work with good intentions; however, over time, | realized that this
process always encourages the use of English over students' mother tongues.

| also live sharp contradiction between my personal and professional life. As a
mother-tongue-based writer and a working linguist, I strongly believe in the
maintenance of mother tongues. The majority of languages, including my mother

tongue, are endangered to various degrees (Moseley, 2010). A couple of times, | have



publicly advocated the importance of ethnic mother tongues in preserving the diverse
repertoire of the knowledge system in Nepalese society. Despite having this belief, |
have enrolled my children in English-medium schools. Like other parents, | was
pressured to choose the nation's mainstream education system; nevertheless, | was not
unaware that it can accelerate language shift in minority communities in Nepal
(Neupane et al., 2025). Moreover, it silently pushes minority languages to the margins
at the expense of teaching and learning English.

This contradiction extends to my society, where my neighbors and relatives
repeatedly narrate their sacrifices to enroll their children in the city’s elite English-
medium schools. Ultimately, the whole community seems to be lagging behind
English, where passing down the mother tongue to children never becomes a
commitment for parents. Within this environment, as an advocate of mother-tongue
maintenance and an English language teacher, | find myself in a tunnel of
contradiction, chaos, confusion, and guilt.

Socio-cultural Attitudes toward English and Mother Tongues

Although almost all ethnic communities associate their distinct identities with
their mother tongue, they often harbor misconceptions about its value. They are
gradually habituated to conceive English as a language of opportunity, prestige, and
modernity. On the other hand, they position their mother tongue as limited and
irrelevant in the modern economy. However, these ideologies are deeply shaped by
the socio-political grounds. The ethnic mother tongues have been suppressed in the
past through various government policies. They imposed Nepali as an official
language, and later, English was adopted as a compulsory subject in the schools. Over
time, ethnic communities found themselves powerless to question the positioning of
their mother tongues in educational and public spaces. They were never given a
chance to reflect on and resist the country's language politics. They are framed to
accept language and educational policies. As a result, they gradually shifted to the
Nepali language to survive in the mainstream while abandoning their linguistic
legacy.

The elderly people of the communities express their regret, guilt, and worry
for not being able to pass down the mother tongue to their younger generations.
According to them, they are losing their cultural heritage every day because of the
generational gap in acquiring the mother tongue. At the same time, they are

compelled to encourage their children to master Nepali and English to keep up with



the modern economy. In this situation, irrespective of having a mother tongue
maintenance ideology, the ethnic mother tongue community loses, and English wins.
My Community and Institutional Setting

The issue this study addresses arises in a typical multilingual setting in which
English as medium of instruction (EMI) is widely adopted, and English-language
learning is preferred. | live in Dharan, a city in eastern Nepal, just beneath the
Mahabharat Hill Range. NSO (2023) reports that 60 mother tongues are spoken
within the Dharan sub-metropolitan city. The city was established nearly a century
ago, and people from various parts of the eastern hilly region migrated there.
Therefore, the linguistic diversity of this city is built by immigrants from hilly regions
such as Bhojpur, Taplejung, Khotang, and Tehrathum. Nepali, the mother tongue of
the majority, and Limbu, Bantawa, Maithili, Chamling, etc., are well represented in
the city. However, none of the mother tongues are taught in the schools, except Nepali
and English.

According to the Dharan Sub-metropolitan City (2024), 47 government-
funded public schools operate; however, around two-thirds (65.51%) of students are
enrolled in English-medium boarding schools, where parents pay significantly higher
fees than the nominal fees in public schools. The Public High School, one of the
oldest public schools in downtown, has recently adopted EMI. Many media houses
have reported the overflow of students at the schools after implementing this policy.
Likewise, | have experienced the large student crowd in English-medium class
sections, unlike the almost empty classes in Nepali-medium sections at Mahendra
Multiple Campus, Dharan. Within these educational spaces, English dominates all
other languages, viz., students' mother tongues.

My Positionality as Teacher and Language Advocate

As an English language teacher, I instill the ideology of ‘standard English’ in
my students every day. Students come to the class with the aspiration to learn English
and pass the English subject with good grades. | follow every specification offered by
the course of the study to impart information and knowledge to the students through
teaching learning activities. Within this context, | encourage them to master the
English language and content. Sometimes | deliberately scare them about the
difficulties they will face in the future if they do not master English.

The diverse linguistic repertoire does not function inside the class. | can never

use my rich linguistic heritage as a source of teaching and learning. Likewise, | cannot



ask any students to articulate their language inside the class. In this way, all the
mother tongues inside my English language class are silenced under the shadow of
English. My college administration, my colleagues, and my students prefer to listen to
‘good English’ from me. | always require performing to appear as a ‘good English
teacher’. In this context, | find myself suppressing my mother tongue ideology and
identity in order to present myself as an authentic English language teacher. It creates
an emotional and ethical tension within me.

Unlike in this professional setting, | am recognized as a writer, lexicographer,
and advocate of mother-tongue maintenance outside the classroom. | have written,
published, and advocated for the significance of each mother tongue in preserving the
nation's cultural and linguistic heritage. Therefore, my personal and professional
ideologies contradict each other in every walk of my life. | never underestimate the
economic power of the English language in the present-day world; however,
sacrificing the indigenous language and culture for the sake of learning English does
not make sense to me. Hence, | uniquely position myself to examine my personal and
professional ideology in the light of relevant theories.

Firsthand Experiences and Autoethnography

The increasing dominance of English and the rapid language shift are
occurring simultaneously in Nepal. The emergence of English-medium schools in
remote rural areas and the adoption of EMI in public schools across urban areas
indicate a significant dominance of English in schooling. On the other hand, school-
going generations of the ethnic mother tongue-speaking communities no longer speak
their mother tongue. English sidelines all indigenous linguistic and cultural ideologies
and aspirations. Being a writer based on my mother tongue and English language
teachers, | feel regret, guilt, and complicity for not passing down my mother tongue to
my younger generation. Instead, | encourage English-language behavior among my
family, neighbors, and classmates. | feel, observe, and sense the loss of linguistic
heritage of my community and beyond. This societal context demands critical
investigation.

As someone who has experienced this context firsthand, autoethnography is a
suitable method of inquiry. Autoethnography systematically analyzes (graphy)
personal experience (auto) to understand cultural experiences (ethno) (Ellis, 2004;
Holman-Jones, 2005, as cited in Ellis et al., 2011). According to Given (2008),

autoethnographic research connects the autobiographical and personal to the cultural,



social, and political dimensions, in which the researcher’s life becomes a conscious part of
what is studied. As a critical auto-ethnographer, | have positioned myself as an active
participant in this research process. My lived experiences, social positioning, and
ideological stances are analyzed to bring conclusions of the research. As a Bantawa
mother tongue speaker and advocate of mother tongue maintenance and an English
language teacher, | found myself in a contradictory position: personally advocating
for mother tongue maintenance and, professionally, an agent of English dominance.
This situation has provided the analytical frame for examining English dominance and
the loss of my mother tongue.

As a researcher engaged in a autoethnographic inquiry, | have examined my
contradictions, emotional struggles, dilemmas, and confusions not as individual
phenomena but as broader political and social reproductions. | have examined my
own lived experiences as a member of an ethnic minority linguistic community, as an
English language teacher, and as a parent. | have interrogated and reflected on my
own teaching of English ideology and its impact on language loss from the viewpoints
of power, ideology, and socio-political structure. Moreover, | have examined this
specific issue in the broader context of sociolinguistics and the country's educational
practices.

Rationale of the Study

Nepal boasts 124 living languages; however, all mother-tongue-speaking
communities are inclining towards English, the dominant medium of instruction in the
country's schooling system. Above all, the English language has been deeply
ingrained in most parents’ minds as a symbol of intelligence, opportunity, and
modernity. Within this ideological formation, mother tongues are often neglected in
the family, marginalized in society, and undermined in the schooling system. Besides,
EMI has emerged as a new linguistic market in Nepalese schools, challenging the
government's policy of mother-tongue-based multilingual education (Saud, 2020).
Apart from this, intergenerational transmission of ethnic minority languages is
gradually weakening.

Despite the linguistic diversity in the classroom, EMI has become the standard
norm in teaching. Major public schools in urban areas have shifted to the EMI in
recent years. This change occurred mainly because parents’ aspirations led them to
enroll their children in EMI-based schools. According to Mishra and Bhatta (2021),

EMI is perceived as an investment for developing advanced English. It shows that



English is seen as a linguistic capital (Bourdieu, 1991), having high value, whereas
other mother tongues are perceived as lacking economic value. As a consequence,
classroom practices have created a huge gap between the constitutional provision of
multilingualism and actual classroom practice.

Within this context, English language teachers are perpetuating the English-
dominant ideology, even as they may personally value the maintenance of their
mother tongue. Many English language teachers belong to multilingual ethnic
societies value language maintenance (Rai, 2025b), which shapes their distinct
identity and nationality. In this case, teachers' lived experiences with cultural
practices, emotional belonging, and ethical dilemmas are poorly studied in the area of
English language teaching in Nepal. Especially, the study of the professional
complexity of multilingual English language teachers, such as the contradictions and
guilt associated with silencing their mother tongue in personal and professional
settings, is a new issue.

Advocating linguistic diversity and empowering English-speaking and writing
in my profession has created a dichotomy in my personal and professional life. As a
result, I am working in a state of contradiction, feeling guilty and powerless. The
emergence of this situation is not my choice; it is rather a socially produced outcome
that, according to Bourdieu (1991), constitutes symbolic violence, in which English is
legitimized, and mother tongues are devalued. Thus, this critical autoethnographic
inquiry will unfold the vital, hidden feelings and emotions surrounding multilingual
English teachers' loss of their mother tongue, professional contradictions, and
dilemmas in the light of relevant theories.

Although existing studies show significant interest in EMI policy and practices
in the educational setting, they are primarily focused on EMI outcomes. Only a few
studies have explored lived experiences. However, research in the field reveals a
significant gap in the exploration of insider teachers' perspectives and experiences of
their mother tongue loss. Likewise, studies do not cover the emotional dimensions of
teachers, such as guilt, conflict, and moral struggle. Hence, this issue warrants further
study.

Given the nature of this issue, none of the inquiry methods fit, except for
(critical) autoethnography. Conventional approaches, such as surveys, narrative
inquiry, do not capture the emotional contradiction of a teacher living the

phenomenon. However, autoethnography allows for the discovery of the researcher's
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lived and deep experiences. The personal experiences, anecdotes, vignettes, and
reflective writing are used as valid data in the study. The study's critical paradigm
links personal experience to the broader social and economic power structure,
revealing the hidden mechanisms of unjust practices, such as policies of linguistic
exclusion or domination. Therefore, the study opens a curtain on the neglected
linguistic issue.

This study may contribute to the field in various ways. Firstly, it adds a
theoretical contribution to the critical study of language practices in the country. It
sparks a discussion of discursive methods for studying language education in Nepal.
Similarly, it provides enriched data from the insider to be included in the empirical
literature. Along with this study, it provides insights to policy makers, curriculum
designers, teachers, and community members to measure the teaching language
practices from the perspectives of insiders. Likewise, this research provides a
reflective insight for English language teachers, who face a similar issue across the
field. It also challenges existing narratives of language teaching to foster critical
awareness among stakeholders. In a similar way, readers will find it interesting to
learn about the social issue they are connected with, and they will take an informed
decision thereafter. Unearthing one of the hidden pedagogical issues may bring a
sound discussion in academia. Therefore, as a researcher, | rationalize this research
issue.

Problem Statement

Languages spoken in Nepal are part of the linguistic and cultural ‘mega
center’ of the Greater Himalayan region and an important site for the common
heritage of humanity (Turin, 2007). Despite having a small land area of 1,41,181
square kilometers, the landlocked country of Nepal is home to a great linguistic
wealth of 124 mother tongues. However, the vitality of these languages, as assessed
by Regmi (2024), is vulnerable; most fall into the 'unsafe’ category. These languages
are even pushed to the margins by the dominant ideology and the English-teaching
mechanism in Nepal. According to Poudel (2021), it endangers the survival of mother
tongues in the Nepalese context due to English's imperialist role. The rise of English
is conceived as a symbol of success, social mobility, and modernity in the Nepalese
society. It is causing ethnic linguistic communities to undergo a systemic shift toward

English. As a result, ethnic communities, including Bantawa, are facing language loss
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in a systemic way. The emergence of this situation is grounded in the socio-political
context, not an individual choice.

To every Nepalese community, The Constitution of Nepal 2015, in its article
31 (5) has provisioned the right to get education in their mother tongue (Constituent
Assembly Secretariat [CAS], 2015). However, in practice English has been promoted
deliberately in both institutional and public schools. A large number of public schools
in urban areas have adopted EMI in the past few years, which, according to Mishra
and Bhatta (2021), serves only to increase enrollment rather than address quality
concerns. The adoption of EMI or the teaching of English ideology has not only
devalued the mother tongues in Nepal but also, according to Phillipson and Skutnabb-
Kangas (1997), violated linguistic human rights. EMI in education is not only
destroying learners' mother tongues in Nepal (Saud, 2022), but also ignores learners'
prior knowledge, as it plays a hegemonic and dominant role in the classroom (Karki,
2021). Most importantly, EMI has served to (re)produce linguistic marginalization
and educational inequality and injustice for children from a lower socioeconomic
status (Sah & Li, 2018). In this context, schools become an educational space to
normalize English dominance and marginalize ethnic mother tongues at the same
time. Likewise, English language teachers enforce the use of English as EMI agents.
On the other hand, parents unconditionally support English dominance at the price of
their linguistic and cultural legacy. It shows that every educational practice in any
educational space in society is actively involved in language shift. | experience it as
an unjust social practice we often perform, unintentionally, in our daily activities.
Living in this context creates a sharp contradiction between my personal and
professional ideologies, leading to guilt, emotional chaos, and everyday complicity.

As a mother-tongue practitioner and advocate of mother-tongue maintenance,
| found my position underexplored and understudied. | enforce English domination in
my classroom activities. Hence, | uphold the dominant English-language ideology
(Woolard, 2021) in my professional practice, thereby marginalizing the diverse
cultural values of the mother tongues in the class. In addition, | found myself
powerless to intervene in the extending hegemony of English (Rana, 2018) over
ethnic mother tongues, which eventually disrupts the social and cultural diversity. In
the face of this situation, my internal conflicts, emotional struggles, and ethical
dilemmas in my personal and professional life have remained unexplored, unspoken,

and unwritten. | live in two opposing systems simultaneously; on the one hand, | teach
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English and promote EMI ideals, while on the other hand, | value the mother tongue,
worry about its loss, and advocate its maintenance. Thus, a main issue of this study
becomes a lived contradiction between dominant English ideology and indigenous
linguistic identity.

My professional engagement and my mother-tongue-based scholarship face
off. Being a Bantawa mother-tongue-based author and working linguist, | write,
speak, and act to develop mother-tongue-based teaching and learning materials and to
advocate for mother-tongue maintenance and language documentation. On the other
hand, | encourage and push students in my classes, as well as myself, to master the
English language. This contradiction echoes as feelings of guilt, chaos, and ethical
dilemmas. However, this tension between mother-tongue maintenance ideology and
dominant English ideology has emerged from broader structures of power and
ideology. Within this context, | found myself a victim of symbolic violence
(Bourdieu, 1991) that often remains invisible.

Multilingualism, language loss, language maintenance, and English language
teaching (ELT) are debatable but burning issues in Nepalese academia. Although
multilingualism is celebrated in discourses and planning, English has been promoted
in practice; as a result, English marginalizes the ethnic mother tongues (Gautam,
2021a; Gautam & Poudel, 2022; Paudel, 2025). On the other hand, studies in the field
focus only on the EMI policy, learning outcomes, and attitudes towards English vs.
Mother tongues. Existing research rarely touched on the lived contradiction, guilt, and
emotional struggle of an English language teacher from the minority ethnic linguistic
communities. Most importantly, an autoethnographic inquiry into ELT, focusing on
language ideology and language loss, has not been conducted in the Nepalese context.
This study unearths my internal contradictions, lived experiences, and everyday
negotiation of personal and professional ideology with the broader socio-political
power relations. Thus, | explored myself to understand the complex interplay between
English language teaching and experiencing the loss of my mother tongue in Nepal.

Purpose of the Study

Through this study, | aim to explore my internal contradictions, tensions, and
ethical dilemmas as an advocate of mother tongue maintenance, while experiencing
the loss of my mother tongue and, professionally, serving as an agent of the dominant

English-language ideology.
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Research Questions

The research questions of this research are presented as follows:

1. How do I experience and negotiate the contradiction of empowering English-
dominant ideology in my profession and losing my mother tongue in my
community?

2. How my identity, emotions, and ethical positioning are shaped by the
dichotomy of English language teacher and advocate of mother tongue
maintenance?

Delimitations of the Study

As an ethnography, my research has been grounded in my personal
experiences, narratives, memory work, and reflective writing and journals as the data.
| have not connected vast areas of study beyond prominent theories to support my
critical view in the study. | have used three theoretical lenses: language ideology
(Woolard, 2021), linguistic capital and symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 1991), and
Linguistic imperialism (Phillipson, 1992). I have based my autoethnographic inquiry
predominantly on Holman-Jones (2005) and Holman-Jones (2016). No fieldwork has
been done at the site for this study. The data are analyzed thematically, following
Braun and Clarke (2006) and supported by Dawadi (2020). As a researcher, | have
positioned myself as an English language teacher, observer, and community member.

Chapter Summary

In this chapter, | have presented my research issue under the required thematic
headings. Firstly, | presented the context of my issue, framing it in light of my
experience and everyday life. After that, | rationalized the research issue by
presenting the studies and methodological gaps, followed by the research's importance
in the field and its theoretical and empirical contributions. Similarly, | have
problematized the issue in my arguments to fulfill the gap with theoretical and
methodological lenses. Followingly, | stated my research purpose and research
questions. | also mentioned the study's delimitations at the end. In this way, | have

introduced the research issue with the required format and themes in this chapter.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

This chapter outlines my ideological and theoretical positions for this study.
Firstly, I have interpreted my understanding of my mother tongue ideology and my
view and statement on language endangerment. The subsequent section presents my
perceived language ideology of English and linguistic capital in the Nepalese context.
In the next section, I have presented the theoretical foundations relevant to this
research. After that, | have reviewed the relevant previous research, followed by an
analysis of the research gap. Lastly, | have presented a theoretical or conceptual
framework of my study.

My Understanding of Mother Tongue Ideology and Language Endangerment

My mother tongue, Bantawa, plays a key role in shaping my identity. My
ritual and cultural practice is never completed without speaking Bantawa. All the
rituals of my community are expressed and manifested through Mundhum, the ritual
language of the Kirati people. Mundhum is the long-standing, ancient and unchanging
oral tradition and ritual practice among Kiratis of eastern Nepal (Rai et al., 2009).
Inability to speak the mother tongue in my ritual is a matter of shame and guilt. As |
have found, people feel natural to speak their mother tongue, but they feel a cognitive
burden while expressing the same phenomenon in a second language (Rai, 2025c). |
view my mother tongue as the most powerful language for understanding and
perceiving the knowledge of survival and humanity in my life.

The perceived mother-tongue ideology I once held no longer holds in my
practical life. I live in a city and am not passing down my mother tongue and cultural
behavior to my children. Most importantly, | teach English and reinforce the dominant
English-language ideology among my students, which teaches them that English is a
powerful tool for progress and opportunity. I am unable to create a room to think and
act in their mother tongue. Due to the neoliberal practice (Flew, 2014), I am obliged
to suppress my mother tongue ideology in personal and professional settings.

Although I witness and experience the sharp disruption of intergenerational
transmission of mother tongues in Nepal, | am powerless to be a change agent. One

reason is Nepal's education system. Toba and Rai (2005) indicate this situation as:
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There are large linguistic communities where there is not much interest in
using the mother tongue, very likely due to early access to education. Schools
are teaching in Nepali, and teachers are from other speech communities. Those
who are successful in school and go on to study at the university are also
integrated into the mainstream of the Nepali-speaking society at the cost of

losing their mother tongue. (p. 22)

Moseley (2010) has presented a comprehensive overview of language
endangerment in Nepal, where it reports that, except Nepali, Awadhi, Bhojpuri, and
Maithili, the largest languages under the Indo-European language family, other
languages of the same family and languages under the Tibeto-Burman, Dravidian, and
Austro-Asiatic language families are facing various levels of endangerment. The
report reveals that endangerment is widespread in Tibeto-Burman languages, with 40
languages definitely endangered, more than a dozen critically endangered, and one
extinct. My mother tongue, Bantawa, falls under this row.

The language endangerment risks the loss of diverse linguistic ideologies.
However, language endangerment is particularly severe for Nepal's indigenous
communities (Pun, 2020); the root of this cause is grounded in the language policy
adopted by the past rulers in the country. Nepali, the mother tongue of the rulers, was
adopted as the official language and the medium of instruction in the schooling
system, and even ethnic mother tongues were deliberately suppressed. After the end
of the absolute monarchy in 1990, the Constitution of the Kingdom of Nepal 1990
began recognizing mother tongues as national languages. The Constitution of Nepal,
2015, has provided every linguistic community the right to receive education in their
mother tongue, but it is rarely practiced. In contrast, English has been expanded as the
medium of instruction, further deepening the loss of the country's language and
linguistic ideologies.

Perceived Language Ideology of English and Linguistic Capital

Salzmann et al. (2012) define language ideology as the beliefs about language
expressed by speakers, as their conceptualization of the nature and function of
language, whereas Irvine (1989) explains it as the cultural system of ideas about
social and linguistic relationships, laden with moral and political interests. Every
society lives with its language ideology, such as seeing my mother tongue as a

repository of humanity that shapes cultural civilization, knowledge systems,
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worldviews, and collective identity. | believe linguistic heritage should be preserved
through language maintenance, and that should be rationalized by the government.

English has developed as a strong educational force in Nepal. It is no longer a
medium of instruction in Nepal, but also a Western ideology implemented by
Nepalese scholars funded by the British Council and the American Embassy to study
in the US and the UK (Poudel, 2021). The country's education system has created a
significant market value for the English language. Thus, EMI has become a new
linguistic market across urban and suburban areas (Saud, 2020). English has been
seen as a ladder to the global village. Due to ideological pressure, the general public is
encouraged to enroll their children in elite schools. It extends neoliberal ideology and
English mania in Nepal, creating an ideological landscape in which the use of
minority languages is assumed to be without value (Phyak & Ojha, 2019).

Within this broader socio-political exercise and impact of neoliberalism in
education, which has created a dominant ideology of English, ethnic mother tongues
appear less relevant, whereas English emerges as powerful linguistic capital. One
reason for the reduced use of minority languages is the education system, and a high
degree of shifting of minority languages towards Nepali, English, and Hindi indicates
the development of a monolingual ideology in the future (Gautam, 2021b). It
eventually erodes the vitality of mother tongues.

Despite diverse language ideologies, English has emerged as a desirable form
of EMI and in English-medium schools. This resonates with Kroskrity's synthesis of
language ideology—beliefs, feelings, and conceptions about language structure and
use that often index the political-economic interests (Kroskrity, 2010). As an advocate
of mother-tongue maintenance and an English language teacher, I truly understand the
contradiction in my position.

Choices of English and Neoliberal Educational Aspiration

Choice of English over Nepali and other languages in Nepal is largely shaped
by neoliberal ideology. This ideology supports market-driven principles to benefit the
bilateral or multilateral parties. Harvey (2005) defines neoliberalism as a theory of
political-economic practices that advocates liberating individual entrepreneurial
freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong private
property rights, free markets, and free trade. Kotz (2002) mentions the policy

orientation of neoliberalism in this way:
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The neoliberal policy recommendation primarily focuses on dismantling what
remains of the regulatory welfare state. These recommendations include
deregulation of business; privatization of public activities and assets;
elimination of, or cutbacks in, social welfare programs; and reduction of taxes

on business and the investing class. (p. 64)

Viewing this theory reveals that private English-medium schools and the
implementation of EMI in public schools are largely grounded in the neoliberal
ideology implicitly implemented by the government. According to this, privatization
of education is encouraged in the market as an investment (Mishra & Bhatta, 2021).
Social psychology is structured so that quality education is purchased in the market.
As a result, the number of private boarding schools exceeds that of public schools in
city areas. In Dharan sub-metropolitan city, 79 private schools have been established,
compared to 47 public schools (Dharan Sub-metropolitan City, 2024) and some public
schools have already adopted EMI to attract students. As English is considered a
powerful language, EMI-based public schools can attract large numbers of students.

Although school education is almost free in Nepal, and the government also
provides support and assistance to students through Diwa Khaja (afternoon snacks),
parents prefer to admit their children in private schools, where they have to pay a
large sum of money. Due to the lack of private schools in rural areas, the whole
family moves to city areas to educate their children at the finest English-medium
schools. They state that they are investing their time and money to build a future for
their children. The hooked neoliberal ideology has planted various future imageries in
the minds of parents regarding English education.

Even language activists, mother-tongue maintenance advocates, and teacher
employees of public school choose private English-medium schools over government-
funded public schools. They often narrate that they are free to choose any medium of
any school, irrespective of their responsibility to impart quality education in public
schools. It shows the effect of marketization of schooling in society, where every
middle-class person seems to be running to find an elite school within their
affordability. However, this is not a free choice; instead, it is structured by the
perceived ideology of ‘English is a super language’.

The Linguistic Diversity and Unequal Status
Nepal's linguistic diversity is built on the coexistence of 124 mother tongues

(NSO, 2023). These languages come under four language families, viz., Indo-
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European (47 languages), Sino-Tibetan (72 languages), Austro-Asiatic (3 languages),
Dravidian (1 language), and a language isolate. Although the number reflects the
remarkable diversity of mother tongues in the country, their unequal status reveals the
nation's unfair language policy. As a result, languages do not share a similar level of
vitality. The Sino-Tibetan language family, the largest (with 58% of the languages),
accounts for only 16.59% of the country's mother tongue population, while Indo-
European, the second-largest family, covers 83.07% of the population, with around
39% of the languages. Furthermore, the Sino-Tibetan language family presents a
critical linguistic landscape, with 47 languages (65%) spoken by 10,000 people each.
Therefore, linguistic diversity does not indicate equal status for languages in Nepal.
Rather, the number of speakers of each language indicates that many languages are
already pushed to the verge of extinction. Within this context, Regmi (2024) points to
an immediate requirement for a government-framed multilingual language policy
grounded in plurality, socialism, and inclusion to preserve, promote, and develop
languages.

Historical Rise of English in Nepal

The history of English education begins with the establishment of Durbar
High School in 1854 by the first ruler of the Rana regime, Jung Bahadur Rana, after
his visit to Britain. The school was made accessible only to the Rana aristocracy. The
main aim of establishing this school was to educate the elite members of the Rana
family in English. In this way, the English language was imported into Nepal by the
rulers as a prestigious and superior subject. Initially, English served as a means to
establish a clear hierarchy and power structure between the ruling class and the rest of
the population. Following the end of the autocratic Rana regime through the people's
movement in 1951, English was gradually incorporated into the curricula of public
schools, universities, private schools, and other sectors. Although English is not the
mother tongue of any Nepalese residing in the country, it is perceived as the most
powerful language aligned with success and achievement.

Poudel (2021) has periodized the evolution of English into three phases: the
period of colonial influence, the period of English educational expansion, and the
period of English professionalism. According to this, English was introduced into the
kingdom of Nepal primarily with the establishment of the Office of the British
Residency in Kathmandu in 1802, following a treaty signed by Nepali King Rana
Bahadur Shah and the East India Company in 1801. Later, Durbar High School not



19

only laid the foundation of English education but also instilled Western philosophies
and values among the kingdom'’s elite. Consequently, English took the place in the
minds of common people as a ‘super language’ to gain dignity and superiority. Over
time, English became a compulsory subject in schools and universities. The gradual
penetration of English across Nepalese society led many elite groups to develop a
‘common sense’ of English (Pennycook, 1994). As a result, proficiency in English
began to be seen as a symbol of professionalism (Poudel, 2021). Today, the English
language has dominated schooling, academia, and international communication in
Nepal.

English Medium Instruction (EMI) in Schools and Universities

The aspiration of English in Nepal has recently manifested in the medium of
instruction in Nepalese schooling. A significant shift in the Nepali-medium
instruction to EMI has been observed in recent years. A large number of public
schools in urban areas have already adopted EMI, creating a new linguistic market in
the country (Saud, 2020). This rapid adoption of EMI is inspired by a government
policy in the National Curriculum Framework published in 2007. The framework
states that the medium of instruction in schools shall be Nepali, English, or both. On
this ground, public schools shifted to EMI to attract a large number of students.
However, Mishra and Bhatta (2021) found that EMI does not represent quality
education; rather, it attracts a significant number of students. On the other hand, EMI
has served linguistic marginalization and educational inequality and injustice in
multilingual settings, especially children from lower socioeconomic status are largely
affected (Sah & Li, 2022).

The overwhelming adoption of EMI in Nepal has cast a shadow over
multilingual education and linguistic rights in many ways. The constitutional
provision of the right to receive education in the mother tongue has rarely been a topic
of discourse under the shadow of English. Likewise, EMI has challenged the
statement “the medium of instruction of the basic level shall be the mother tongue” of
the National Curriculum Framework. Irrespective of multilingual realities, linguistic
rights, and constitutional provisions, English has overtaken the medium of instruction
in educational spaces. Moreover, it is implemented as linguistic capital (Bourdieu,
1991), especially through EMI in schooling. The policy undermines the linguistic

plurality in the classroom.
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Connecting Theories

This research linked multiple theories to set relevant questions, apply relevant
methodologies, and draw meaningful conclusions. Most importantly, | have used
theory of language ideology (Woolard, 2021), theory of linguistic capital and
symbolic power (Bourdieu, 1991)), and linguistic imperialism (Phillipson, 1992). In
addition, I have framed my research partially through the theory of neoliberalism
(Flew, 2014) and Neoliberalism (Flew, 2014). As a research design, | have employed
(critical) autoethnography within the framework outlined by Holman-Jones (2016).
Language Ideology

Language ideology is not a neutral belief about language, but is connected to
judgments about language(s) and their use in terms of their social, economic, political,
and moral value. Irvine (1989) famously defines language ideology as a morally and
politically loaded representation of the nature, structure, and use of languages in a
social world.

Likewise, Woolard (2021) connects the operation of language ideology with
power, value, identity, and social hierarchy at both micro and macro levels, including
in daily communication and at institutional and political levels. This theory informs
me that preferring English and neglecting mother tongues are not individual or
community choices but are ideologically or socially constructed through power,
economy, and politics.

Woolard (2021) has presented a scope of language ideology that ranges from
home to school and teaching and learning in the following ways:

Societies of all kinds have language ideologies. In child-rearing, everyday
interaction, and interpersonal disputes as much as in ritual and political
debates, small-scale traditional societies characterized by apparent cultural and
linguistic homogeneity are affected by language ideologies as are multilingual,
multiethnic, late capitalist societies. Ideological representations of language(s)
are enacted by ordinary community members, official institutions, and elites,

including academic scholars. (p. 1)

It articulates that my mother tongue practice and the use of English in a
professional setting are shaped by my personal language ideology. | may have two
different ideologies regarding my mother tongue and English. Thus, this theory helps

to uncover my contradictory position between two linguistic ideologies.
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Linguistic Capital

Apart from the theory of language ideology, this research is guided by Perry
Bourdieu's theory of linguistic capital. Theory of linguistic capital denotes the value
and power of a language to influence the status, interaction, and opportunities. In this
regard, according to Bourdieu (1991), English in Nepal holds greater linguistic
capital, as it opens doors to many in the corporate job market. On the other hand,
mother tongues, such as Bantawa, are being pushed to the margins due to their limited
linguistic capital. However, this capital value is socially constructed through practice
and policy. Bourdieu (1991) mentions:

Linguistic exchange ... is also an economic exchange which is established

within a particular symbolic relation of power between a producer, endowed

with a certain linguistic capital, and a consumer, and which is capable of
procuring a certain material or symbolic profit. In other words, utterances are
not only signs to be understood and deciphered; they are also signs of wealth,
intended to be evaluated and appreciated, and signs of authority, intended to

be believed and obeyed. (p. 66)

Linguistic capital is grounded in the market value of the language; hence, it
creates a dichotomy of powerful and powerless languages. In such a case, the English
language, or the dominant language in society, carries power, prestige, and value. On
the other hand, ethnic mother tongues are buried under the blanket of linguistic
capital. Bourdieu (1991) asserts that the educational system plays a decisive role in
reproducing the distribution of linguistic capital and, hence, the structure of social
differences. It implies the symbolic violence to the minority languages, as they are
devalued, and a dogma is created, as English is a legitimate language in the modern
economy.

Linguistic Imperialism

The theory of linguistic imperialism informs that the global dominance of
English is not a natural phenomenon but it is a result of historical, political, economic
and cultural power relations. This theory is developed by Phillipson (1992) with his
publication Linguistic Imperialism. According to Phillipson, English language is
playing an imperialistic role over non-English speaking people around the world,; it
often marginalizes the local languages and contributes to inequalities between English
speaking and non-English speaking people and communities. Phillipson presents a

working definition of linguistic imperialism as “...the dominance of English is
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asserted and maintained by the establishment and continuous reconstitution of
structural and cultural inequalities between English and other languages” (Phillipson,
1992, p. 47). He has elaborated this definition as follows:

Here structural refers broadly to material properties (for example, institutions,

financial allocations) and cultural to immaterial or ideological properties (for

example, attitudes, pedagogic principles). English linguistics imperialism is
one example of linguicism, which is defined as 'ideologies, structures, and
practices which are used to legitimate, effectuate, and reproduce and unequal
division of power and resources (both material and immaterial) between

groups which are defined on the basis of language. (p. 47).

The argument of this theory resonates to my life experiences and research
work. English has been institutionalized in the form of EMI in schools in urban areas.
It has enforced urban migration and built a division between ‘urban students' and 'rural
students'. Additionally, imperialist nature of English has devalued mother tongues and
created a trauma among mother tongue speakers. Kandel (2019) argues that "Not only
the vernacular languages influced by globalization and English imperialism, but their
society, culture, lifestyle, behavior and attitudes, anxiety and psychology are heavily
diverted and changed. Hence, this theory guides to examine my experiences as a
English language teacher and a native speaker of Bantawa.

Empirical Review

Phyak (2024a) examines the changes in the linguistic behaviors of students
and teachers in school spaces shaped by the EMI policy. The study examines how the
school exercises disciplinary power to create an English-only environment in a
multilingual class, drawing on Foucault (1997) theory of discipline. The study reveals
that schools function as policed spaces to implement English-only practice, which is
carried out through panoptic measures, such as CCTV cameras and warning posters,
as well as post-panoptic measures, such as peer surveillance and self-censorship. The
researcher highlights the practice of language policing in schools through public
shaming, fines and penalties, and monitoring and surveillance, which, according to
the researcher, enforce the neoliberal development ideology; however, they also
reproduce social and linguistic inequalities. Moreover, the researcher emphasizes that
the practice legitimizes the symbolic violence against students' mother tongues.

Choi and Poudel (2024) have explored the practices of EMI/MOI in public

secondary schools regarding its emergence, practices in the classrooms and coping
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strategies. The study applies the lenses of policy enactment and translanguaging. The
study is grounded in a qualitative multi-case study approach based on purposively
selected three schools from urban, semi-urban, and rural areas. The study finds that
selected schools have implemented EMI to improve students’ career prospects,
despite equity concerns. Furthermore, the study reveals that, even though the classes
are labeled as EMI, teachers deliver instruction through a translanguage strategy that
does not appear uniform across cases. The researcher argues that an equity-based
language policy should be adopted and proposes an equity-based MOI that legitimizes
community-language use in class.

Poudel and Costley (2023) has prepared a comprehensive report after
examining how language and language-in-education policies shape children's learning
in Nepal. It reports:

EMI is often considered a marker of educational quality and therefore exerts

unique pressures on schools, communities, and individuals. This language is

often seen as more valuable for children and students to learn, at the cost of

other indigenous languages. (p. 2)

The report points out that, in many cases, the mother tongues of the ethnic
people in the country are suppressed through many ideological practices. According
to the report, one practice is the implementation of EMI in schools, which is
ineffective in many ways but contributes to erasing children's mother tongues. The
report presents four key recommendations, including "Use of language/s /s of
instruction that learners understand" being the second.

Sah and Li (2022) examined teachers' and students' language use in an EMI
classroom at a multilingual school in Nepal. Designed as a qualitative case study, the
study observes EMI classes in a public school in the Kathmandu Valley, located in a
Newari mother-tongue-speaking community. The data are collected through long-
term non-participant observation and analyzed using a discourse analysis approach.
The research reveals that translanguaging occurs in the classroom but is limited to
English-Nepali bilingualism, where students' mother tongues are consistently
excluded. The research on the process of bilingual translanguaging case unequal
languaging in the class. As a result, a linguistic hierarchy is created; English at the
top, then Nepali, and students’ mother tongues at the bottom.

Gyanwali (2022) has discussed the language endangerment in Nepal, focusing

on the context and stages. The researcher has interpreted the available linguistic data
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to assess the language endangerment. The study concludes that more than 90% of the
languages in Nepal are in varied degrees of endangerment, and at least three
languages are already extinct. The study discusses that the national dominance of the
Nepali language and the global influence of English have accelerated the language
shift and marginalization of ethnic minority languages. Further, the study points out
that the majority of mother tongues lack writing traditions and are under-documented.
The study highlights that documenting and preserving the Nepalese mother tongue
should be an urgent task for the nation. Overall, the study emphasizes that language
loss in Nepal is rapid, systematic, and culturally destructive because it threatens the
indigenous knowledge and identities.

Jora (2019) has explored the beliefs of parents from ethnic groups regarding
EMI in both private and public schools in Kailali, far-west Nepal. The study sets two
research questions: how ethnic group parents perceive EMI and how they explain the
disadvantages of the EMI policy in schools. The Tharu, Magar, and Tamang
community parents are sampled for the study, and the focus is on exploring
participants' lived experiences and beliefs about how EMI affects children's learning
from the parents' perspective. The study reveals several empirical findings, including
that EMI hinders students' comprehension and learning. Similarly, the study shows
that students find it difficult to do homework, perform poorly, and lose interest in and
motivation for learning. Most importantly, the study explores the beliefs of ethnic
parents about using their mother tongue as MOI alongside English to improve their
children's learning and increase their engagement in learning.

Sah and Li (2018) have critically examined the gap between ideological
promises and material realities of EMI in the Nepalese context. As a critical case
study, it examines how EMI is ideologically understood and practically implemented
in a low-resourced public school in Nepal. A government-funded, low-resourced
school is chosen as the study site, and the headteacher, two subject teachers, and nine
grade-four students are selected as the research participants. The study finds that EMI
is adopted in schools as linguistic capital, thereby enhancing proficiency and
achievement. Likewise, it critically observes EMI as a burden for teachers because
they lack English proficiency, pedagogical training, and institutional support. Further,
the study synthesizes that EMI is creating an illusion among students, as they failed to

develop strong English proficiency and also performed poorly in examinations. Most
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importantly, the mother tongues of Newari students are completely excluded from
schooling.

Phyak (2013) has examined the ideology of local languages as a medium of
instruction in a multilingual school in Nepal. The study grounds in ethnographic
inquiry questions, such as how teachers, parents, and community members perceive
and negotiate MOI policy in everyday school life. A multilingual primary school that
has implemented the multilingual education policy by teaching Rajbanshi and
Santhali is selected as the study site. The study explores the varied perceptions and
resistance practice of MOI among distinct linguistic groups, such as Rajbanshi and
Santhali parents and teachers value mother tongue medium of instruction for identity
and learning, but elites of the society resist it and prioritize Nepali and English. The
study reveals the conflict between the identity and socio-economic mobility aspects of
language. Likewise, the study highlights the policy-practice gap and the limited
community ownership of MOI at the local level.

Eppele (2011) examined patterns of language use in the Bantawa-speaking
community to assess language vitality and intergenerational language transmission.
This field-based research is conducted in Bhojpur district and its adjacent areas to
cover the dialects of Bantawa, including Amchok, Dilpa, Hatuwa, and Dhankuta. The
data is generated through various interviews. The results show that Bantawa
dominates the cultural domain of language use, whereas Nepali is dominant in public
and institutional domains. Here, cultural domains include home, religious practices,
emotional expression, and everyday communication, while the public domain
encompasses the market and broader societal communication. The study points out
that education (schooling) plays a role in increasing the use of Nepali. More
importantly, Bantawa is classified as Threatened (6b) as the Expanded Graded
Intergenerational Disruption Scale (EGIDS) level (Lewis & Simons, 2010). The level
indicates that the mother tongue is not consistently transmitted to the children.

Doornenbal (2009) has described the core grammatical system of the Bantawa
language in the book 'A Grammar of Bantawa. The book is published as the research
outcome of his doctoral dissertation. The book's writing is qualitative and descriptive,
grounded in extensive fieldwork. The book provides the most comprehensive
grammatical description of the Bantawa language. It describes the phonology,

morphology, and syntactic complexity of Bantawa with multiple examples. Although
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this work presents a rich linguistic system of Bantawa, it can serve as a reference in
the context of the loss of the Bantawa mother tongue.
Gap Analysis

After studying dozens of studies in the field, | have found that none of the
studies focused on the issue | have raised in this study. My review of the literature
shows that multiple studies have been conducted to examine the dimensions of
teaching English, EMI, and mother tongue education. Existing studies highlight
linguistic inequalities and the unjust socio-political structure in language teaching and
the use of the mother tongue inside and outside the classroom. The studies also
prioritize the teachers', parents’, and even students' perception towards teaching
English, mother tongue education, language-in-policy, language policy, and language
practices. As a result, studies themselves present an untouched issue to be addressed
in the field of teachers' ethnography regarding teaching English and the loss of the
mother tongue in Nepal.

The literature unfolds the thematic division of areas of study. The exploration
of Sah and Li (2018) focuses on exploring the ideologies of different stakeholders,
such as administrators, teachers, and students, toward IME policy. Likewise, it
examines the implementation of the EMI policy in low-resourced public schools
through a critical case study. On the other hand, a study by Choi and Poudel (2024)
examines the rise of EMI in institutions and its classroom practices. Based on a
qualitative multi-case study, it also examines teachers' and students' coping strategies
for EMI. Likewise, the study by Sah and Li (2022) reveals that translingualizing
creates a linguistic hierarchy in the classroom: English at the top and students' mother
tongue at the bottom, where students' mother tongue is consistently excluded in the
process of translanguaging from English to Nepali. These studies explore
stakeholders' perceptions of EMI and classroom practices, and the results show that
English is perceived as linguistic capital when EMI is implemented in the classroom.

A study by Jora (2019) extends the discussion of EMI to ethnic parents whose
children are taught in EMI settings, revealing that EMI hinders ethnic children's
learning in various ways rather than facilitating better learning experiences. On the
contrary, through a critical qualitative case study, Ghimire (2019) explores the
positive dimension of EMI, in which three students (one from the Brahmin
community and two from ethnic communities) express their deeply rooted beliefs in

EMI, aiming for success and a good career. Moreover, Phyak (2024a) has analyzed
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the EMI policy in higher education in Nepal, noting that English has become a
perceived de facto medium of instruction in the higher education system. Further, the
study argues that "EMI policy in Nepal is highly ideological and shaped by the
assumption that languages other than English are not relevant for higher education."
These studies reveal the ground-level perception of the ideological connection of EMI
in Nepal's education system.

An ethnographic inquiry by Phyak (2013) explores the conflict between elite
and ethnic linguistic minorities, in which parents of ethnic minority children prefer
mother-tongue education; however, the elite class resists it. Likewise, an examination
of Phyak (2024b) reveals that policing English through multiple tools in schooling
reproduces social and linguistic inequalities. Likewise, the Poudel and Costley (2023)
examines the socio-political impact of implementing mother tongue education in
Nepal and discusses the current status of the perceived ideology of language
education. The studies reveal critical observations on EMI across different contexts in
Nepal.

The foundation of the Bantawa language and linguistics is established in the
studies by Epelle (2011), Doornenbal (2009), and Gyanwali (2022). These studies
present the linguistic and sociolinguistic status of the Bantawa language. Although it
is spoken by a relatively large number of speakers, it has already begun to lose its
mother-tongue speakers due to intergenerational disruption, migration, and education.
The enriched linguistic system and social and cultural linguistic behaviors in Bantawa
are being eroded every day. The reason is the socio-political forces embedded in the
language policy and the medium of instruction in the education system. As a result,
the Bantawa language is labeled as threatened in the EGIDS, indicating its status is
shifting toward loss.

After reviewing the series of related studies, my area of study became even
clearer. My area of study appears unique in terms of issues and methodology.
Although I have found some research based on a critical research paradigm, it does
not address the fundamental inquiry into my research issue. | did not even find any
research work on experiencing language loss while teaching English. Instead, multiple
research studies about linguistic inequalities and the exclusion of students’ mother
tongue. Hence, experiencing the loss of my mother tongue while teaching English

appears to be a new and understudied issue in English language teaching in Nepal.
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Conceptual Framework

This study combines the issue with the two relevant theories: Woolard (2021)
and Bourdieu (1991). For this research, critical autoethnography (Holman-Jones,
2016) is applied. The approach to this research will be qualitative, and the
methodology will be grounded in the critical paradigm (Taylor & Medina, 2013).
Reflective writing will be used to generate data, and thematic analysis (Braun &
Clark, 2006) will be used for data analysis. The overall conceptual framework of this
study is presented in the following figure:
Figure 1

Conceptual Framework of the Study

Issue: Teaching English and experiencing intergenerational shift
of Bantawa as a mother tongue

/

Research approach:
Qualitative

Theories:

(1) Language ideology
(2) Linguistic capital

(3) Linguistic imperialism

Research design:
Autoethnography

/

Paradigm:
Critical

/

Meaning making process:
Reflecting, critical examination and thematic analysis

Chapter Summary
| have presented a review of the related literature for my study in this chapter,
organized by thematic topics. Firstly, | have comprehensively discussed the major
themes of the issue, including my understanding of mother tongue ideology and
language endangerment, the perceived English ideology, and neoliberal ideology, and

their impact on teaching English and the practices of mother tongue activities in the
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Nepalese context. After that, | connected theories to my research, especially language
ideology, linguistic capital, and linguistic imperialism. After that, | made a series of
empirical reviews followed by a gap analysis of my issue. Lastly, | have presented an
interactive conceptual framework of my study, emerging from the theoretical and
empirical syntheses. In this way, | have prepared a strong ground to conduct research

on my research issue in this chapter.
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CHAPTER Il
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This chapter presents my research philosophy, methodology, and methods.
Firstly, | have presented my ontological, epistemological, and axiological stances to
this study. Subsequently, | discussed my research paradigm. After that, | discussed the
research's method of inquiry. Likewise, | have mentioned my data generation
techniques and meaning-making process. Lastly, | have outlined my techniques for
maintaining the study's quality standards, followed by ethical considerations for
researchers.

Philosophical Considerations

In this section, | have discussed my ontological, epistemological and

axiological values in separate headings. The discussions are backed up by the views

of the key scholars in the field.

Ontology

Ontology is the philosophical study of being, which means it describes what
can be known (Berryman, 2019). It is an assumption that seeks to understand what
reality is. Ontological assumptions concern what constitutes reality or what it is
(Scotland, 2012). Guarino et al. (2009) interpret Aristotle's definition of ontology as
the science of ‘being qua being’, i.e., the study of attributes that belong to things
because of their very nature. The philosophy of ontology informs me that reality is
studied or observed as an entity based on its existence and attributes. Additionally, it
informs me that reality is not absolute and universal. Instead, it is socially structured
and perceived differently by different groups of people.

As a Bantawa mother tongue speaker and the English language teaching
practitioner, | view the truth about this phenomenon differently from the people of
other backgrounds. Being a Bantawa mother tongue speaker and an English language
teacher, my ideologies are relative and subjective. | am aware that my contradictions,
guilt, and tensions are not universal. My realities may confront or contradict others'

truths or realities.
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Epistemology

Berryman (2019) defines epistemology as the ways of knowing, how we
know, what we know, and who can be a knower. Generally, epistemology concerns a
question: how do we know something? In other words, it seeks an answer to the
question: what, and how, can we know reality? Therefore, as Grass (2024)
epistemology is the logical foundation of all social and political science. This
philosophical assumption guides me in selecting the appropriate approach, theory,
methodology, and methods, as well as the sources, for this research.

As | adopted autoethnography as my inquiry framework, my reflections and
lived experiences were the major resources for my research. That's why | have created
meanings from my experiences and reflections. On the other hand, as | have adapted
the critical research paradigm, | have examined my data sources in the broader
context of socio-political theories.

Axiology

Axiology, also called the theory of value, is the philosophical study of
goodness and value (Britannica Editors, 2015). Axiology is a science that studies how
people think and deal with values (Richards, 2003, as cited in Thami, 2025). What we
value as researchers affects the design and inquiry of our research. That's why
research is always value-laden except in positivist paradigm research.

As a researcher, | hold that every individual is value-bound. Hence, I, as a
researcher, according to Al-Ababneh (2020), am a part of what is being researched,
which cannot be separated. Thus, my research has been subjective. | have openly
discussed my value (Creswell & Poth, 2017) in the study to build narratives. | am
aware of the distinct values of English language teachers, of different mother-tongue-
speaking communities, and of the people around me.

Critical Paradigm as the Research Paradigm

Guba and Lincoln (1994) present a research paradigm as a basic set of beliefs
grounded in ontological, epistemological, and methodological assumptions. They
further view paradigm as a set of basic beliefs that deals with ultimate or first
principles. Likewise, Kivunja and Kuyini (2017) has interpreted the research
paradigm as the abstract beliefs and principles that shape how a researcher sees the
world and how s/he interprets and acts within it. Luitel and Dahal (2021) synthesize
the function of the critical paradigm, which enables autoethnographers to resist unjust

traditions, beliefs, and practices. Moreover, they view this paradigm as helping
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autoethnographers enable themselves and others by making critical reflexivity a
standard research process.

Within this broader understanding, | have employed a critical paradigm in this
research work. It allowed me to analyze my contradiction between teaching English
and critically experiencing the loss of my mother tongue. With this view, | was able to
connect the socio-political structure to the emergence of my contradiction. | have
positioned myself in this research as a critical paradigm ground as Taylor and Medina
(2013) state:

The critical research paradigm involves identifying and transforming socially

unjust structures, policies, beliefs, and practices. Its primary purpose is to

identify, contest, and help resolve ‘gross power imbalances’ in society, which
fuel ethically questionable profit-making activities that contribute to systemic
inequalities and injustices, such as social and economic exclusion of some

sectors of society, loss of cultural capital and cultural identity amongst ethnic

minorities, and anthropocentric climate change and loss of biodiversity. (p. 6)

As a critical researcher, | did not believe in generating data through secondary
sources; instead, | have questioned myself to transform my experiences into a broader
area of knowledge. As an English language teacher and a member of an ethnic
linguistic minority, and simultaneously a critical researcher, my duty was not only be
to criticize the situation but also to unfold the realities to transform it for a better
world.

Autoethnography as a Method of Inquiry

Autoethnography is a qualitative research approach. It combines
autoethnography with critical theory to examine power, ideology, and structural
inequalities. Madison (2012) asserts that critical ethnography begins with an ethical
responsibility to address processes of unfairness or injustice within a particular lived
domain. Boylorn and Orbe (2014) endorse Madison's view, noting that critical
autoethnography shares a similar conception. They further state:

Critical autoethnographers are invested in the “politics of positionality’

(Madison, 2012) that require researchers to acknowledge the inevitable

privileges we experience alongside marginalization and to take responsibility

for our subjective lenses through reflexivity. We write as another, and for

another. Our diverse contributors include both established and emerging
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scholars in the field whose work combines exemplary writing skills, a critical

lens, and a unique cultural standpoint. (pp. 15-16).

According to Holman-Jones (2016), the “critical’ in critical autoethnography
refers to an ongoing, movement-driven process of theorizing a body of knowledge
that links the concrete and abstract, thinking and acting, aesthetics and criticism. In
this way, critical autoethnography demands great analytical skill and the capacity to
evaluate and observe the social phenomena.

With this context, | have analyzed my lived experiences through the lens of
critical theories. Unlike autoethnographic inquiry, which systematically analyzes
experiences, | have examined them through a broader lens of power, ideology, and
socio-political frames. Autoethnography resonates best with my issue as the method
of inquiry.

Data Generation Technique

As an autoethnographer, | have written vignettes in my mother tongue,
Bantawa. | have two decades of experience writing and publishing in the Bantawa
language. However, it never became a profession; hence, the investment never
generated a financial benefit. However, | received a wide range of recognition within
my community from it. I have stories, emotions, and memories of my work in the
mother tongue, including writing, publishing, and enduring difficulties. The evolution
of my mother tongue ideology is grounded in these works.

Likewise, | have a long experience of teaching English in university classes as
a part-time and full-time faculty. | have taught the compulsory English subject to
more than 100 students in a class for many years, with students from diverse linguistic
communities attending. | have observed and understood the perceived ideology of
English during these years. | have written, reflected, and examined my lived
experiences of this kind.

In this context, my primary data-generating technique was personal narratives
and reflective writings, using the memory and recall method. | have prepared dozens
of themes based on my research questions. Under each theme, | have written a series
of reflective writings. | also supported each reflection through journaling. | had
unfolded my old diaries where | had written ‘diary’, especially on special occasions. It
supplied relevant information to my data generation process.

Most importantly, | have visited more than a dozen speech communities

during my field work as a working linguist. For instance, | have visited the Nubri
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community in northern Gorkha, the Lepcha in llam, the Chepang in Chitwan, the
Bahing in Okhaldhunga, the Balami in Nuwakot including others. I have recorded
many interviews to understand the perceptions of members of those communities
regarding the use of their mother tongue and the teaching of English. | have
transcribed relevant interviews to add those reflections to make my working data
livelier.
Meaning-Making Process

Personal narratives and reflective writing are the major tools used by
autoethnographers to decipher the meaning. During this stage, the generated data was
processed thematically to prevent tampering. The thematic analysis was conducted
using the coding process followed by Braun and Clarke (2006). For the coding
process, | had used the method interpreted by Saldana (2016). Nevertheless, | had
consulted Dawadi (2020) for the thematic analysis of my generated data. In addition
to theoretical frames, I had identified more relevant literature and analyze data to
inform my meaning-making process.

Quality Standards

| have maintained the quality of my research in terms of realism, truth, and
authenticity. | have supplied enriching anecdotes and subjective interpretations
alongside discussions of my thematic issues. However, | have maintained my research
within four quality standards, as outlined by Ahmed (2024). They include credibility,
transferability, and dependability, and confirmability. They are explained followingly:
Credibility

To maintain the study's truthfulness, | applied three research strategies
outlined by Ahmed (2024); prolonged engagement, reflexivity and triangulation.
Accordingly, I have spent adequate time to set the research issue backed up by deep
reflection. Likewise, | have acknowledged my personal biases and preconceptions
throughout the research process. Additionally, |1 have employed multiple sources of
data; memory work, journals, reflective writings along with the recordings, videos,
and photographs taken during the linguistic fieldwork. | have prioritized reflexive
writing during the data generation.
Transferability

| am aware that my research should be applicable to other contexts as well.
That's why its findings can be applied to similar contexts in the field. To ensure its

transferability, | have applied the strategies of transferability as outlined by Ahmed
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(2024). I have provided a rich description of my experiences so that readers may
judge whether its findings are transferable to other contexts. To maintain it, | have
provided a rich and detailed description of the context in relation to the cultural,
social, and institutional background. Likewise, | have explained EMI contexts, the
cultural-linguistic background of Bantawa, and school practices so that readers in
similar contexts get insights.
Dependability

To maintain the dependability of my research, | have employed consistency
and reliability measures in each process. The processes of methodological
documentation and audit trails strategies have been employed as Ahmed (2024)
mentioned. During the research process, | decided to omit the theory of neoliberalism
and included the theory of linguistic imperialism because of its relevance. | have
ensured the reliability of my research by applying and clearly stating a
methodological framework. Likewise, | have brought a lens of research design,
method of inquiry, and research methods. | have used the process of critical
autoethnography to analyze data and interpret results.
Confirmability

To maintain the objectivity of the research, | have revised my dissertation
based on the feedback | received in the dissertation presentation session. | have
reviewed my interpretations and findings to minimize my bias. Although I have not
applied the member checking strategy as Ahmed (2024) mentioned due to the nature
of inquiry, | have maintained a reflexive journaling to documenting my thoughts,
biases, and reflections throughout the study.

Ethical Considerations

| have obeyed the moral duty to maintain the originality and authenticity of
this research work. Likewise, | have maintained a range of ethical considerations
throughout the exploration of my lived experiences. | based my ethical norms
primarily on procedural ethics, as outlined by Ellis (2007). According to this,
procedural ethics is mandated by the institutional board (in my case, the research
guidelines of my university, Kathmandu University) to ensure adequate protection of
informed consent, confidentiality, privacy rights, deception, and human subjects from
harm.

Based on the nature of my inquiry method, | assimilated the norms of

confidentiality, privacy, and awareness of relationships and identity protection. To
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maintain it, I have not taken into account information that could harm personal and
public sentiment. Likewise, | have used pseudonyms of the participants of community
members of my narratives to protect their identities, however, | have decided to
incorporate real name of public intellectuals and writers of my mother tongue
community based on the new directions in informed consent of participants “owning
their own stories” concept developed by Patton (2015). | have not presented any
narratives or anecdotes that could violate individuals' privacy. Similarly, | have taken
into consideration whether my relationship with the participants and their relationship
with any other parties in my research negatively affect them. | have expressed my due
respect and credited the contributors to my research work.
Chapter Summary

| have presented my comprehensive research methodology in this chapter. As
required, | have first discussed philosophical considerations across all three
philosophical paradigms: ontology, epistemology, and axiology. After that, | stated
my research paradigm: a critical research paradigm. Subsequently, | argued on the
relevance of my method of inquiry, critical autoethnography. After that, | discussed
my data-generation techniques and the meaning-making process | used in this
research. | have also presented quality measures of my research work in the light of
established theory. Likewise, | have addressed the ethical considerations throughout

my study.
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CHAPTER IV
MOTHER TONGUE, ENGLISH, LANGUAGE SHIFT, AND DOMINANCE

In this chapter, I narrate and analyze my perceptions and experiences from my
early growing up with my mother tongue to the dominance of English in the present
context. To achieve it, | present a series of thematic narrations, interpretations, and
analyses of lived experiences and perceived ideologies. Firstly, | narrate the ecology
of my mother tongue in which I lived in my early life; then I narrate and interpret the
early encounter with English at school. Subsequently, | narrate and analyze the
linguistic capital and linguistic ideology | observed and understood inside and outside
the classroom. After that, | present a trend of language shift in my community.
Further, | present an ethnographic observation of the cultural dominance of English in
rural areas. Lastly, | examine and analyze my silence, guilt, and complicity in
everyday practice as a teacher and as a practitioner of mother-tongue-based writing
and English teaching.

Growing Up in the Lap of Bantawa Linguistic Ecology

Thidinkha, my village, a highland in southern Bhojpur, is situated at 1700
meters above sea level. A hamlet, folded within evergreen chestnut forests and wide
pasturelands, it is surrounded by Pongwen and Chungnambu streams from the left and
right sides, respectively. The nearest villages are named as Banewa, Phukwentang,
Lungkongkha, and Walaptang. The highest hill point to the north is Dhentang, the
front-facing hills are Boppong and Bomakkhachon, and the nearest biggest stream is
Bongwa. Balankha, a five-kilometer awat town, is the central market of my village. It
is also the center of Amchok Rural Municipality. It takes forty-five minutes to reach
there, where Bululuma and Chhongkha pasturelands and Chemkha village lie on the
way.

When | described my homeland, what do we observe in the naming system of
the lands and places? All the places named in the Bantawa language, aren't they? Not
only are remarkable places named like this, but every part of land in my village is
named in Bantawa, such as my house is located in Dilaklam, | graze cattle in
Chhalaklam, | collect firewood in Mangthanda, and cut thatching grass in Chhawa. My

mother tongue had always remained vital. Thus, my ancestors named every corner
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and part of the cultivated and barren land seamlessly based on its characteristics, such
as orientation, fertility, and the human activities associated with it.

My mother tongue seems perfect for naming every flora and fauna in my
locality. | am told that when a Yaghangma (spider) makes its web and when a flock of
Narokwa (Demoiselle crane) appears in the sky. My Maili Fufu (father's elder sister)
taught me to eat the root of Weisi (raspberry) for a sore throat. My sisters treated my
bleeding a couple of times with the squeezed liquid of Chachang (Chromolena
odorata). | know Sawa (red hornet) is less dangerous to hunt than Sakwa (black
hornet). | recognize the sound of Lak (edible frog) from Bhorop (non-edible frog).

My community always strives to collect Tepkhan (wild mushroom). My
grandmother taught me to drink Khabat (finest alcohol) for body aches. My children
also prefer to eat Kinama (fermented soybean) curry. My mother used to carry a bottle
of Langwa (alcohol to serve relatives in the case of accidental meeting on the way)
when we were going to my maternal home. Our community consumes Khaklekpa
(burnt chicken feathers) as a fine medicine against cold. | often eat Chakhang (lump
of millet) and pickle of Chakkhan (Siplican).

| have lived Bantawa cultural shamanistic practices all around. My elders used
to ask nature's permission before hunting hornets. Even today, my seniors perform a
ritual of asking forgiveness just before slaughtering a pig and a chicken. Our
community never harvests fruits and corn without worshiping them. We call it
Mundhum. Mundhum is our philosophy, culture, and ideology performed in ritual
language. The Mundhum ritual language is a rhythmic in its nature due to frequent
occurrences of binominal. It is articulated in ritual rites, not in everyday
communication. Being a member of my community in the original homeland, I deeply
and naturally acquired my mother tongue and culture.

In my early years, | was exposed to nature, society, and humanity through my
mother tongue. | stepped into the school when | was six years old. Due to this reason,
| was not burdened with learning other language(s) in my early childhood. | grew up
playing, fighting, and running across the steep hills with my sisters and friends while
communicating in my mother tongue. Language intellectualizes thought
(Noormohamadi, 2008), which I believe applies to me.

Growing up with nature and natural exposure to my mother tongue has
become the greatest asset in my life. During meetings with my seniors and relatives, I

always speak Bantawa. It immediately creates a sense of homogeneity, warmth, and
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cultural connection. Most importantly, | can express my feelings best in Bantawa than
in any other language. One reason is that the Bantawa language lacks the concepts of
indecency and obscenity, honorifics, and hierarchy. Linguistically, nouns are derived
from verbs, and nouns always reflect the nature of the object. | acquired varied pitch
and intonation to express intensity and significance through participation in
community life in my early years. Needless to say, my identity is grounded in my
mother tongue. How not to express, | sometimes speak my mother tongue in my
dreams.

Em Wai my, my Mane Mero

Although my linguistic repertoire was grounded in my mother tongue, it was
never acknowledged in my formal schooling. | was taught everything in Nepali,
Sanskrit, and English during my school days. When | was admitted to class one at the
age of six at Sarasawati Primary School in my village, another linguistic world
unfolded in front of me. Firstly, | was taught in Nepali, then in English, and later, |
was introduced to Sanskrit.

Nevertheless, Nepali has been the dominant language in Nepali society, and |
acquired it as a second language in my broader society. The Nepali language entered
my community as part of a hegemonic and assimilatory national policy (Gautam,
2021b) formulated to promote and empower Nepali linguistic and cultural dominance
over diverse languages and cultures. In this way, the nation deliberately systematized
the Nepali language as a tool of cultural unification. It was more apparent and louder
during the Panchayat era, when the government suppressed all other tongues than
Nepali under the slogan Ek Bhasa Ek Bhesh (One language, one way of dressing). It
deeply hurt the feelings of various mother-tongue communities in Nepal (Giri, 2010).
Over time, the nation strengthened it through its education system. Thus, | entered
into the schooling system where the use of my mother tongue was practically
prohibited. Instead, Nepali was only the medium of instruction.

After Nepali, English arrived in my life in class four, bringing curiosity and
excitement. Unlike today, | encountered English when | was ten years old. Besides
listening to English news on Radio Nepal, there was no exposure to English then. The
curiosity and excitement spread among my parents, neighbors, and relatives because |
started reciting em wai my, my mane mero (spelling recitation in English-Nepali) at
my home as part of my homework assigned by my English subject teacher. After this,

my linguistic world was also shaped by the English language. It entered my life as an



40

academic subject with nothing to do with family relations, rituals, or everyday
communication.

The English subject was projected as one of the hardest subjects in school
days. Parents and students always remain in a state of tension and anxiety because
many students did not pass the English subject in their final examination. It blocked
their path to the higher class; they remained in the same class for one more year.
Passing out English subject with higher marks was the symbol of excellence. English
gained a higher status, seeming to overshadow students' other talents. English subject
teachers were recognized distinctly. Likewise, students who were capable of speaking
and writing English were noticed not only by the whole school family, but also by
society.

| vividly remember the very first English-meaning-writing class. Our teacher
Harka Rai (pseudonym) had told us—Parsi dekhi, meaning lekhauchhu (I will make
you write meanings from the day after tomorrow onwards). | reported it to my parents
and friends; however, | was too innocent to understand the meaning of writing
meanings. To my surprise, | managed to get a new notebook and a new pen. I showed
it to all my friends in the class and announced, with a boast, “I will write meanings in
this notebook and with this pen.” Harka sir entered the class with two pieces of chalk,

a duster, and a stick. He started to write on the old blackboard:

| = (The teacher chalked and talked like this— ai, ai mane ma)
My = 3R (While talking Em wai mai mai mane mero)

Cow = 3TT$ (Si o dablu kau, kau mane gai)

After writing a dozen English word meanings, Harka sir instructed us— “You
will need to rote and memorize all these word meanings; this is the only way to learn
English words. | will ask each of you tomorrow. If you do not memorize it, you will
be punished.” We accepted it in a rhythmic chorus— Hunchha sir (Yes, teacher, we
will do accordingly). The process continued routinely. When we progressed, our
family enjoyed listening to English words when we studied at home. English was
iconized (Irvine & Gal, 2000) in our society in the long run.

In this way, English entered into my life as a big rock thrown in a pond
through schooling, making big splashes and high ripples. None of my ancestors or my
parents learned and used it for their survival. On the contrary, it came to my life as an
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outer source of aspiration, not as a natural instinct. When it appeared in textbooks and
frequent tests and examinations, it began to take up space in my linguistic and cultural
repertoire. When it came, there was no avoiding it; it invaded every aspect of
everyday life, perceptions, and aspirations. It came with policy, power, and an
education system (Phyak & Sharma, 2020; Phyak, 2016; Poudel & Choi, 2022).

| completed primary education with good marks. Considerably, | was good at
English. One day, | found our headteacher, Aindhwoj Rai (Pseudonym) was talking
about my performance with my father at our home. He was telling my father that 1 did
best in all my exams. There were no bookshops in our village or area. Moreover, the
whole district was not connected to any roadways. My father went to Terai to buy
books for us. He came back with a sack of books in five days. Then, | was admitted to
Siksha Jyoti Lower Secondary School for further studies. The school is located 1.5
hours walking distance from my house in the north-east. | was fascinated to run to
school and home along with the wide pasturelands of the serene highland.

I will never forget an incident that happened in the English subject class in
class six. A new English subject teacher was appointed in the school. It was said that
the teacher came to our school from the district headquarters in Bhojpur. In fact, he
was called to teach at our school from very far away, because qualified, trained
English subject teachers in our village at that time were like a pond in the desert. Like
other teachers, he wrote the meanings of English words on the first day of his class.
The other day, he entered to the class with a long water pipe. He started asking
spellings and word meanings. One of my classmates, Niran Basnet (pseudonym),
could not spell. Suddenly, the teacher grew angry and aimed to hit Niran on the
triceps with the pipe. Accidentally, the pipe hit the wall, not Niran. The anger of our
teacher turned into an ego, and he hit him again. All the students turned their heads,
and a graveyard silence followed. After that incident, Niran dropped the class. | never
saw him again in the village, even to date.

| passed out Lower Secondary Level with good marks. Indeed, | secured first
position in all the classes. | went to Chandeshwar Secondary School for further study.
It was located in the small-town center of our village. Our English teacher, Purna
Guragain (pseudonym), called a tuition class just one month before the School
Leaving Certificate (SLC) examination. All of my friends joined the class, but I did
not. | had confidence in passing it without taking a tuition class. After a couple of

days, the teacher called me over to the side of the playground and asked, “Why don't
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you join the tuition class? It is not as an easy subject as you think. Come and sit in the
class, 1 will make it free for you, but don't tell others.” It was not my choice, but |
settled down in the tuition class.

During my schooling in village, English was not only a language of many,
instead, it was an ideology. English was always taught and learned as a superior
language. It was valued, praised, and symbolized as a means of intelligence, progress,
and success. On the other hand, 1 did not even get a chance to read a word or a
sentence in my mother tongue, Bantawa, until | moved to college in Dhankuta.
English was delivered to my door and asked me to devour it against my will and
without my consent. Over time, English became a symbol, an ideology, and a
necessity (Piller, 2015).

Reviewing my journey of English language learning in my school days relates
to the concepts of “naturalizing move” and “ideological process” in language
ideology, as theorized by Woolard and Schieffelin (1994). Over time, | also came to
think that the world is insufficient without English. Although | never express my
pride, | feel good about being able to speak and write English better than some of my
friends. I never had a chance to reflect on the linguistic capital (Bourdieu, 1991) of
my mother tongue, because it was always absent in the classroom and on the
playground, whereas English always sounded louder within the school's boundaries.
As a result of this implicit mechanism, the silencing of my mother tongue started.

Accumulating and Experiencing Linguistic Capital

When | moved to Dhankuta for college studies, the next chapter of my
linguistic life began. | chose English as a major subject at the intermediate level. |
experienced English-medium instruction (EMI) for the first time. However, | was not
able to understand the lectures. My teachers never asked my name, nor did they ask
where | live or where | come from. | cannot say that the classes were enjoyable,
practical, and contextual. However, | never forget Professor Nil Bahadur Basnet's
class lectures. His English speaking was flawless. He used to explain every concept of
linguistics without writing a single word on the blackboard. I used to sit in the front
row to listen to his English.

The motive behind majoring in English was to accumulate linguistic capital
(Bourdieu, 1991), as shaped by school days. Majoring in English itself was
considered prestigious at that time. The town of Dhankuta itself was a significant

center of English-language learning at that time, with English-language learning
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centers, tuition centers, and private English-medium schools. Moreover, computer
learning centers were established at every crossroads of the town. English emerged as
a third language in the hill town for students who came from far-flung villages in the
eastern hilly region. The result was apparent; some of my friends who were brilliant
English speakers were easily settled as teachers in private boarding schools.

Meanwhile, | was randomly interviewed by Shyamraj Rai for a Bantawa-
language program at Radio Nepal in Dhankuta. Shyamraj was one of the radio
program presenters in Bantawa. The regional station of Radio Nepal, Dhankuta
started broadcasting news and programs in Bantawa from 1994. It was the result of
the country's 1990 people's revolution, which laid the foundation for the Constitution
of the Kingdom of Nepal 1990, the first-ever constitution to acknowledge the diverse
mother tongues as “national languages”. After the interview, Shyamraj noticed my
linguistic repertoire and started calling me occasionally from the Radio Nepal studio
in Debrebas. | wrote Bantawa songs and radio drama for Radio Nepal. In this way, |
had the opportunity to leverage my mother tongue at Radio Nepal. After all, | was
randomly recognized as a writer among listeners of Bantawa-language programs. |
kept on writing in my mother tongue.

After completing my B.Ed. with a major in English, | went to University
Campus, Kirtipur, Kathmandu to pursue an MA in Linguistics. | also did M.Ed. in
English Education from the University Campus. During this period, | wrote regular
articles for Bungwakha, the monthly publication in the Bantawa language. It is the
only regular publication of the Bantawa language published from the capital city, led
and edited by my classmate in the University Campus, Padam Rai. | contributed
dozens of long articles to this publication for about a decade. Meanwhile, | published
three books in my mother tongue: an essay collection, a poetry collection, and a story
anthology. In 2018, I was recognized and honored by the Government of Nepal and
the National Foundation for Indigenous Nationalities (NFDIN) with the Rastra Matri
Bhasa Sewa Puraskar. | also received the Bungwakha Rastriya Puraskar in 2023. In
this way, | could build an identity as a writer of the Bantawa language through my
Bantawa linguistic repertoire or linguistic capital.

Later, | worked as a fieldworker in some linguistic surveys. | also visited some
linguistic communities that piqued my interest. | visited the Nubri and Kuki
communities in northern Gorkha, the Lepcha in Ilam, the Santhali in Jhapa, the

Mewahang in Sangkhuwasabha, the Bahing in Okhaldhunga, the Chepang in
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Chitwan, the Hayu in Ramechhap, and the Yakkha in Dhankuta. During the meetings
and interviews, | found similar feelings among communities speaking different
mother tongues. They were worried about losing their mother tongue. They wanted
their mother tongue preserved for future generations. They feel their major identity is
shaped by their mother tongue. Through my experiences as a writer and as a working
linguist or fieldworker, | began to see that all mother tongues are the greatest assets of
humankind. It is the major vehicle of ethnic peoples' expression and knowledge
transmission. Hence, I have publicly advocated maintaining the mother tongue on
some occasions.

Due to my command of English, | completed two master's degrees at
Tribhuvan University. Later, | joined Mahendra Multiple Campus, Dharan, as a part-
time faculty member of English Education back in 2018. Currently, | continue
teaching there as a full-time faculty member. On the other hand, | could not continue
writing in Bantawa because it never became a profession. Despite making financial
and intellectual investments in mother-tongue writing, | could never generate income
from them. | could not capitalize my ability to write in Bantawa. Eventually, my
writings could not sustain, and | stopped writing after teaching English in college. The
obvious reason is that my linguistic capital could not compete in the linguistic market,
but teaching English thrived anyway.

Classroom as a Space of Ideological Reproduction

| have taught hundreds of students in a class at Mahendra Multiple Campus,
Dharan. When | joined the college, | was assigned to teach the compulsory English
subject of B.Ed. first year. Teaching English in multilingual society holds significant
issues to be considered. | found an overwhelming presence of unique mother tongues
inside the classroom. However, | found an issue related to teacher and students as Rai
(2019) observes:

They think English is very hard, talent one only masters it. Teachers also are

not aware on vast distinctions of sound systems of students’ mother tongues

with English that affects language learning hugely. This gap is one of the

major issue of English language teaching in Nepal. (p. 123)

Due to the nature of compulsory subjects, each college student was assigned a
single room. There was no second section or another shift for the subject. I have
counted more than 175 students in my class in the college's largest hall, room no. 7.

Students come to Mahendra Campus primarily from hilly regions of eastern Nepal,
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i.e., Bhojpur, Khotang, Tehrathum, Taplejung, Sankhuwasabha, and Dhankuta. These
areas are the most fertile land for linguistic diversity in Nepal. More than 25 Kirati
languages, such as Bantawa, Chamling, Mewahang, Lohorung, Sangpang, Yakthung
etc., are spoken in the areas. Students come to Mahendra Campus with diverse
linguistic repertoires in the class. In other words, students in my class belong to more
than a dozen mother-tongue-speaking communities.

An English-language classroom is supposed to be a neutral space for learning
English and developing the necessary linguistic and academic skills. However, from
the viewpoint of language ideological process, teaching English in multilingual
classes produces hierarchy between English and mother tongues (Sah & Li, 2022);
moreover, English is normalized and legitimized while students’ mother tongues are
devalued (Irvine & Gal, 2000; Woolard & Schieffelin, 1994). In this way, my act of
teaching English in the class promotes the dominant English ideology and implicitly
advocates the use of English. My teaching and assessment tools, such as tests,
examinations, corrections, classroom interaction, rewards, etc., are used to enhance
English instruction. On the other hand, | remain silent towards students' mother
tongue. | never ask them what their mother tongues are or whether they have the
opportunity to use them in the classroom.

My classroom practice embodies the symbolic power of language discussed by
Bourdieu (1991). Although I do not say Lohorung and Mewahang are inferior
languages in the present economy, | contribute to making them inappropriate in
academic practice. On the other hand, | enforce the use of language even though my
students are not able to use it properly. This ideological reinforcement ultimately
naturalizes English as a powerful and dominant language so that students or members
of any society run to learn this language, whereas they see their mother tongue as least
functional. It leads to the loss of minority ethnic languages. Learning English costs
mother tongues (Poudel & Costley, 2023) in many ways.

Giving English all the room in my class is more than just deliberate practice.
Because of top-down implicit policy (Phyak, 2013), English is taught from early
grades. It normalizes English as an inevitable and prestigious language. Meanwhile, |
pass down this ideology to my students as an agent. From the perspective of critical
ethnography, teaching English reflects more than a pure academic exercise; it is also a

mechanism of socio-political and linguistic order. For instance, | strengthen English
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ideology and cause loss of mother tongues through enforcing English in the
classroom.
Witnessing a Language Shift in the Community

Almost all languages of Nepal, except Nepali, are shifting to Nepali among the
younger generations, affected by education and globalization (Gautam, 2021b). |
experience language shift in my family and community in everyday basis. | grew up
in the Bantawa linguistic ecology in Thidinkha Bhojpur. Within a generation, | see a
heavy language shift in family, community, and neighborhood. Nowadays, I live in
Dharan, where | speak Bantawa with my elders and relatives, Nepali with children,
and English at my professional space. My elders and | automatically switch to Nepali
when speaking with children. At the same time, we unconsciously switch to Bantawa
while talking with elders.

The trend of language shift does not apply only in the city areas. Linguistic
behavior in village areas is also affected to varying degrees. When | go to my
homeland in Bhojpur, | often see my elder sisters and neighbours use Nepali when
communicating with younger children. However, all the children in my village
understand the Bantawa language; they often reply in Nepali. They feel and sound
natural in Nepali than in Bantawa. Among the Bantawa children, Nepali has been the
medium of communication. When my niece Nunmi (pseudonym) calls me to have a
meal in my home village, she says — Banga, kok khanu aaunu are (Uncle, you are
asked (by somebody) to have a meal). In this expression, a clear Nepali code is
prevalent over Bantawa.

While having a conversation with my relatives in Dharan, my daughter
sometimes asks the meaning of Bantawa words. | never refuse to tell her the meanings
she asks. | often promise her that I will speak in Bantawa and teach Bantawa
vocabulary. However, | always fail to keep my promises. | never take on the cognitive
burden of speaking in Bantawa to her and explaining the meaning at the same time. |
find her sometimes reading the Bantawa dictionary and my articles written in
Bantawa, and asking for the meanings of the titles and subtitles. Most of the time, |
ask for an excuse to deal with the case later on. Then, | forget. The case repeats, but |
never take it seriously. When | feel it, I find myself buried under dominant neoliberal
ideology (Holborow, 2007).

Keeping promises to maintain Bantawa in my family has been a big challenge.

When my wife and | opted to speak Nepali with our children, we ourselves are also
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habituated to speaking Nepali. We regret not passing down our mother tongue to our
children; at the same time, we are pressured to make them fluent in Nepali and
English. Due to this pressure, we speak more English than the Bantawa in our family
setting. As a Bantawa language-based writer and working linguist, my friends
sometimes express concern about my role in language maintenance within my family.
| feel shame and guilt, and I reply to them—I am practicing a little bit. My daughter
only uses this expression in Bantawa— kok chasi bana apa (Father, come to eat your
meal). When | ask her about her experience of saying this sentence, she says she feels
good.

Language shifting in my community is not limited to my family and
immediate neighborhood. Instead, it extends across the whole community. The
country's contemporary education system is a major factor. Nepali is the only medium
of instruction in the schools of my village. My nieces never ever get a chance to
speak, read, and write in Bantawa at their schools. Likewise, my children are going to
English-medium schools, where Nepali language is even undermined, and English-
speaking is prioritized. When | attend a parents' meeting at my daughter's school, the
principal and the teachers start addressing the session in English. When | enter my
nephew's school in Dharan, | am always welcomed by a large signboard with the
words- “English Speaking Zone”.

Multiple scholarly works have been done for the documentation and
interpretation for my mother tongue. Some of them include Rai (1985), Doornenbal
(2009), Rai (2018), Cho (2020), Rai et al. (2024), and Rai (2025a); however,
documentation alone has not contributed to maintaining my mother tongue.
Bungwakha monthly itself has gathered a huge body of literary writing in Bantawa,
but it serves as documentation, not maintenance. Moreover, writings and publications
in Bantawa have become an intellectual work that does not work for mother tongue
vitality; instead, it works only to document the language and system of language.

Ethnographic Observation of the Cultural Dominance of English

A decade ago, an English-medium boarding school was established in our
center market, Balankha, in my village. The school was established in response to a
long-standing desire of the guardians of Balankha Bazar and beyond. Although a
higher secondary school was established long ago and is serving the students of

nearby villages well, the majority of the high-class people of the Bazar dreamt of a
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private boarding school. In a personal communication, years ago, a local merchant
had told me:

Not only for quality education but also for the sake of our dignity, we needed

to establish a boarding school among the towns of southern Bhojpur. Now, at

least we can show off a boarding school in our Bazar. This is not only a

symbol of development in our town but also an advancement of ours.

A brother in my neighborhood decided to withdraw his sons from the public
school and enroll them in a boarding school. English-medium schools are commonly
termed as “boarding schools” in the villages. The parents always expressed their
mixed feelings of happiness after admitting their children to the boarding school.
However, switching boarding schools brought unprecedented changes to the parents'
daily schedule. Tying a tie, preparing tiffin, cleaning shoes every day, preparing a
water bottle, and washing multiple uniform clothes every other day disrupted their
conventional schedule. The children outshone the others in their looks, discipline, and
behavior. They rarely got time to play with friends and family due to daily homework
and vacation tasks. On the other hand, fees are significantly higher than those of
public schools. Parents sustained for a year, then they drew their children back into
public school.

Another case reveals the cultural disruption in a high degree of local people
due to boarding schooling. | went to observe Hatuwa English-medium school in
Hatuwa, Bhojpur, an English medium school established in the center of the Hatuwa
region of southern east Bhojpur, 22 kilometers from my village. The school attracts
many students from the region and beyond. Hundreds of students study there with the
aspiration of having quality education in the village. Most of the villagers are happy
to have a boarding school nearby. My wife and | also decided to admit our son to the
school. The locality is very familiar to us, because we share the same linguistic and
cultural beliefs and practices with the people of Hatuwa. The school's principal is one
of my longtime friends. For this reason, | have visited the school at random many
times. In my ethnographic observations, the school has brought significant changes to
people's perceptions and practices regarding schooling. Most importantly a new
English culture has emerged, which is much visible around the school.

Hatuwa is one of the three cultural regions of the Bantawa-speaking areas
(Rai, 2025c¢) and the homeland of Bantawa mother tongue speakers (Cho, 2020). In

previous census data, the population of Bantawa mother-tongue speakers was higher
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than that of Nepali mother-tongue speakers. Some of the villages, such as Homtang
and Khairang, where people live in pure linguistic homogeneity, are Bantawa. People
from the nearby villages frequently visit Hatuwa Bazar (now called Ghoretar) to buy
groceries and conduct administrative business. The market is supposed to be the
second-largest in the district, after Bhojpur Bazar. The school is established in the
northern outskirts of the Bazar. Thus, a large number of students come from the bazar
alone.

Parents and their children gather at the school gate before the bell rings at 10
o’clock in the morning. Some of them bring their children on a motorcycle from
remote villages. Some of them arrive at Tempo as well. The parents often complain
about the dirt road they need to walk or travel on each day. When the gate opens,
parents enter the school grounds, hand over their heavy bags of books to their
children, and then disappear. Some of the parents, especially mothers, wait for their
children at a corner of the playground with a tiffin box until the tiffin time. Some of
them knit, sunbathe, or gossip to pass the time. | asked them to find their collective
perspective to do so. One of the parents Santosh (pseudonym) told me:

| come from Homtang (8 kilometers away) daily with my child on a

motorcycle. It is not very practical to come here twice due to the condition of

the road and the economy. | sat here and weaved winnowing instead. | remain
every day here and return with my child.

Most of the parents arrive again with bags of snacks before the bell rings for
the tiffin at 1 pm. The swarm of students runs to their parents to eat their tiffin. The
parents scattered over the spacious yard in front of the school to feed their children. |
observed that parents brought a variety of snacks, including fried rice, locally made
bread, momo, and noodles. Some of them bring fruits and packaged junk foods as
well. The tiffin break is only 20 minutes. That's why students rarely get a chance to
socialize with friends outside the classroom. They are directed to enter the classroom
soon after having their snacks. It is done by hitting a bell hanging in front of the
principal’s office.

The school adopts an English environment. The principal calls his teaching
staff in English. The teachers also direct and shout at students in English. Teachers
maintain strict discipline in their dress and classroom conduct. They walk in the yard
carrying a bunch of students’ homework with a red pen and a stick. Like students,

they never have the courage to cross the fence or the main gate, or to ask for an
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excuse or help. They are confined within the fence of the yard and the wall of the
classroom until the final bell rings. They get permission to go out when they need to
go washroom three or four times a day.

When the final bell rings at 3:30 PM, a crowd of students hurriedly gathers in
the yard. Like prayer in the morning, they line up in grade-wise rows. | observed a
glow on the children's faces when they were set free from school that day. They
impatiently squint at their parents, who are awaiting them at the side of the main gate.
During this lineup, as a ritual, one of the teachers routinely preaches to the students
through a loudspeaker. When the teacher ends the ritual, students express their
gratitude. When the teacher allows them to leave the lineup, the children suddenly
drift toward the main gate to catch up with their parents. The children appear more
playful and louder upon returning home than in the morning. In this way, parents’
daily rituals are completed after the third school visit.

Apart from a few students, almost all the students at the school come from the
Bantawa-speaking community. Their linguistic and cultural backgrounds are
suppressed in the mechanisms of schooling. Likewise, the majority of teachers belong
to the Bantawa-speaking community; they silently implement English practice and
ideology in the classroom and beyond. On the other hand, the parents belong to a high
and middle-class family in Bazar. They include merchants, teachers, government
employees, and political cadres. Even teachers of the high school admitted their
children to the boarding. They teach at public schools and send their children to a
private boarding school to study. When | asked an English subject teacher at the
higher secondary school in the Bazar. She told me:

| don't want my son to be weak in English. Due to my job at this school, |

cannot admit my son to an elite school in the city. | have been confronted

multiple times about my decision to admit my son to a private school, despite
being an English subject teacher at a public school. I am bound to do so. The
world is growing competitive, and | want my child to pursue a good education,
especially in English.

In Dharan, schools deliberately immerse students in global culture, including
Christmas celebrations, Father's/Mother's Day events, ramp walking, and beauty
contests. My daughter's school always invites me to receive Father's Day gifts. The
principal writes to ask me to buy red clothes for my daughter for Christmas. Although

our family’s culture follows the traditional Mundhum philosophy, my daughter was
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excited to make many kinds of Christmas gifts. She draws a Christmas-themed picture
and hangs it on the wall. Likewise, she asks me to buy her chocolates for her birthday
to distribute to her friends. She wants gift(s) to provide for her friends’ birthdays. The
school operates on Christmas Day, and holidays are observed during ethnic festivals,
such as Lhosar and Ubhauli.

The context reveals a pattern of cultural domination in society, predominantly
practiced through the teaching of English. English has been deeply rooted in parents’
minds as a Kalpavrisksha, believed to fulfill all their dreams. For this, they pay to
school a handsome amount, they sacrifice their time, and they even accept their ritual
altered. It is normalized among the middle-class society in villages and urban areas.
As a result, despite children's diverse and distinct linguistic and cultural repertoires,
they are being mechanized to become an “Englishman” through the process of
teaching English and the adoption of Western culture. It erodes the Bantawa tongue. It
implicitly pushes to be so, not visibly.

Silence, Guilt, and Complicity in Everyday Practice

As a mother tongue-based writer, linguist, and advocate of mother tongue
maintenance, my contradictions arise from the recognition of unjust and unfair
language policy and the constructed power hierarchy on the basis of language. Above
all, my perception of this subject has been built on a deep understanding of the
cultural or human value of each mother tongue. I acquired it after listening to
hundreds of people from more than two dozen linguistic communities during my
linguistic fieldwork and beyond. | believe that everyone wishes their mother tongue to
flourish; no one wants it to die out. In this sense, a writing of Rai (2009) resonates
well— “The most melodious word in the world is 'mother,’" and the most melodious
language is mother tongue” (p. vii).

| have two stories to narrate to unfold the inner feelings of mother tongue
communities. The first is from Professor Novel Kishore Rai, and the next is from my
Dewa (father's elder brother in kinship). When | listened to them in two different
settings and on two different occasions, my mind was shaken to its core. | learned
about the feelings of mother tongue speakers on both occasions.

Early in the morning of 1st November, 2010, when | was doing a household
chore in my rented room in Kirtipur, I received a call from Professor Novel Kishore
Rai. After greetings as always, he asked about my business. | told him | was doing

nothing but my daily study rituals. After listening to me, he asked me to come to a
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restaurant on the Dhobighat Ring Road, Lalitpur. He told me that he is going to share
a plan for something related to the Bantawa language. | reached the venue at 9 in the
morning, where he was sitting with Padam Rai, the editor of Bungwakha, and Kwang
Ju Cho, linguist and longtime friend of Padam and Professor Rai. After a while,
Professor Rai turned towards us (Padam and me) and explained his plan in this way:

Chhokchhachyou (Nephews)! I have been keeping one important thing in my

mind for a long time. You know, the Bantawa language we are speaking today

is our mother. We acquire it from our mother's womb. It is disappearing day
by day. It worries me. | want to build a dictionary of our mother tongue. |
don't want to take any donations from the government and institutions.

Instead, | beg it of our mother-tongue-speaking community. Let's hold each

other's hands for this work. Serving the mother tongue is equivalent to serving

the mother. The time has come to pay our mother’s debt.

As a brainchild of Professor Novel Kishor Rai, we started to work on the
Bantawa dictionary. For this, Kul Bahadur Rai, one of the guardians of the Bantawa-
speaking community and the former chair of Kirat Rai Yayokkha, the collective
community organization of all Kirati linguistic communities in Kathmandu, led the
project’s management board. The board prepares a budget by collecting donations
from the Bantawa mother-tongue-speaking community, both at home and abroad.
During this time, we held dozens of meetings with the managerial board. Kul Bahadur
Rai himself called meetings in his house in Bansbari. To my knowledge, he never
stopped repeating a phrase in every meeting—aamako dudhko bhara tirne (paying
back to mother for her breastfeeding and raising up) — by producing a
comprehensive and useful dictionary for the community. The project took longer than
projected. | left it after five years, and Padam singlehandedly took the responsibility
of lexicographer under the supervision of Professor Rai until it was published. The
dictionary was launched on 28 March 2024 in the capital city.

During the 2021 Dashain vacation, | visited many elderly people in my village
to learn about their lived experiences, cultural practices, and language use. During
that time, | was focused on two things. First, | was collecting Kirati toponyms, and
second, | was learning about elderly people’s perceptions of language endangerment
and language maintenance. | had visited almost all the villages of the Amchok cultural
region (southern west of Bhojpur to the Southern east of Khotang), where | was

welcomed by good hospitality and accommodation. Among many, the conversation



53

with Kamalyopa (Kamal's father, pseudonym) Dewa (father's elder brother in kinship)
from Banewa village, is deeply embedded in my mind, which took place where he
was herding cattle and buffaloes in the forest beneath the hill of Jhakrithumka:

Dewa: When did you come from Kathmandu?

Me: I no longer live in Kathmandu, Dewa.

Dewa: (With a great surprise) Is so? Where do you live then? | do not see you
around the village.

Me: | started to live in Dharan. | teach there. | go to Kathmandu sometimes,
but I left Kathmandu years ago.

Dewa: (Again with surprise) That is your great decision! | 'm always afraid of
staying in Kathmandu. I cannot stay there more than a week because |
cannot find anyone to speak to in Bantawa. Accidentally, if we die in
Kathmandu, look what happens? Our death rites become impure. Every
one of us should perform each of our rites in Bantawa, but it is not
possible in Kathmandu. | am very happy you live in Dharan now. You
are not so far from us. It is very good for all of us.

Talking with Dewa taught me the cultural importance of my mother tongue. |
had studied many books and articles regarding the cultural value of ethnic mother
tongues; however, no one taught it to me so deeply as Dewa. However, | have a clear
narrative of the benefits of my mother tongue for a long time.

While studying at the Dhankuta Multiple Campus, | often travelled between
Dhankuta and Bhojpur. During that time, the country was in the throes of civil war.
The Moist insurgency was at its peak. The Maoist Army had attacked the armed force
bases of Dhankuta and Bhojpur headquarters. Likewise, Maoist and government
armies clashed in Hatuwagadhi, near my village, where dozens were killed from both
parties. The situation was so terrifying that people were not seen walking on the major
trails. During this time, I often found myself alone walking on the Bhojpur-Dhankuta
trail. The trail passes through the major Bantawa-speaking community settlements,
including Hatuwa, Homtang, and Khoku. Since the journey takes two long days of
walking, | had to lodge somewhere halfway. Being a Bantawa speaker, it was very
easy for me to get lodged with people along the trail.

Although people were threatened in so many degrees due to the civil war, they
never suspected me as a war party, because | always spoke Bantawa with them. They

never charged for their hospitality, dinner, or lodge. After having a meal in the
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evening, | used to sit around their hearth and converse with them as a close relative.
One of the hosts in Homtang village, while peeling the corn, once said to me:

We are all like relatives, because we speak the same language. If we try to

connect the links of our relationship as Bantawas, we certainly get a

connection of either brotherhood or kinship. Do not hesitate to stop by our

house. You can call me Banga (uncle).

Apart from these, | have lived multiple narratives that empowered my
understanding of Bantawa mother tongue ideology. My mother tongue is not the
mother tongue of many, but it binds my family, my community, and my nationality.
Moreover, it is my major identity; when | stop speaking my mother tongue, I no
longer remain a true member of my community. No ritual is complete without
speaking Bantawa in my community. Culturally, no man or party dares to ask the
hand of a girl for marriage without speaking Bantawa in my community. My
community perceives Bantawa speakers as relatives and non-speakers as strangers.
Everyone is required to ask for an apology for not speaking Bantawa in cultural
ceremonies. The fluent Bantawa speaker is always considered a leader in ritual
functions. He is regarded and honored by tying a white Pheta (turban).

Having this ideology of Bantawa language, culture, and lived experiences, |
negotiate silence, guilt, and complicity in everyday practice. My lifelong learning
about my mother tongue ideology does not translate into my daily practice. | wake up
early and reach the college before 6 o’clock. | remain at the college for at least 5
hours, fully immersing myself in English language teaching and learning. | prepare
lesson plans, lecture notes, PowerPoint slides, and reading materials for my students. |
meet many Bantawa-speaking students in the classroom, but I never talk to them in
Bantawa. | occasionally ask them to know their mother tongue, then | remain silent
because | know speaking in an unfamiliar language in the classroom can create an
uncomfortable situation.

| have a narrative of students’ discomfort with using their mother tongue in
class. Two years ago, | brought numerous examples from Nepalese mother tongues to
teach the concepts of sound structure to my students in the M.Ed. first-semester
Phonetics and Phonology course. | have presented them in a couple of PowerPoint
slides on the board. | have drawn those examples from doctoral dissertations,
grammar books, and scholarly articles. | strongly believe in my interdisciplinary

approach to teaching sound and structure in the subject. | felt I had successfully made
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the concept clear. When I allowed the class to discuss my presentation, a student
appeared outspoken and remarked on it, especially the examples I included. She
reacted as follows:

| don't have a complaint about your teaching, but when you present examples

of different languages, it creates a burden for me because | cannot remember

them easily. So, it would be better to present examples from English and

Nepali rather than from Limbu and Bantawa.

Later, | did a small, unofficial survey in an informal setting among students to
examine their attitude towards their mother tongue. | found that most of them say, “I
do not speak my mother tongue,” even though they understand it well and use it to
some extent in their community. They rarely speak their mother tongue among their
culturally homogeneous group at the college. They feel awkward speaking their
mother tongue in college. Instead, they want to assimilate into the entire college
community, which mainstreams Nepali and English.

Within this context, | feel a deep sense of guilt for not speaking and doing
nothing to intervene in the gradual loss of my mother tongue. | am unable to pass
down my linguistic repertoire to my children and other members of my community. |
see them losing a cultural and social bond of being Bantawa. | am powerless to draw
them into my Mundhum culture and ideology, but they are being pulled to the socio-
political and economic power of English. It confirms language politics to favour
English over language policy to maintain ethnic mother tongues (Phillipson &
Skutnabb-Kangas, 2009). That's why it can be called a socially and politically
produced effect. On the other hand, I can never defend myself to advocate speaking
mother tongues in front of my students. | cannot decipher a dream or aspiration to
speak Bantawa. | just inspire them to speak to vitalize the culture, but I can not force
them to speak.

I have found that most intellectuals blame parents for failing to pass down the
mother tongue to their children. I have watched television interviews of a renowned
linguist of the country, where some of them argue that “If the parents do not make
their children speak their mother tongue, then, the parents are the murderers of their
mother tongue.” The argument may sound good; however, this statement is biased, as
it fails to address the socio-political pressures that ethnic mother tongue speaking

parents face. It also interprets the outsider perspective whose mother tongue is
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dominant in the country, rather than the insider’s, whose mother tongue is dominant. |
have published my opinion about it in the Bungwakha monthly in Rai (2023):
Keeping the vitality of mother tongues is today's major challenge. Languages
are not being transmitted to younger generations. We cannot solely blame the
parents for this. Instead, historical and contemporary economic, social, and
political factors work to cause it. That's why adopting mother-tongue
education alone is not sufficient for preserving mother tongues. (p. 17)
Chapter Summary
In this chapter, I have expressed and narrated the ecology of my mother
tongue during the time of my upbringing in my homeland, Bhojpur. By presenting it |
was showcasing my rich cultural life in the past. After that, | discussed on the
linguistic capital and linguistic ideology, in which | presented current social scenarios
on how linguistic behaviors have been altered unprecedently in day to day life,
especially in classroom spaces. Likewise, | presented a trend of language shift and
discussed the dominance of English in my community with ethnographic
explanations. At the last | examined and analyzed my silence, guilt, and complicity in
everyday practice as a teacher and as a practitioner of mother-tongue-based writing,

advocate of mother tongue maintenance and English teaching.
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CHAPTER V
TEACHING ENGLISH, MOTHER TONGUE ADVOCACY, AND FRAGMENTED
IDEOLOGIES

In this chapter, | narrate my journey of teaching English and my exploration of
fragmented identity as an advocate of mother-tongue maintenance and a promoter of
English language teaching and learning. Initially, I narrate my early career as an
English language teacher, then | analyze my fragmented identity between linguistic
behaviors, roles, and ideologies. After that, | explore my contradiction, which 1
experience as emotional labor, guilt, and moral distress. Lastly, | analyze my
ideologies regarding teaching English and maintaining and teaching my mother
tongue.

My Early Classes at Mahendra Multiple Campus Dharan

My entry into the teaching field was not early. Prior to teaching, |1 worked for
a publication in Kathmandu for about a decade. Meanwhile, | had multiple
opportunities to visit different parts of the country, especially mother-tongue-speaking
communities, to explore and examine the status of mother tongues through linguistic
surveys. Those surveys were conducted by the Central Department of Linguistics
(CDL) in collaboration with the Language Commission of Nepal. | went to northern
Gorkha with Sizer Tamang to survey the Kuki and Nubri languages. Likewise, I
surveyed the Bahing language in Okhaldhunga with Tara Mani Rai, the Marek
language in Dhankuta with Surya Yadav. Likewise, | visited llam and Jhapa with
Bhim Kissan and Chitwan with Padam Rai. In between, | was also involved in an
ethnolinguistic survey of the Thangmi, Surel, and Sherpa linguistic communities in
Dolakha, conducted with Padam Rai from NFDIN under the leadership of Amrit
Yonjan-Tamang. Apart from this, Professor Novel Kishore Rai, Padam Rai, and |
jointly conducted multiple workshops and seminars to develop the Bantawa
dictionary. In a review meeting of one of the workshops, Professor Rai told me:

Nirajan, it is very apparent that you have a good passion for teaching. If you

teach, | believe you can be a good teacher. | have seen a lot of potential in you

for teaching. You speak louder and clearer. You can deliver content nicely.

You also cover the class well. Your English is considerably good.
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| always secured first position in my class during my school days, which is
why | always remained in the eyes of my teachers. Due to this constraint, | never try
to cross the bar of discipline. | grew up seeing my teachers as idols. As a result, | have
had a deep respect for the teaching profession since childhood. | found myself always
comfortable explaining things to others while conducting workshops on various
occasions. Professor Rai observed my passion in my gesture, which I had been
inhibiting for a long time.

| joined teaching on 30 July 2018 at Mahendra Multiple Campus, Dharan. It is
one of the constituent campuses of Tribhuvan University and is widely known as the
‘big campus’ in the area. It was established in the 1950s and has since attracted
students from the eastern hilly regions. The campus is located in the center of the city.
The majority of students come here from the Rai and Limbu ethnic groups. They
bring a diverse linguistic repertoire to the class, as around 30 Kirati languages are
spoken in the eastern hilly region, including Bantawa, Chamling, Kulung, and
Khaling, all of which belong to the Rai ethnic community. | vividly remember my
first class at the campus.

| was assigned to teach Research Methodology of English Education for the
first time. It is considered a ‘hard’ subject by many teachers because the course
requires conducting original research and writing a thesis, accounting for 50% of the
course load. Again, students need to face the viva voce of the report from the external
examiner appointed by the regional examination controller's office, Biratnagar. In this
context, a major challenge had arisen before me. However, | had enough courage to
overcome the situation. In reality, | was already overwhelmed by the opportunity to
teach a university class with no teaching experience. | was taken to room no. 26 on
campus by Ramnath Gelal (pseudonym), the assistant campus chief at the time. He
introduces me in this way:

Look, after weeks of vacancy announcements, we recently appointed Mr.

Nirajan Rai to this campus. He will teach this subject. He is our new and fresh

teacher. He is the right person to teach this subject. That's why | have

assigned him to teach this subject. You should ask him any questions related

to the course. He will help you learn to read recommended books and other

authentic materials. You will never have an excuse to fail this course again.

When he left the class, | socialized with the students by asking their name and

their homeland. | was buried in the overthinking of appearing erroneous while
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speaking English in the very first class. That's why | decided to talk less and ask them
about the course and their perception of it. However, | felt trauma to start my lesson
on that day. | had no preparation for the class because | was told to take it just that
morning. Instead, | converse with the students. A portrait of my conversation was as
follows:

Me: Why did you choose English as a major subject?

Student A: (With hesitation) | thought English was good to get jobs, sir.

Student B: | studied at Carmel School, and I am better in English than Nepali,
so | obviously found this subject comfortable.

Student C: Nothing, sir. But my family wished to take major English. Majoring
in English feels good.

Me: | am sure you have already learned about your courses of study, which is
called a syllabus, have you?

Students: No. We have bought a book by Bikash Sharma.

No worries, | will bring a syllabus and a recommended book by Ranjit Kumar,
and tell you everything about the course tomorrow. | am unable to do
more today.

Students: No worries, sir (they realized | had not prepared well and started
laughing).

In this way, my teaching journey commenced. As a part-time faculty member,
| was not being paid regularly. The irregular payment was not enough for survival. |
also joined Rastriya Janasahayog College in Tarahara, Itahari, as a part-time faculty
member on the day shift. | was notified about the vacancy at the college by my
colleague Sushila Rai (pseudonym). Before joining the college, | was invited to
perform a demonstration class. The college had gathered more than 50 students in the
largest classroom, and the observers of my demonstration class were watching my
activities from different sides, like the surveillance cameras. Early that morning, | had
made a lesson plan for a topic from English grammar: tense conversion. That's why |
managed to cover every step, such as demonstration, interpretation, practice, and
evaluation.

| taught up to eight classes in a day. | taught the morning shift in Dharan and
the day shift in Tarahara. However, | later realized that the gross income from my
teaching was not sufficient to fulfill my expenses. A year later, the coronavirus

pandemic hit the lives of many, and colleges remained closed for a long time. Regular
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teaching activities abruptly stopped. The situation severely affected my financial
survival because I was only paid for the days I taught. During this time, | depended on
my wife's salary from her job. After four years of teaching as a part-timer, Mahendra
Campus turned my service into a course contract. It supported my financial base. As a
result, 1 resigned from Rastriya Janasahayog College after teaching for three
consecutive academic sessions. Then, | decided to pursue an MPhil from Kathmandu
University, School of Education (KUSOED).

Over time, I found teaching English in university classes interesting. | believe
there are two reasons behind it. Firstly, speaking or teaching helps address a range of
anxieties, and secondly, it offers opportunities to work with young students each year.
Most importantly, classroom diversity brings a living society inside the classroom,
where a teacher can hear, feel, and observe a whole society and its changing trends in
generations. Nonetheless, students’ priorities, aspirations, perceptions, and ideologies
towards the English language, careers, and broader socio-political actions are
reflected in every action, making the college community never boring or dull.

Living Fragmented ldentity Between Language, Roles, and Ideologies

Before coming to Dharan, | was very active in writing and publishing in my
mother tongue. People in my community and beyond recognized me as a writer,
lexicographer, and editor of publications in my mother tongue. Although I had done
some field-based linguistic work, my dominant identity was tied to mother-tongue-
based work. My identity was not fragmented. However, when | stepped into teaching,
my identity could not maintain a singular, coherent form. Instead, it began to
contradict my earlier identity as a mother-tongue-based writer and my new identity as
an English language teacher. Moreover, | had to negotiate this contradiction across
my personal, professional, and ideological spaces. Currently, | inhabit two major
identities simultaneously: a mother tongue-based creative writer and textbook
developer, and an English language teacher. Thus, sometimes | need to play dual,
opposing roles in which my opposing ideologies clash. The dichotomy of identity
creates frequent tension, dilemmas, ethical discomfort, and emotional dissonance
across my personal and professional life. Even after joining college and halting my
writing in Bantawa, my friends and relatives still perceived me as a Bantawa-
language writer, not an English-language teacher. One of my long-time friends once
asked me, “What aspect of language(s) do you teach in college?” When I replied, |

teach English language, then he was shocked for a while and said:
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I never asked which subject you studied in college; | knew you as a poet,
lyricist, and author of the Bantawa language from the very beginning. | was
thinking that you studied ethnic languages. It is just unreal to me to know that
you teach English on campus.

As a mother-tongue based writer, | believe | remained within the mainstream
of my mother-tongue writing tradition for a long time. I had written some of the
longest articles in Bantawa, depicting lived experiences, culture, and mythology.
When | switched to teaching in college, | silently halted my writing and focused only
on teaching. One of my relatives living abroad once told me in a meeting:

You did a great job of writing in your mother tongue. I'm happy for you that

you chose a great place to live. You know, you are not just doing a job; you

are also working to preserve and promote our mother tongue. We feel pride
when youths like you work for the mother tongue.

In this sense, most of my relatives misconstrued my job as a writer in
Bantawa, thinking I was doing it as my full-time profession. But in reality, | did it all
without remuneration and a huge investment of time and money. In my Bantawa-
language writing, | sought to portray the cultural world of the Bantawa-speaking
community. | have woven daily life and the lives of my community. Although I
cannot write critically, I believe | could contribute to documenting the Bantawa
language through writing and publishing. However, it never became a profession for
me, as my friends and relatives had thought it would. Some of the time, | wrote to
advocate cultural and mother tongue maintenance. As a result, many of my friends
recognize me as one of the leading writers in my mother tongue. Some of them
repeatedly called me to ask about the Bantawa Dictionary and other kinds of books.
People come to me for suggestions on writing and publishing books. Some of my
friends want nice names in the Bantawa language for their children. Padam Rai, the
editor of Bungwakha Monthly, invites me to evaluate poems in the yearly poetry
competition. | also give occasional lectures regarding the Bantawa language, literary
practice, and cultural relations to it.

Apart from it, | was invited by the Nepal Academy to deliver a presentation on
the literary tradition of my mother tongue. Likewise, | was invited to serve as a
plenary speaker at a program hosted by Indigenous Television. | went to my mother
tongue community in Sikkim twice after they invited me to facilitate the

groundbreaking development of the Bantawa textbook for the community. | also
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conducted multiple workshops in my mother tongue for a group of writers and
Bantawa mother-tongue teachers from the eastern hilly region. I have been invited to
sit in on interviews at Radio Nepal stations in Dhankuta and Kathmandu. | was also
invited by the Radio Nepal Provincial Station in Biratnagar to present a review of the
Bantawa mother tongue based news and programs. | have attended numerous
interviews in Bantawa on FM radio stations, including Radio Kantipur, Radio
Laligurans, and Saptakoshi FM. | also conducted a three-month long radio program
based on live streaming from rural areas in Saptakoshi FM. As a result, | am also
recognized as a leading mother-tongue practitioner within my broader community.

Unlike my role within my mother tongue speaking community, | play deviant
role in my personal and professional life. | settled in Dharan to teach English in the
college. I only did not leave Metropolitan city Kathamandu for it, but largely even
though it is not completely I left my mother tongue-based writing practice. | was very
productive in writing in my mother tongue while living in Kathmandu. During this
time, | wrote and published three books in the Bantawa language based on creative
writing. | wrote dozens of thematic articles overnight. | invested my precious time in
writing and learning about my mother tongue. Although writing and working in my
mother tongue could be one of the best jobs for me, it could not be sustained. | never
could recoup the investment in published books and writings. Moreover, I never got
paid for any of my writings in the Bantawa language. In the summer of 2018, |
decided to pack my bags and move to Dharan to pursue my passion for teaching
university classes.

| started teaching English at the Mahendra Multiple Campus as a part-time
faculty member in August 2018. In this case, | had landed on a new island, but
teaching always remains a dream job in my mind. Soon after | joined the college, one
of my longtime friends told me on a call:

Didn't you take the wrong decision? You had a good recognition in

Kathmandu in your field. Why are you leaving Kathmandu, forgetting every

capital you gained over the years? | wish you had not left Kathmandu; I could

have helped you explore some other opportunities.

When I recently landed a teaching job at a college in Dharan, I had to face
challenges to sustain on the job. | sometimes imagined, if my job could be the writing
and publishing in the Bantawa language that I mastered over the years, how easy and

effortless it could be for me. As an English language teacher, I had to speak and write
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English every day. In the initial days, | had to work overnight to prepare lessons and
PowerPoint slides. Students always came to ask for reading notes. Moreover, they
preferred copying notes rather than listening to explanations and lectures. However, |
never make them write notes, because | never liked it. I encouraged them to write
themselves.

Although I invested a huge amount of time and effort of my lifetime in writing
in the Bantawa language, | explored this interest only after getting admitted to the
Dhankuta Multiple Campus for my college studies. | was randomly interviewed by
the program presenters at Radio Nepal, and they recognized my linguistic capital
(Bourdieu, 1991). I stayed in touch with them over the years on various occasions. On
the other hand, English has been one of my favorite subjects since childhood. | have
argued about it in the previous sections. Due to a long absence from English, I had to
work hard during my initial days in Dharan. After all, my fragmented identity came
out after I started teaching English there.

| never capitalized my writings in Bantawa in my class or in the college
community. | never talked about my writings, accolades, or businesses related to the
Bantawa language. | am always afraid that revealing my previous identity
overshadows my identity as an English language teacher. On the other hand, my
college society always asked for my opinion on teaching English and on working in
English-related fields. During an informal meeting in the campus cafeteria with a
senior lecturer, he asked about my teaching background. He told me:

| knew that you stayed in Kathmandu for about a decade. You must have fine

experience in teaching English. Where did you teach? Was that a private or

public school or college? You came here as a part-time faculty member; you
may encounter financial difficulties here. People always tend to go to

Kathmandu. Why did you choose to come here?

Many of the senior lecturers asked me like this. I learned that my whole new
community wants to talk about my academic discipline, not about my culture,
language, or any other part of life. As a result, I had to hide my earlier identity and
tried to assimilate into the academic society, where | could not resist drinking tea
multiple times a day and chatting anonymously with the teachers at the cafeteria.
When I realized that my identity was not yet solidified, I decided to leave my day
shift and join the MPhil program at Kathmandu University's School of Education.

During this time, | turned into a full-time employee at Mahendra Multiple Campus.
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Admission to Kathmandu University changed and empowered my identity as an
English subject teacher. | realized that my colleagues thereafter began to see me as a
committed teacher.

Although I have been teaching at the college for 7 years, | have kept my
identity as a writer in my mother tongue hidden from the college community to date. |
have never revealed my work; | have published three books in Bantawa language, two
in Nepali language, and a book in English language. Likewise, to my credit, | have
edited three dictionaries in different languages and more than a dozen books on
language and linguistics. | have written more than a hundred articles on the Bantawa
language. | may show my book written in English as a reference, but I hid everything
else. | am afraid my earlier work may undermine my current professional identity.
Moreover, an obvious reason is that my academic community always counts my
credit hours and teaching periods. My college system is concerned only with my
contributions through research and the publication of research articles. One of my
senior lecturers reacted differently to my presentation at Nepal Academy, which was
about the status of literary writing in Bantawa. She said in an office in front of many
others:

You look so mysterious. Being an English language teacher, you are

presenting on Bantawa literature. What is the connection between your

presentation and your field of teaching? | have not understood your move. You

did not talk about your presentation. How can you be so mysterious?

My academic community sees my writings, editing, and publishing in
Bantawa as having nothing to do with what I teach in the college. On the other hand,
my college community definitely ignores my scholarship of writing and publishing in
my mother tongue because of its relevance to teaching English on campus. The
college does not grant me leave to participate in mother-tongue-based scholarly
programs; instead, it grants me leave for English language teaching (ELT). The
academic environment is built around the ideology of teaching students, helping them
pass courses, and encouraging them to attend classes regularly. As a result, |
deliberately follow the rules, routines, and classroom activities as specified by my
faculty, administration, and the department. My academic environment does not
recognize my scholarship as an author of the Bantawa language and linguistics.
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Emotional Labor, Guilt, and Moral Distress

Although | was recognized as an author and fluent speaker of Bantawa, | never
passed my mother tongue down to my children. Likewise, | always found myself a
powerless guardian to do so in my community. | see each member of the younger
generation is living in a very distinct and deviant linguistic environment. When |
compare my early years with the rearing of children nowadays, | find a deep chasm
between them, with the mother tongue exposed in their daily behavior. My seven-
year-old Natini (granddaughter in kinship) from my immediate neighborhood in
Dharan comes to meet me every Saturday after she takes a bath. She knocks on the
door and says, “Hello, can | come in?”” Generally, we converse in this way:

Me: (Although I know she is my Natini) Who is this? Who is knocking on my

door?

Natini: Ma ho (this is me), I am Somiksha (pseudonym).

Me: Nuhaisakeko ho (Have you taken a bath?) What is your plan today?

Natini: Sake (Yes, I did). My ama (mother) will make Chatpate today. Uhale

Bhaneko (She herself told me).

Me: Could you give me a plate of Chatpate, then?

Natini: No, never.

Me: (Trying to annoy her) If you don't give me a favor, then why do you come

to me?

Natini: Yettikai kya yettikai (For no reason).

When | analyzed a pattern of speaking with children, | felt amazed. |
concluded that I cannot resist speaking English with children. When | meet them
around the yard, I automatically switch to English. | often say— Hey, what's up,
guys? They reply to me— We are just playing. When | visit the next house, I often
meet Natini, and | naturally say, “Good morning, Somiksha! What are you doing
today?” Meanwhile, my Bhanji (my niece and Natini's mother) insists Natini— Baje
sanga angreji bol ta (Talk English with Baje). Bhanji turns towards me and complains
to me about Natini's linguistic behavior. She is undergoing with— yo jaile pani
angreji bolnu khojchha, malai @udaina, baje sanga chhito bol (This (Natini) always
prefers to speak English with me, but I cannot speak, don't waste time, speak English
with Baje). When | converse in English with Natini, the other family members
appreciate her ability to speak English in their home— Nikkai English janne vasakyo

hai, je hos school le ramrai padhai raheko chha, paisa khera gako chhaina (She has
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developed good command in speaking English, the school seems to be teaching them
very well, the invested money did not go in vain). Bhanji is also a fluent mother-
tongue speaker of Bantawa; however, she never speaks Bantawa with her daughter.
All the senior members of the family speak Bantawa among each other; however, they
deprive Natini of it. This situation applies everywhere, including my family. |
experience a sharp decline of my mother tongue within my family, neighborhood, and
community.

As an English subject teacher, I encourage my students to use English
correctly. I assign them research tasks in comparative analysis (CA) and error analysis
(EA). As part of the course, | teach them how to analyze students’ errors in their
writing. I myself collect their writings and teach them the process of collecting,
describing, analyzing, and evaluating errors. Although I do not punish them for their
erroneous writings, | stand as an authority to check and correct their errors. When |
did a survey of my students in the class about their major concerns regarding the
English language, the majority of them expressed their anxiety about speaking in
English in front of their peer group. Sometimes | need to shout at them for their
negligence and consistent erroneous performance. | apparently see fear on their face.
In this context, I, as an agent, create a dominant English ideology in the class. |
become a cause of fear and anxiety among my students, where | always present
myself in the classroom as a hardworking teacher who is working hard every time to
teach and prepare them for their final examination. In this context, English becomes a
hard, powerful, and prestigious language, with the diverse linguistic capital brought
by students overshadowed by It.

A case exemplifies the situation described above very well. Two years ago, |
was sitting with the external examiner in the seminar room of the Mahendra Campus
to examine their portfolio reports. | was helping my students prepare for a viva
interview with the external examiner. The examiner was a lecturer of Dhankuta
Multiple Campus and appointed by the Regional Examination Controller's Office,
Biratnagar. The examiner conducted a viva voce for each student and evaluated their
portfolio report one after another. In her turn, a student could not speak English as
required. The viva excerpt:

Me: How are you doing? Are you ready to face the viva?

Student: Yes, sir.



67

Me: That's good. Present your report to the external examiner. Feel free to
express yourself. (1 ask her to turn towards the examiner).

Examiner: Present your report thoroughly. How did you start it? How did you
proceed? How did you complete it?

Student: (Smiled but could not reply)

Examiner: Are you listening to me, or are you dumb?

Student: (Blushed with embarrassment but did not reply)

Examiner: Why are you not speaking? Any major problem?

Student: No, sir.

Examiner: So, talk about your report, what is this, and why are you assigned
to do this?

Student: (Smiled with embarrassment but did not speak again)

Examiner: Look, this is your part of the examination. You will fail it if you do
not present it.

Student: (With terrible fear) No, no, sir.

Examiner: If you are not good at English, why did you major in it? You could
major in other subjects.

Student: Yes, sir.

Examiner: Where are you from originally?

Student: Khunge, Dhankuta, sir.

Examiner: Are you a Limbu?

Student: No, sir, Bantawa Rai.

Examiner: Do you speak Bantawa?

Student: Yes, sir.

Examiner: That's good. But, listen, you are wasting your parents' money in
Dharan. You are not focusing on the study. | will come again next year
as well. I have noticed your name. If you continue this mischievous
manner, you can't break through anything in your life. Listen, you
won't get an excuse next time. Understood?

Student: Yes, sir.

The student felt enormously inferior at that time. She came to meet me the

next day and expressed her fear in this manner— “Sir, | could not sleep properly
tonight. I am sure | definitely failed the exam. May | attend this exam next year?” |

told her not to worry too much and to wait for the result. I asked her to prepare other
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exams instead. In that meeting, she openly confessed her situation with English. The
excerpt:

| am not so bad at writing English. I managed to pass the subjects by

obtaining the required numbers. When it comes to speaking, | cannot express

my thoughts well. | studied public school in my village, where | never had to
speak English. I think I never think in English; | think in Bantawa and Nepali,
either. I am always worried about the viva of practical work and fear the
speaking performance during external observation during teaching practice.

This incident shattered me. After all, I planned to prepare my students
differently in the subsequent session, so that they would not be embarrassed again.
My move was not significant, but I started mentally preparing them. | conducted
demo interviews for them and sent a message in the chat group, instructing them to
attend the orientation class for the final viva voce compulsorily. I took three classes to
prepare them to sit for the viva. Moreover, | created an artificial fear in them. | said to
them while intensifying the phenomenon— “Listen, the external examiner will come
from the center, Kathmandu. He will come through the flight at the right time. He will
interview you and take your obtained marks back to Kathmandu. If you can't present
your report properly, there is no alternative consideration.” | believed it was my
obligation to fear my students. Although | was conflicted about saying this, | was
forced to keep them in fear so they would not encounter the situation again.

Not only in my college, but also in the school activities and homework,
English has heavily penetrated the heads of the children and students. Children bring a
bagful of homework from school. The schools create an additional burden of
everyday handwriting tasks. Not surprisingly, they focus on English mastery. When |
see the load of their homework, | immediately feel shocked. Multiple times, teachers
assign homework that is irrelevant and has no practical application. They provide
homework to memorize for the speech competition. Apart from it, they prepare
students for ramp walking, modelling, and fashion shows. Due to this burden, children
do not get time to socialize in the family and community. As a result, they never get
time to participate in social and cultural activities. In this way, they were silently
isolated from the mother tongue-speaking community.

As a mother tongue-based writer, advocate of mother tongue maintenance,
seeing the loss of mother tongue feels deeply as emotional chaos, guilt, and moral

distress. | never see the emergence of the English language negatively in the global
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market. Nonetheless, the ideology created with the English language has created a
huge power attraction to it while devaluing everything, such as the mother tongue and
culture. I definitely relate it to my life. I live in the city; | teach English here for a
living, and | have practiced English more than my mother tongue since then. The
English language has shaped my professional identity and practice. Besides, | feel
poor and powerless to resist it over my culture and mother tongue. Now, | see
children and students are running out of the mother tongue-speaking community.
They have already loosened the strong bond of cultural ties built within the mother-
tongue-speaking space. The English language has occupied a significant ideological
space across all communities. As a result, the domination of English has been
normalized as a symbol of power and success while leaving behind everything, such
as culture and mother tongue.

Exploring Ideologies on Teaching English and Teaching the Mother Tongue

I conducted research in 2025 to explore the linguistic ideologies of
multilingual English teachers in Nepal. I aimed to explore multilingual teachers’
perceptions of teaching mother tongue as an optional subject in schools. For this, I
randomly selected 5 multilingual teachers who speak their mother tongue in their
cultural context but teach English in schools. The sample consisted of five Bantawa-
speaking English teachers who spoke Limbu, Puma, and Mewahang. Based on a
qualitative approach, I had designed my study for the narrative inquiry. I set out
structured questions and ask them during interviews. | presented the initial outcome of
the research at the conference of Nepal English Language Teachers’ Association
(NELTA) 2025 in Kathmandu. The title of my paper was “Multilingual education and
language ideology of multilingual teachers in Nepal.” The main objective of the study
was to explore multilingual teachers’ beliefs about multilingual education and analyze
multilingual teachers’ ideologies on mother tongue education in Nepal that has been
practiced in some of the public schools in rural areas.

The data revealed a couple of novel themes on the issue. Firstly, the teachers
expressed strong support for maintaining their mother tongue. They have a strong
emotional connection to their mother tongue, and they use it as the medium for
cultural transmission to future generations. Moreover, their identity is predominantly
shaped by their mother tongue. They desire to pass their mother tongue to future
generations. The essence of their perception towards their mother tongue, its use, and

significance can be synthesized with the view of a research participant:
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My mother tongue offers a sense of belonging and identity. | have a distinct
identity among the Kirat-ethnic communities due to my mother tongue. | want
my son to speak my mother tongue because it continues our cultural legacy.

My children do not speak my mother tongue, and my parents are more worried

than I am about this situation.

Secondly, the data revealed that all the research participants are aware of the
declining status of their mother tongue. They see that the power of their mother
tongue to bond the society is weakening every day. Although they wish to continue
their linguistic legacy, they do nothing about it. They themselves feel more at ease
communicating in Nepali or English with their children than in their own mother
tongue. The data revealed that the intergenerational gap of mother tongue
transmission is clearly seen across the homelands of different mother tongue-speaking
communities. Thus, implementing mother-tongue education lacks a true essence. For
instance, when mother tongue education is adopted in schools, it seems more like
learning the mother tongue there rather than in society. An excerpt of the view of a
research participant shows a representative perception of all research participants
towards mother tongue education:

Even though | have been teaching English at a public school as a permanent

teacher for 7 years, | have admitted my son to a private English-medium

school. I strongly believe that mother tongue should be passed down to the
generations, but I also strongly deny taking the option of admitting my son to
the mother-tongue-based school. | want my son to speak both his mother
tongue and English, but for career value, English works; mother tongue does
not.

The research participants also pointed out the major limitations of teaching the
mother tongue in schools. They believe that teaching the mother tongue does not help
to preserve mother tongues at all. The data show that multilingual English language
teachers do not believe that teaching helps maintain their mother tongue. Instead, they
see it as the parents’ aspiration to preserve the mother tongue by teaching their
children in school, which places an extra burden on them. The participants believe
that there is only one formula to save languages from dying. That is, speaking the
mother tongue with the children in the homely environment. According to
multilingual English teachers, the initiative of teaching mother tongue in school is

grounded in the wrong modality. A research participant said:
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Teaching mother tongue in school is a burden in the initial classes. It adds

another language to learn, in addition to Nepali and English. In my opinion,

teaching three languages at a time is unbearable. Instead, creating a mother
tongue-speaking environment at home is the best option. Everybody is
following the English route; if the mother tongue is mixed in, I think the result
will be reversed. However, teaching mother tongue can be implemented at the
secondary level, when children have become more mature.

Multilingual English teachers perceive mother tongue education as a symbolic
policy rather than a practical necessity. They have narrated their experiences about
how society prioritizes dominant languages for economic and career needs. They
argue that although mother tongue is the strongest means of cultural and societal
bonding, the socio-political situation works otherwise: fluent use of English and
Nepali opens opportunities, whereas mother tongue does not. One of the research
participants said:

One who learns their mother tongue now in class three will go in vain later.

Mother-tongue education is not sustainable. In many regions, it is

implemented up to class five. Eventually, it becomes useless. It has only

created a symbolic policy of mother-tongue education, not much more than
that. After all, the student's basic requirement will be making transactions in

English and Nepali in the future. Where is the capitalization of one's mother

tongue in the present economy?

The perceptions and narratives of multilingual English teachers in Nepal
reveal that even teachers from ethnic mother-tongue-speaking communities hold the
dominant English-language ideology. They also live in an emotional contradiction
between their dire wish to preserve and promote their mother tongues, while they
cannot resist admitting their children to the elite English schools. This situation
portrays the socio-political power relations of the languages in the country. Moreover,
it highlights the reality of mother-tongue-based education at the school level. The
entire ethnic linguistic community perceives mother tongue-based education as a
powerful tool for preserving mother tongues. Mother tongue endangerment and
language loss are loudly articulated across discourses; however, the multilingual
English teacher's narration presents a different paradigm. That is, the preservation and
promotion of ethnic languages can never be settled through mother-tongue education

within the existing modality. Instead, it creates a burden and wastes the effort and
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investment. They view maintaining the mother tongue as starting at home, where
children are given opportunities to speak and use it. For instance, teaching the
Bantawa language in a public school in the homeland also does not produce the
expected results of mother tongue maintenance and cognitive development. The basic
reason is the wrong modality of mother-tongue education, implemented and practiced.
Students are taught a subject or course in their mother tongue, primarily through the
Grammar-Translation (GT) Method, rather than through immersive learning. As a
result, students only learn a limited vocabulary and expression by the time they
complete their course. After all, they need to leave that course because it is not
offered in higher classes. Thus, the practice of mother tongue education in Nepal
neither serves language maintenance nor students' cognitive development.
Chapter Summary

| started data analysis from this chapter. I have brought vivid autoethnographic
data into my writing to present, analyze, and make meaning. Firstly, I have talked
about my mother tongue ecology and how I grew up with it. Then I moved on to
discuss my exposure to the English language during my schooling. Likewise, |
analyzed my experiences in the light of linguistic capital and ideological connection.
After that, | have also presented an ethnographic observation of the cultural
dominance of English in my rural villages. Lastly, | have analyzed my guilt,
complicity, and everyday negotiation regarding the use of my mother tongue and

English in my personal and professional spaces.
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CHAPTER VI
LANGUAGE-POWER RELATIONS IN EVERYDAY PRACTICE

This chapter presents and analyzes the linguistic landscape and its relation to
policy and power. Firstly, | present the enriched linguistic diversity of our country,
especially in the eastern hilly region, and its relation to power. Further, I bring
insights from fieldwork to assess the language-in-education policy and its impact on
mother tongue communities. Lastly, | have examined English ideology, class
mobility, and the political economy of English in comparison to those of ethnic
mother tongues.

Linguistic Diversity Without Power

The eastern hilly region presents an exemplary tapestry of linguistic diversity.
A case of the Dhankuta district is worth mentioning in this case. Around the district
headquarters of Dhankuta, the Athpare language is spoken, especially in the town’s
outskirts, such as the Kintang, Santang, and Bhirgaun villages. In the distance of an
hour’s walk to the west from the Dhankuta Bazar, Belahara village lies facing the
Dhankuta Bazar, where the Belhare language is spoken. Further, after walking 45
minutes west from Belahara village, we reach Akhisalla, the homeland of the
Chhiling-speaking community. Next to Akhisalla, Khoku village is home to a dense
population of Bantawa mother-tongue speakers. Chhintang village is located next to
the Khoku, within walking distance of half an hour, where the Kirati linguistic
community lives. Likewise, in western Dhankuta, beneath the town of Pakhribas, the
Phangduwali language is spoken in Phangduwa village. To the west of this village, in
one hour’s walking distance, Mugali is spoken in Muga village. Not only this, in the
northern villages in Marek and Jitpur, the Yakkha language is spoken. Furthermore, to
the east, the Yakthung (Limbu) language is spoken. These languages all belong to the
Eastern Himalayish branch of the Tibeto-Burman language family (Bradley, 1997).
Most of the languages mentioned here are exclusively spoken in the district.
Nonetheless, the languages are spoken by a minority of the population, which portrays
a diverse linguistic asset in the country.

The mother tongue speakers of the above-mentioned languages meet in the
town of Hile every Thursday at the Bihibare Hatiya (Thursday market fair). Hile is
the hill station of Dhankuta and a main gateway to the Terai of Bhojpur,
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Sankhuwasabha, and Tehrathum districts. Dozens of times, | have gone to Hatiya to
buy clothes during my college studies in Dhankuta. Bantawa-speaking people from
Khoku bring oranges and lychees to sell there. Chhiling mother-tongue-speaking
people usually bring ginger and vegetable pumpkin and set up a stall to sell them.
Athpare-speaking people come up from Bhirgaun to sell garlic, onions, and green
vegetables. I have walked with them multiple times. Likewise, Yakkha, Limbu,
Mugali, and Phangduwali-speaking people also come to Hile often to sell or buy
things. If we observe the people based on their linguistic background, it seems like a
multilingual affair. They speak their mother tongue within a homogeneous group, but
they constantly switch to Nepali with other groups. As in Dhankuta, multiple Kirati
languages are spoken exclusively in Khotang, including Puma, Chamling, Tilung,
Dumi, Sampang, Khaling, and Thulung. In Sankhuwasabha Lohorung, Mewahang,
Yamphu, Nachhiring, and Kulung, the languages spoken are Lohorung, Mewahang,
Yamphu, Nachhiring, and Kulung. More than 30 languages of the Kirati group are
spoken along the ecological belt in the eastern hilly region.

Although languages are diverse, they are powerless beyond the cultural
functions. As | have experienced the power of Nepali and English in my society, | can
narrate the status of my mother tongues in personal and public spaces. Back in 2021,
Surya Yadava and | went to the village of Marek in Dhankuta to survey the vitality of
the Yakkha language. We had a long day meeting with Cham Bahadur Yakkha
(pseudonym), an elderly member of the Yakkha community. He and his wife were
doing household chores. When we talked about his mother tongue, he was happy and
brought a new Gundri (locally made mat made of hay) from the upper floor of his
house. He asked his wife to prepare tea for us. He asked us to wait for some time and
went into his house. After a while, he brought an old notebook and started talking
about it:

| am the only fluent Yakkha speaker in this village. Considering the situation

of my mother tongue, I had started writing word meanings three decades ago

(by showing the pages of his notebook). Children no longer speak Yakkha;

instead, they are taken to Hile and Sidhuwa for boarding school. Yakkha

seems to be the language of elderly and poor people in remote villages.

Being the only fluent speaker of Yakkha in the village, Cham Bahadur has
never been acknowledged, appreciated, or honored. The villagers told us to go meet

him by saying uskoma janu (Go and meet him), but they did not regret not being able
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to speak their mother tongue. They just said—hami ta jandinau, Cham Bahadur
Jandchha (We don't speak; only Ram Bahadur speaks). Cham Bahadur remained a
pure cultural member of his community. He could not speak ‘standard Nepali’ like
others, and was never privileged to have it. He cannot even quarrel in the Nepali
language. He is living a cultural life, not a political one. Thus, his mother tongue
retains his cultural power among his neighbors and immediate community, but does
not give him power to survive in the present economy.

The power hierarchy of languages is institutionalized by a country’s language
policy. During the Rana regime and after, Nepali, the rulers' mother tongue was
imposed on all mother-tongue-speaking people in the nation. The Nepali language
was used as a weapon to erase all other linguistic diversity with a slogan of Ek bhasa
ek bhes (One language, one way of dressing) in the country. Following the 1990
people's revolution, the Constitution of the Kingdom of Nepal recognized all
languages as national languages. However, it turned into a symbolic policy. Instead,
the languages remained endangered to this day. | have attended many forums on
language debates, where | find that, in many cases, people perceive those disruptions
to language legacies are caused by parents’ inaction in maintaining them. A case of a
plenary session substantiates this issue. A book festival was organized at Patan
Durbar Square in September 2011. | don’t remember everything, but Amrit Yonjan-
Tamang was seated among the plenary speakers. Probably, he talked about the
nation’s policy as a major cause of disruption to the Tamang linguistic and cultural
identity. In a floor-opened session, he was asked an important question by a renowned
academician. The excerpt of the talk was as follows:

The Academician: Amrit Jee (Mr. Amrit), you always blame the policy and the
politician regarding the disruption of your cultural and linguistic
identity. | have read multiple pieces of writing you have published over
the years, in which you have highlighted that the Tamangs are lethargic
in building their power; they don't awaken and act. Now you blame the
government, don't you feel shame? Why do you always blame the policy
even though Tamangs are responsible for the consequences? Why don't
you think Tamangs should compete in the race to enter the mainstream
rather than blaming the policy? Aren't you playing an emotional game?

Mr. Tamang: (Counter interrogation) If so, do you think it is just to involve a

sick person in a race with a healthy one? Tamangs and other ethnic



76

linguistic groups were suppressed in history, and they are not powerful
enough to take part in the mainstream race.

The above dialogue reflects the country's language hierarchy. Linguistic
diversity is celebrated across public opinion, writings, and speech. On the contrary,
ethnic mother tongues, including my mother tongue, are abandoned and neglected in
reality. Bantawa does not hold even a little institutional value. | cannot speak Bantawa
on my campus; | need to assimilate the entire linguistic space by speaking Nepali or
English. Although, The Constitution of Nepal, 2015 has provisioned the rights to get
education in mother tongues, it never becomes a reality or the compulsion. Some
public schools in rural areas are practicing mother-tongue education by teaching
students from a book produced in Kathmandu by the Curriculum Development Centre
(CDC). The course copies entirely the structure and the style of the Nepali subject
book. It seems more of a translation of a Nepali-language book than one originally
written in the Bantawa language, given the grammar and sound system of the
Bantawa language.

The English language acts as a gatekeeper in the school for Bantawa-speaking
children. Either they get an opportunity to read or write in their mother tongue, or
they are always burdened with passing English class tests and examinations;
otherwise, they can be tagged as lazy and poor students. Thus, the whole community
labels English as superior, and their mother tongue as inferior due to the schooling
system. It shows that multilingualism in the country is highly recognized, but due to
the education system, English is always prioritized in practice. As a result, linguistic
displacement is increasing in my community in recent days. Parents and families are
moving to urban areas to educate their children in English-medium schools. Bantawa
mother-tongue education remains only a deep-seated thirst in the community.

Insight From a Fieldwork on Language-In-Education Policy

In the third week of January, 2025, | visited the Balami mother-tongue-
speaking community in Kagati Gaun, Nuwakot, for linguistic fieldwork. 1 was not
alone; instead, | was in a group of teachers and students. | went to Kagati Gaun for the
first time in 2010 for my linguistic fieldwork, and I am talking about my second visit
to that place. The village was underprivileged; the road was dirt and dusty. It was
clear that people lacked basic awareness of water and sanitation. The whole village
was forced to bear the sharp stench of the Okharpauwa dumping site, the garbage

dump of the Kathmandu Valley. The walking trails were filled with litter and dung.
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The water and sanitation facilities were miserable. Although the village is located
near the capital city, | never imagined the poor condition of the village in terms of
education and physical facilities. | was optimistic to see the changes in the village
during my second visit.

I unofficially visited the whole village on the first day of my five-day visit.
The changes | saw in the village were unbelievable. Unlike previous times, multiple
concrete buildings have been erected recently. Some of the elders told me that those
buildings were made after the earthquake hit Nepal in 2015. The village comprises
hundreds of households in a single place. The majority of households and their front
yards are so connected to each other. As a result, people easily connect on linguistic
and cultural levels. Across the allies, | found children were playing freely while
speaking in their mother tongue, Balami. | found their linguistic behavior is naturally
acquired from their parents, family, and community. They were playing traditional
plays such as Pangra, Ek Khutte, and Chungi. | found out that even they quarrel in
their mother tongue. The vitality of the mother tongue in the Balami community was
unexpectedly great. | learned that every parent easily transmits their mother tongue to
their children due to the neighborhood and the collective involvement of each person
in cultural practices.

The next day, | started recording vocabulary and people's opinions using
structured questions and sheets. | could easily access all age groups within the small
space. They cooperated well. They were doing their daily chores while speaking their
mother tongue. Moreover, when | started asking questions, people would gather in a
group. In this course, | stood on the road to talk with Chhaya Balami (pseudonym), a
mother and teacher at the village's public school. When | kept on talking with her, |
was shattered by her views and opinion regarding perceived understanding of mother
tongue and the English language. The excerpt of the interview conversation was like
this:

Me: How often do you speak your mother tongue?

Chhaya: | often speak in Balami, but | deliberately switch to speaking Nepali

with my children.

Me: Why? Why do you do so?

Chhaya: Definitely, Nepali is a more powerful language than Balami. On the

other hand, Balami-speaking children cannot pronounce Nepali words
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correctly, which is not good, I think. If I keep them away from my mother
tongue, they will probably develop good Nepali.

Me: Can you narrate? How do you do that?

Chhaya: I consciously did not speak Balami with my children. | wanted them
not to acquire the language; instead, | wanted them to speak and write
well in Nepali. Sometimes | stopped them from playing with their friends
so they would not have a chance to speak in Balami. However, | could not
prevent my children from speaking Balami. Eventually, they learned the
language in the community. Now, | leave them free to speak whatever
they want.

Me: | suppose you acted because you thought that was right. Why do you think
depriving children of acquiring their mother tongue is the right thing for
you?

Chhaya: The outsiders (people from the Nepali mother tongue speaking
community) consider us 'bad Nepali language speakers'. In this sense, |
think 1 was doing well to guide my children to become good speakers of
Nepali.

The views expressed by Chhaya Balami in the interview clearly define the
language policy and its impact on the different mother tongue communities in Nepal. |
also met dozens of people from different ethnic linguistic communities who believe
that their Nepali language is not as standard as others'. Due to this fear, they said that
they cannot express themselves in public meetings and events. Among them, some of
the people said to me that they cannot negotiate and quarrel with the Nepali mother
tongue-speaking people in the public debates and conversations. Long ago, my
mother once reacted to the presentation of the Ghatana ra bichar program, aired on
the Radio in this way— Oso ado na chhura watni nge, dem chhoyang o! (Tongue of
this man seems a sharp blade, how clearly he speaks!). My mother was reacting the
“good Nepali speaking and good speaker of Nepali language” perceived in the society
and day-to-day legitimized by the Radio Nepal.

| have worked to develop and write Bantawa mother tongue-based curricula
and textbooks. Last year, Padam Rai and | developed a course on Bantawa language
instruction for grade one students in Itahari. Subsequently, we have written and
developed a book for class one. This project was funded by some of the rural

municipalities in Bhojpur and Khotang districts, and all managerial coordination was
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handled by Kirat Rai Bantawa Khim, Nepal, the community institution of the
Bantawa mother-tongue-speaking people. During the curriculum development phase,
teachers from different places were invited to Itahari. Padam and | facilitated their
sharing their experiences of teaching the book in the Bantawa language. One of the
teachers from Bhojpur expressed her experiences in this way:

| have been teaching the Bantawa language for three years. | have a big

problem with it. That is, as a teacher, | do not even understand the text. The

words and sentences written in the book are unfamiliar to me. In most cases,

| ‘m stuck in the middle and find no one to help me.

Later, | found out that they had been given a book in the Bantawa language,
published in 2000 by the Curriculum Development Centre (CDC). It was written by
some of the leaders of the Bantawa linguistic community in Kathmandu without
consulting major stakeholders, including teachers, guardians, and community leaders.
The books are sent to schools based on demand. The case shows that the book
predominantly neglected Bantawa dialects. Further, it primarily copied the text and
style of the textbook of the Nepali language. Later, | evaluated the textbooks and
found that, in most cases, the style and content of the poems and stories in the
textbooks are also predominantly inspired by English and Nepali poems and stories.
For example, the theme of the English song Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star... is included
in the Bantawa language. It can be called that: the texts written in the Bantawa
language are nothing but copies of Nepali-language textbooks. After all, | have
written my views regarding this in the 226th volume of Bungwakha Monthly as
follows:

We have created a complex situation of learning Bantawa in school. We have

filled the flesh of Bantawa in the skeleton of Nepali and English curricula. We

have not considered the cultural aspects and the worldviews of mother
tongues in textbook writing. We are the cause of the fear among teachers and
students because we have presented formulas and rules of grammar and
linguistics. We have made Bantawa language teaching difficult by
implementing the same texts in Amchok, Dilpa, Hatuwa, Pachthar, Ilam, and

Udaypur. We have excluded language teachers from curriculum development,

textbook writing, and language assessment.

The evidences show that multilingualism is celebrated in the country, but not

strengthened. Although the Constitution of Nepal has granted the right to receive
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education in the mother tongue, it is not well implemented. Instead, it is addressed
through symbolic policy. As Chhaya Balami has described, many parents deprive
their children of an immersive environment for mother-tongue acquisition. In this
case, language policy and mother tongue education policy do not contribute to
revitalizing the status of mother tongues; rather, they contribute to language loss,
because the ideal of multilingualism and mother tongue education are failing. The
government's commitment to language maintenance has not been realized. On the
other hand, the government has strongly contributed to enhancing the use of English
in schools through EMI. The number of English-medium boarding schools across the
rural villages is also significantly increasing. The normalization of enhancing English
and undermining mother tongues is even being intensified. Hence, language in
education policy does not support mother tongue maintenance; rather, it contributes to
mother tongue loss.

English Ideology, Class Mobility, and Political Economy

| never communicate with anyone in English outside the classroom or
academic setting. English is not used for communication in Nepal, but its use is
increasing rapidly in recent years (Giri, 2015). The whole Nepalese youth either
dreams of English or fears English. It happens because it holds cultural and socio-
political power. English is deeply connected with people's job opportunities, class
mobility, and social distinction. One of my long-time friends, who has worked for a
non-governmental organization for a long time, often regrets not mastering English.
An excerpt of his expression is presented as follows:

| do have a great regret in my life. I could not master English. If my English

were better, | could have brought in a lot of funding from donors to the

organization. | could spend triple the time and earn more money than | do
now. Moreover, | could travel to many countries. Being weak in English made
my purpose and the way other side.

While he was working at a co-operative-based non-governmental organization
conducting workshops across rural areas of eastern Nepal, | assisted him many times
in translating his major reports into English. Likewise, | helped him translate his short
texts on Messenger and WhatsApp. A couple of times, he invited me to sit in a launch
at his house for my assistance. When we met, he always told me he was indebted to
me for translating his texts into English. He says that if he were good at English, he

would read the finest books written in English, such as works of philosophy and
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political theory. Although he belongs to a minority linguistic community, | found him
more concerned about acquiring English than about maintaining his mother tongue.

Some of my friends make a good amount of money by teaching extra classes,
taking tuition, and coaching in English subjects. They say they are very happy with
their income and also confess that English helped them multiply it. They even doubt
that their economic status would be as it is today if they were not good at English.
Many of my senior lecturers believe that English is the sole means to career
advancement and to accumulate capital. One of the senior lecturers of my college
once said to me:

| don't see any significant job for students majoring in anything other than

English. English is the only way to get broader opportunities. Students do not

get a chance to read good books if they are not good at English. | suggest that

students master English in my classes.

This ideology is ingrained in many minds in my society. Every year, | meet
young students in my English subject classes. I usually ask their perception about
taking English as a major subject. | ask them in the orientation class: “Why did you
choose English as a major?” The synthesis of their reply can be presented as follows:

My teacher suggested me to take English as my major subject. When | tell my

parents that I am majoring in English, they are happy. My neighbors also ask

about my major subject when | go to the village. Saying that | am doing an

English major feels good within me.

At my college, | have found a clear distinction between English- and Nepali-
medium classes in the BBS stream. The class is divided into two shifts: morning and
afternoon. The students were somehow equally divided between the two shifts.
Moreover, the shifts are made to facilitate students so that they can take classes at
their relevant times. | was assigned to teach the day shift. Later, the administration
decided to group the shifts in English and Nepali medium. The college's intention was
to attract students through English-medium classes who could potentially join other
private colleges in the city. When this decision was implemented in the college,
slowly, students started to shift to English-medium classes. As a result, the morning
shift also had to be divided into two classes. Students piled up in the English-medium
class, leaving the Nepali-medium classroom empty. | used to teach more than fifty

students in previous classes, but the average number of students in my class on the
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day shift is fifteen. I took an inquiry from those students regarding their perception of
the medium of instruction. | had a conversation with them:

Me: Everybody seems to attend the morning class. Why don't you also attend

an English-medium morning class?

Student A: I usually wake up late in the morning. That's why | come to the day

shift.

Student B: | need to cook for my younger siblings and prepare them for

school. As a result, | cannot make time for the morning shift.

Me: (In kidding mode) If you all had taken morning classes, it wouldn't have

been a hassle for me to teach in the day.

Students: (Innocently) You are right, sir. We would also like to attend the

English-medium class. The English-medium class is way better than the
Nepali one because it gives exposure to English. It's due to our time
constraint. However, we are enjoying your class; you send us slides and
reading notes every evening. It's a privilege for us to take the day shift.

The campus also offers paid programs, such as BBM, BBA, and BALLB.
These programs were recently launched on campus and serve society and students by
producing skilled manpower in management and law. One of the senior lecturers
believes that speaking English in these classes is mandatory because it symbolizes the
teacher's efficiency. Due to English-driven ideology, English is prioritized in personal
communication and bureaucratic proceedings such as scheduling, informing, and
publishing notices.

The English in the city has created significant mobility. English teachers are
always busy teaching classes such as home tuition, coaching, language learning, and
IELTS instruction. Many of my colleagues teach multiple schools and colleges. They
receive multiple paychecks at the end of the month. One of my colleagues told me he
is paid more elsewhere than at the college where he works as a full-time employee.
Seeing these financial benefits, one of my relatives asked me a couple of years ago:

| never ever thought you would teach the English subject at the college. Since

you came from rural Bhojpur, | was thinking you would teach Nepali or

another subject. You can capitalize on your English skills in this city. Why
don't you teach multiple colleges, tuition, and coaching? You have a good
opportunity to earn money in Dharan. My classmate accumulated a nice

amount of money by teaching language classes and built a big house. I do not
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see English language teachers going abroad to earn money. They can easily

earn a good amount while eating their home food.

When 1 joined the college in 2018, one of the lecturers suggested establishing
a tuition center near the campus gate. He told me that if he had graduated from the
English stream, he would not waste time by sipping tea four times a day, talking
politics, and sunbathing; instead, he would convert his time into money. | have
observed that this kind of English aspiration has instilled a soft English cultural
ideology among teachers and practitioners in the city. They usually want to eat
‘breakfast’ at the cafeteria instead of Khaja (snacks). They plan a “party’, not a Bhoj
(feast); they talk about ‘dinner’, not Khana (meal).

The development of English ideology is contributing to weakening mother
tongue ideology in society. English is frequently empowered through classroom
practices and college behavior. This tendency runs through majoring in English and
English-medium instruction. Apart from this, English-driven practices are employed
through tests and examinations. For instance, the entrance examination is
administered in English, and students in the English major score higher than those in
other majors. Likewise, question papers for compulsory subjects are set in English,
leaving Nepali-majority students always underprivileged.

Chapter Summary

This chapter examined language and power relations in everyday practice. To
present this core theme, | have discussed various sub-themes in this chapter. Firstly, |
have presented a critical scenario of language diversity and the powerlessness of
ethnic mother tongues in Nepalese society. After that, | analyzed the aspirations of
mother-tongue-speaking ethnic minority communities regarding the use of their
mother tongue. It is supported by insights from the linguistic fieldwork. Similarly, |
have discussed the English ideology developed in Nepalese societies, focusing on

how and why it is perceived as a means of class mobility and political economy.
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CHAPTER VII
MEANING MAKING, CRITICAL REFLECTION, CONCLUSION AND MY
LEARNING

“Writing is like driving a car at night. You can see only as far as your

headlights, but you can make the whole trip that way.” -E. L. Doctorow

| revisit, reassess, and restate my research issue, questions, and method of
inquiry in this chapter. Likewise, | narrate and interpret my research journey and
present the research conclusion. Lastly, | explain my insights and learning from this
research work.

Revisiting my Research Journey

My decision to join KUSOED marked a significant shift in my perception of
conducting research. After completing my master's degree from the Central
Department of English Education at Tribhuvan University (TU), | had a few options
for the future. Most of my classmates and friends started taking coaching classes for
the Public Service Commission exam; some passed the Teachers Service Commission
exam, a few settled into private jobs, and some flew abroad. | was working on a
publication; however, | was in a dilemma about whether to quit or continue in the
same field. Later, | decided to jump into my passion, teaching.

In August 2018, Mahendra Multiple Campus, Dharan, published a vacancy
announcement notice in the Blast Daily newspaper. | was notified about it by one of
my relatives in Dharan. After discussing it with my wife, | prepared to go to Dharan
and apply for the part-time teaching faculty position in English Education. As per the
notice, the Campus was commencing the M.Ed. program from the 2019 academic
session, and posts were announced for that purpose. | sat for an interview and was
selected. After all, my journey started as an English language teacher in Dharan.

| had to teach research methodology courses from the very beginning. | was
inexperienced in teaching and under-resourced simultaneously. | felt a lack of original
readings recommended to broaden my understanding, so that | could present and
deliver well on the subject. After a week of teaching, | packed my bag and took a
night bus to Kathmandu to buy books and explore resources. | bought a laser printer,
photocopied the books borrowed from the library, packed bags, and headed back to
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Dharan. Since then, | started teaching research methodology to my students from the
recommended readings. Gradually, | began to base my understanding on research
methods and methodologies.

On a cold winter evening in 2022, | decided to reduce my teaching load and
pursue an MPhil at Kathmandu University's School of Education (KUSOED). | left
my day shift teaching at Rastriya Janasahayog College, Itahari, though it was a hard
decision, because it could affect my income for living. However, | had to do further
study and complete the online entrance form. The entrance test for the KUSOED
amazed me because | was asked to write my genuine reasons for enrolling in the
MPhil program. | did and got interviewed, passed the test, and was admitted. The
class commenced in blended mode; online and face-to-face. | dedicated my evenings
to the classes.

The experiences of classes at KUSOED were unprecedentedly engaging. The
lectures by our professors were full of empirical instances. Moreover, the professors
had no excuse for not taking the class. Classes ran regularly, and every class helped us
develop a research mindset. Especially, research methodology classes by Prof.
Laxman Gnawali and Academic Writing classes by Dr. Hemraj Kafle solidified the
crafting of research works and writing the research reports. During the regular class,
Prof. Gnawali assigned us to identify a research issue and write personal narratives
related to it. During this phase, | decided to explore the ideologies of multilingual
teachers regarding the teaching of English.

| submitted my initial draft (basically my personal narratives and research
questions) through email to Prof. Gnawali. Later, I lingered because my methodology
lacked precision. | decided to meet Prof. Gnawali in person in Kathmandu to talk
about my methodology. I met him, received suggestions, and planned to conduct a
phenomenological inquiry. After undergoing multiple brainstorming sessions, |
landed on the issue of teaching English and experiencing the loss of my mother
tongue. | prepared my proposal on the issue and submitted it to KUSOED. I still
believe my decision to choose the issue was new in the Nepalese context.

Soon after | defended my proposal, | fully dedicated my time to writing my
research report. | had to worked day and night to maintain my writing momentum. |
did not go even the backyard of the home until I finished writing draft. I fully
immersed myself in inquiring, exploring, and thematizing my experiences throughout

the day. On average, | could write 2500 words in a day. | kept doing and writing.
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Along the way, | enjoyed writing down my thoughts. As it progressed, | became truly
motivated to write more. During this time, | related the quote of E. L. Doctorow
mentioned by Lamott (1994), which reads, “Writing is like driving a car at night. You
can see only as far as your headlights, but you can make the whole trip that way.” It is
absolutely true; I experienced it. | submitted my dissertation earlier than | expected.
The relaxation was beyond words.
Examining my Research Issue

Nepal is celebrated as a country of diversity in terms of ecological belt,
ethnicity, biodiversity, and linguistics. Among many, | was very keen to talk about
linguistic vitality and linguistic diversity. As a linguistics student, | have visited
dozens of linguistic communities across the country. | conducted linguistic fieldwork
across the country's ecological belts: the mountainous, hilly, and Terai regions. I have
listened to and recorded deep affection among mother tongue speakers for their
mother tongues in various forms, along with concern about their loss.

| have observed and felt the linguistic vitality of my mother tongue as an
insider and a member of my community with a certain perspective over time. | was
not aware of my language and linguistics of my mother tongue during my school
days. I acquired it naturally in my cultural life. When | moved away from my village
for higher study, | came into contact with friends from multiple linguistic
backgrounds. My linguistic role changed in different social and professional spaces. |
spoke English in the classroom, Nepali in the market, and Bantawa with Bantawa
people from different parts of the country. However, | concluded that | can best
express my feelings in my mother tongue. Moreover, it applies to everyone.

Although each linguistic community lives its culture in its mother tongue,
most of the country's ethnic languages are on the verge of dying out in future
generations. For example, no Dungmali Rai people are passing down their mother
tongue to their children. Only the child-bearing population speaks Dungmali. All the
other languages in the country's Tibeto-Burman language family are facing the same
kind of threat to varying degrees. This trend of language shift has already entered my
family, neighborhood, and community. Resisting this situation appears impossible in
the present context, given the country's schooling system, where schools play an
agentic role in imposing English as common sense on the common people.

| have found two major themes in mother tongue discourse in Nepal at

present: language endangerment and mother tongue education. Stakeholders express
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their concern about language endangerment; they write, talk, and take clumsy steps to
vitalize the language use. On the other hand, grounded in the constitutional provision,
local governments and community leaders, in some places, are practicing teaching a
book written in the mother tongue in the name of mother tongue education. The
common people of the community have misconceived this action as a brilliant way to
maintain mother-tongue speaking. However, both practices do not bring significant
changes for mother tongue maintenance in the country. The socio-political and
economic pressure exerted by the dominant English and Nepali languages on the
linguistic market is irresistible for the ethnic languages.

Within this wider context, | picked up my issue to examine the situation in a
broader philosophical framework. I always believed that language has the power in
the contemporary economy. Although the diversity of ethnic mother tongues has
created a beautiful tapestry, they were always kept powerless. Instead, they were
weakened, prohibited, and politically undermined by national policies in the past.
They have survived to this day because of the independent economies of the
respective communities. At present, the economy of each community is no longer
independent; instead, it has changed and been displaced. English has banged on the
doors of indigenous communities and appeared as a capital and an aspiration.
However, this theoretical and philosophical aspect of language was never studied
from an insider's perspective. Hence, | caught this issue.

Reflecting on my Method of Inquiry

I never thought my exploration from within could be a method of inquiry until
| joined Kathmandu University. During the face-to-face session in the second
semester, | took time to explore dissertations on different themes at the KUSOED
library. I listed out theses based on the research design or method of inquiry. In a
session, Prof. Laxman Gnawali had told us to consider framing a methodology other
than narrative inquiry. According to him, narrative inquiry has become common to
many. During my exploration, | paused to read a fascinating dissertation by Shrestha
(2022). It was based on an autoethnographic inquiry, and the researcher had explored
his journey of becoming a critical English language teacher. | felt like watching a
movie while reading the dissertation. My preference for autoethnography unfolds
here.

| kept autoethnography in my mind for a long time without doing anything. |

realized | also have lived experiences worth exploring. | found myself thinking about
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autoethnography, but I had no plan. My initial plan was to pursue phenomenology;
however, | changed course, dropped my earlier proposal, and landed on an
autoethnographic inquiry. | found three other dissertations based on the same inquiry:
Bhandari (2022), Poudel (2023), and Thami (2025). | read all these dissertations,
which solidified my foundation of the method of inquiry. I planned to move a bit
ahead and confirmed that | would do a critical autoethnography, because | had already
learned about language and its connection to power and economy. Thus, | planned to
observe, narrate, and analyze my research issue with the broader socio-political and
economic relations.

One of the fascinating factors of doing autoethnography was the style of
narration and presentation. | always preferred listening and telling stories. | grew up
listening to stories of survival from my grandmother and parents. I also heard my
uncles tell stories of bravery on the battlefields. Moreover, | met and talked with
many Gurkhas of my community and beyond. What they said during the meeting was
filled with their lived experiences. Later, | learned that each of us lives an abundant
life of feelings, emotions, and experiences. When | read the autoethnographic
dissertation at the library, | found it the most enjoyable dissertation | have ever read.
Apart from that, my lived experiences could not be explored more effectively than
through critical autoethnographic inquiry.

My Conclusion

| had proposed three research questions during my proposal presentation.
However, my supervisors suggested me to base my inquiry only on two research
questions. My first research question was— How do | experience and negotiate the
contradiction of empowering English-dominant ideology in my profession and losing
my mother tongue in my community? My next research question was— How is my
identity, emotions, and ethical positioning shaped by the dichotomy of English
language teacher and advocate of mother tongue maintenance? | synthesize and
reflect on the answers to these research questions in this section. Apart from this, |
also explain the theoretical and methodological contributions and the research
implications.

My contradiction of empowering English amidst losing my mother tongue
emerged when | started teaching English in a college. Before that, | was not in a
position to interpret the significant consequences of teaching English rather than

ethnic languages. After all, | felt, realized, and learned it in my personal and
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professional life. Because of the aspiration for English, | found that many families in
my community have been displaced to the city areas. Moreover, many parents are
forcing their children to speak English. I do not only observe this phenomenon, but |
am also practicing it in my family, neighborhood, and college. This sharply
contradicts my mother tongue ideology that I have lived with to date. Unlike |
advocate and promote my mother tongue in my writing and publications, | remain
silent while English is overtaking the path of my cultural and linguistic life. Firstly,
this phenomenon appears irresistible due to the socio-political and economic pressures
to enforce the English language. Secondly, the aspiration for English has permeated
common sense because it is implicitly expressed through neoliberal ideology.
Although | feel powerless to intervene in this situation, | have written my reflections
and expressed my ideas through my writing and on many platforms of mass
communication, such as television and radio interviews.

Before entering the teaching field, my core identity was rooted in linear
writing in my mother tongue. When | started teaching English at the college, | hid my
early identity of mother-tongue-based writer. | did it deliberately because my
professional field does not acknowledge the works apart from teaching, researching,
and attending the classes. When | entered the teaching field, many of my relatives and
friends did not recognize me as an English teacher abruptly. I did not mix my
identities as a mother-tongue practitioner and an English language teacher. | was
writing, editing, and publishing in my mother tongue regularly before coming to
Dharan. | stopped doing so after starting teaching. The reasons were, first, | had to
focus on my current profession to survive, and second, | did not want my identity
mixed. In this context, | lived a dichotomy of identity. After all, my academic space
gradually recognized me as an English language teacher after joining the MPhil in
Kathmandu University and after presenting papers in international conferences.

My Learning

My biggest problem or challenge in carrying out this study was the late start. |
was crushed by my fear and skepticism about my chances of not doing well. My
father used to tell me in my childhood— Nothing is learned unless it is done. Not
implementing this idea in my life has been a major challenge. | am always
overburdened by overthinking the content and context. I collect a pile of literature,
print them out, read from top to bottom until late at night, and lie on an exhausted bed.

However, this research study has strongly challenged prior myths and beliefs about
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conducting research and working. As a critical autoethnographer, I can now say that
the myths and beliefs I own are also socially constructed, but not absolute.

My first learning insight from this study concerns the issues to be researched. |
spent a lot of time wandering to find my research question. Although I have published
field-work-based grammar books and dictionaries, they were primarily descriptive in
their nature and approach. My prior research, such as Rai (2012) and Rai (2019), used
pattern analysis and interpretation and followed a more descriptive approach. This
work taught me to explore, thematize, and critically interpret. Henceforth, I may not
take much time to frame my research issues from the ones available around me.

The next significant learning from this research is the exploration of
multifarious and broad areas of philosophical readings. | came across theories of
linguistic capital, language ideology, neoliberism, linguistic hegemony, political
economy, and others. These readings paved the way for a long-lasting shift in my
thinking. Through these philosophical foundations, I can now view the incidents and
phenomena with a broader perspective. As a result, I can now assess the phenomenon
not only from a top-down approach, but also from a bottom-up approach.
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