The Languages cy" Ceylon in 1946 and
1953

HE publication of Volume I of the Census of Ceylon 1953, con-
I taining detailed figures on the languages spoken, makes it possible to

review the language situation in 1953 and to compare it with that
in 1946.

It is a matter for regret that the census-takers did not inquire about the
mother tonguc of cach individual. The census tables consequently do not
tell how many people spoke Sinhalese, Tamil, and English as their native
language, nor can these figures be derived from the figures that are given.
What the tables give are figures for monolingual speakers of Sinhalese, of
Tamil, and of English, for bilingual speakers in three groups, and for tri-
lingual spcakers.  The tables give no figures for the total number of speakers
of cach language, but these, of course, can be calculated from the figures
given. However, all that can be said about the number of native speakers
of cach language is that it lies somewhere between the limits set by the
number of monolingual spcakers and the total number of speakers of that
language.

Both the 1946 Census and the 1953 Census give figures by districts but
no totals by provinces.  As the latter might be of interest, they have been
calculated and are given here in Table 1. The total number of speakers for
cach language was also calculated, as well as the total numbers of mono-
linguals and of bilinguals.

The 1946 Census included tables giving the percentage distribution
of speakers of the three languages (Vol. 1V, Tables 32 and 33), but the 1953
Census does not.  These percentages are of great interest ; they have
accordingly been caleulated and are presented here in Table 2, together with
the corresponding figures from the 1946 Census.!

Speakers of the three languages may be considered in the following
twelve categories :  monolingual speakers of each, total speakers of each,
1. In calculating the percentages, the total number of speakers of the three languages (these figures

are given in the Census tables) was taken as base (100 %), not the total population. A check calculation

shows that this was also the procedure used in the 1946 Census.  The percentages for the two years are
thus comparable with cach other.
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bilingual speakers in three groups (Sinhalese and Tamil. Sinhalese and
English, Tamil and English), total monolinguals, total bilinguals, and
trilinguals.

In absolute numbers cach one of these categories showed an increase
from 1946 to 1953 for the island as a whole.  This pattern of increases was
repeated in all the districts with only occasional exceptions.  There are
thirteen instances where the monolingual speakers of a l.mouabg decreased :
in every casc but onc the languages involved are minority hngchs in the
given districts. Monolingual speakers of English decreased in seven districts
(Kalutara, Galle, Hambantota, Jaffna, Mannar, Batticaloa, and Trincomalee);
monolingual speakers of Tamil decreased in four districts (Kalutara, Galle,
Hambantota, and Kuruncgala) ; while monolingual speakers of Sinhalese
decrcased in onc district (Nuwara Eliya). The only instance where the
monolingual speakers of a majority language decreased occurred in Jaffna
District : in 1946 there were 355,964 who spoke Tamil only, in 1953 there
were only 333,487 (this decrease is connected with a great increase in the
knowledge of English, as will appear later).

There are only two instances of a decrcase in the total number of
speakers of any language, both of them in Trincomalee District.  The total
number of English speakers declined from 9,129 to 9,012, while the number
of monolingual speakers fell from 250 to 205, The total number of Sinha-
lese speakers declined from 20,300 to 20,197, although the number of
monolingual speakers increased from 7,529 to 8,097.

In four instances there was a decrease in the number of bilingual and
trilingual speakers. Two of them were in Trincomalee District, where
bilingual speakers of Sinhalese and Tamil and of Sinhalese and English both
decreased, the latter quite drastically, from 1,612 to 868, Bilingual speakers
of Tamil and English decreased in Kegalla District.  Trilingual speakers
decreased in Hambantota District.

Morc interesting and more significant than the increases and decreases
in absolute numbers are the percentages given in Table 2. The thost
interesting fact to emerge from these ﬁouu,s is the incrcase in the percent-
age of the population spcakmg two o three languages and the correspond-
ing decrease in those speaking only one.

The proportion of bilinguals showed a 26.8 ¢ rate of incrcase from
1946 to 1953, rising from 12.7 % to 16.1 % : all threc languages shared in
the increase.  Bilingual speakers of Sinhalese and Tamil rose from 8.7 o
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to 9.9 %, a 13.8 Y, rate of increase.  Bilingual speakers of Sinhalese and
English rose from 2.9 % to 4.2 %, a 44.8 9 rate of increase. Bilingual
speakers of Tamil and English doubled, rising from 1.0 % t0 2.0 %. Tri-
lingual spcakers showed a 33.3 ) ratc of increase, rising from 2.4 % to
3.2

In 1946, 84.9 9 spokc only onc language ; by 1953 this had fallen to
80.7 %, a 4.9 % rate of decrcasc.  Monolingual speakers of Sinhalese and
of Tamil decreased at the rates of 4.1 % and 7.3 9, respectively.  Mono-
lingual speakers of English actually increased, but the increase, at the rate
of 1.6 %, was insignificant, and the numbers involved, less than 0.2 9% of
the population, even more so.  This was the only one of the twelve cate-

gories in which a change counter to the general trend took place.

The total percentage of the population speaking cach of the three
languages also increased.  Sinhalese increased from 75.5 9 to 76.2 %,
2 0.9 9% ratc of increase.  Tamil increased from 35.5 % to 36.7 %, a 3.4 %
rate of increasc. The difference in the increases for the two languages is
about what onc would cxpect if an equal proportion of cach group learned
the other’s language.

The most striking and significant increasc was in speakers of English.
In 1946 a total of 6.5 % spoke English, in 1953 9.6 %, a 47.7 % ratc of
increase. In other words, in 1946 onc person in sixteen spoke English, in
1953 onc person in ten—a significant increase indeed. It is an interesting
commentary that this increase occurred between the last census under
British rule and the first census after independence.

In the individual districts there were only twenty-three instances of
change counter to the general trend for the country as a whole (Ieaving out
of account any changes in the proportion of monolingual speakers of
English, since in the country as a whole the change in this was insignificant
and the numbers involved negligible).  In no case did such a change involve
as much as 5 % of the population ; in cleven cases less than one percent
was involved.

Trincomalee District represents the only real anomaly @ changes
counter to the gencral trend occurred in eight out of twelve categorics.
This was the only district where the percentage of monolingual spcakus
increased and that of bilingual spcakers decreased.  Monolingual speakers
of Sinhalese and of Tamil both increcased ; total speakers of Sinhalese and
of English and bilingual speakers of Sinhalesc and Tamil and of Sinhalese
and English all decreased.
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Changes counter to the trend (like changes with the trend) were often
correlated in pairs. In Kandy, Nuwara Eliya, Matara, and Trincomalee
Districts the total percentage of speakers of Sinhalese declined while the
percentage of monolingual speakers of Tamil increased (in Matara District
the changes amounted to no more than 0.3 % of the population).  In Jaffna,
Batticaloa, Puttalam, and Anuradhapura Districts the total percentage of
speakers of Tamil decrcased while the percentage of monolingual speakers
of Sinhalese increased (in Jaffna District the changes did not exceed 0.2 %
of the population). In addition to these changes, the total percentage of
Tamil speakers declined in Matale and Hambantota Districts, while mono-
lingual speakers of Sinhalese increased in Trincomalee District.  Only in
Trincomalec District was there a decline in the total percentage of speakers
of English.

But for the most part the general trend of change (decreases in all mono-
linguals, increases in all other categories) was repeated in the individual
districts. The amounts of change were moderate, everywhere less than
5 % of the population except in five districts : Colombo, Nuwara Eliya,
Jaffna, Batticaloa, and Puttalam. In Colombo and Jaffna Districts the
changes were occasioned primarily by the increase in multilingualism ; in
the other three they concerned the relative proportions of Sinhalese and
Tamil speakers.

In Jaffna District the total percentage of bilinguals rose from 9.1 % to
23.3 9, a 156.0 % rate of increase ; trilinguals rose from 1.0 % to 1.9 %,
a 90.0 % rate of increasc. The increases were almost entirely due to the
increasc in speakers of Tamil and English : bilingual speakers of Sinhalese
and English increased not at all, speakers of Sinhalese and Tamil moderately
(from 1.4 % to 1.7 %), but speakers of Tamil and English ncarly trebled,
rising from 7.6 % to 21.5 %, an astounding 182.9 % ratc of increase.  The
total percentage of speakers of Tamil and English (bilinguals and trilinguals
combined) rosc from 8.7 % to 23.4 %, a 169.0 % ratc of incrcase ; in
absolutc numbers the increase was from 34,612 to 105,546. The total
percentage of English speakers rose from 8.9 % to 23.6 %, a 165.2 % rate
of increase ; in absolute numbers the increase was from 35,344 to 106,263,
Thus where in 1946 one person in cleven spoke English, in 1953 it was onc
person in four. It is clear that this remarkable increase in the knowledge
of English in Jaffna District was to a considerable extent responsible for the
general increase in bilingualism and trilingualism and particularly for the
increase in the total percentage of English speakers in Ceylon as a whole,
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Jaffna District, with less than one-sixteenth of the total population of Ceylon,

provided 23.9 % of the increasc in the total percentage of speakers of English
for the island.

In Colombo District the incrcases were more cvenly distributed, but
English was again the leader.  The greatest increase was in bilingual speakers
of Sinhalese and English, which rose from 7.0 % to 10.3 %, a 47.1 9 ratc
of increasc.  Bilingual speakers of Tamil and English rose from 0.9 % to
1.2 %, 2 33.3 % ratc of increase.  Speakers of all three languages rose from
5.7 % to 7.5 %, a 31.6 % rate of incrcase.  Bilingual spcakers of Sinhalese
and Tamil rose from 10.1 ¢ to 11.4 %, a 12.9 9 ratc of incrcasc. The
total percentage of speakers of English showed a 37.6 % rate of increase,
rising from 14.1 % to 19.4 % ; speakers of Sinhalese increased from 91.2 %
to 92.7 %, and speakers of Tamil from 24.1 % to 25.7 %.

The greatest change in the relative standing of Sinhalese and Tamil
occurred in Batticaloa District : monolingual speakers of Sinhalese in-
creased from 4.0 % to 7.8 %, a 95.0 % rate of increase ; total Sinhalese
speakers increased from 7.6 % to 14.3 %, an 88.2 % rate of increase. At
the same time monolingual speakers of Tamil dropped from 90.5 % to
83.1 9, an 8.2 % rate of decrease, and total Tamil speakers dropped from
95.9 % t0 91.7 %, a 4.4 % ratc of decrcasc. In Nuwara Eliya District mono-
lingual speakers of Tamil increased from 55.4 % to 57.8 %, a 4.3 ¥ ratc of
increase ; total Tamil speakers rose from 69.5 % to 74.3 9, a 6.9 9 rate
of increase. Monolingual speakers of Sinhalese dropped from 29.6 % to
24.6 %, 2 16.9 % ratc of decrease, and total Sinhalese speakers dropped from
43.5 9% to 40.8 %, a 6.2 % ratc of decrcase. In Puttalam District mono-
lingual speakers of Sinhalese increased from 42.8 % to 44.2 %, a 3.3 %
rate of increasc, and total Sinhalese speakers from 58.6 % to 63.6 %, an
8.5 % ratc of increasc ; monolingual speakers of Tamil decreased from
40.7 % to 35.5 %, a 12.8 % rate of decrcasc, but total Tamil speakers de-
creased only from 56.7 % to 55.1 %, a 2.8 % ratc of decrease. There was
only one other district where speakers of one language increased and
speakers of the other decreased with any of the changes amounting to more
than 2.0 % of the population : in Anuradhapura District monolingual
speakers of Sinhalesc increased from 73.1 % to 74.5 %, a 1.9 % ratc of
increase, and total Sinhalese speakers increased from 86.4 % to 89.6 %,
a 3.7 % rate of increase ; monolingual speakers of Tamil decreased from
13.3 % to 10.1 %, a 24.1 % ratc of decreasc, and total Tamil speakers de-
creased from 25.9 % to 23.9 %, a 7.7 % rate of decrease.
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The most stable of all the districts in the years from 1946 to 1953 was
Hambantota ; not a single onc of the twelve categories showed a change
of more than 0.5 % of the population.

The district with the highest proportion of people speaking more than
one language in 1953 was Colombo, with 30.4 9% ; Jaffna was sccond,
with 25.2 9, and Kandy third, with 23.6 %. Colombo District also led
in trilingual speakers, with 7.5 % ; Trincomalce was second, with 5.9 %,
and Kandy third, with 3.8 9 ; in this category Jaffna District ranked ninth
among the twenty districts.  Jaffna District was first in the total percentage
of bilingual speakers, with 23.3 % ; Colombo was second, with 22.9 ¢,
and Kandy third, with 19.8 %. The district with the highest percentage
of monolingual speakers was Hambantota, with 95.3 %.

The district with the highest total percentage of people able to speak
Sinhalese was Hambantota, with 98.9 %. The district with the highest
total percentage of Tamil speakers was Jaffna, with 99.2 9. Jaffna also
had the highest total percentage of English speakers, with 23.6 %.

In three districts Sinhalese and Tamil were cach spoken by a majority.
Puttalam District had a total of 63.6 % Sinhalese speakers and 55.1 % Tamil
speakers. Badulla District had 63.6 % Sinhalese spcakers and 54.2 %, Tamil
speakers.  Kandy District had 67.2 % Sinhalese speakers and 51.7 % Tamil
speakers. In 1946 Puttalam and Badulla Districts also had majoritics for
both languages, but Kandy District had only 49.6 % Tamil speakers.

In 1953 Matale District constituted a microcosm for Ceylon as a whole:
in none of the twelve categories did it differ from the percentage for the
whole country by more than 6.4 %, and in ninc of them the difference was
less than 3.0 %.

The three major citics provide interesting figurcs.  We have seen that
Colombo, Kandy, and Jaffna Districts had the highest percentages of multi-
lingual speakers in 1953 ; in the citics of Colombo and Kandy the percent-
ages were much higher still, but in the city of Jaffna they conformed much
more closcly to those for the district. Colombo and Kandy both had
majorities of multilingual speakers : Colombo 58.8 %, Kandy 57.4 % :
but Jaffna had only 25.6 %. The complete percentages are given in Table 3.

In the spring of 1961 it was announced that the total population of
Ceylon had reached 10,000,000. This makes it possible to estimate the
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numbers of speakers of the three languages in 1961, if it is assumed that the
percentages which obtained in 1953 still hold good in 1961 ; the estimated
figures arc given in Table 4. Doubtless the percentages have changed
somewhat ; if the trend of change cvidenced between 1946 and 1953
continued from 1953 to 1961, then the figures given for the total number of
speakers of Tamil and of English arc too low and the rest of the figures
too high. This is pure conjecture, however ; the figures given in the table
arc the best estimate that can be made at the present time.

Sinhalese, Tamil, and English are not the only languages spoken in
Ceylon ; therc are others which, though insignificant compared to these
three as to total numbers of speakers, are nevertheless of great interest ; and
the linguist, the anthropologist, and the sociologist (at least) would like to
have accurate data on thesc minor languages. Unfortunately the census
reports give no figures for any of thesc other languages (a census question
as to the individual’s mother tongue would provide the desired information,
as well as that mentioned at the start of the article).

However, indirect information on two of these languages can be
found in the tables on race and on literacy, in which the Veddas and the
Malays have separate listings. In 1953 there were 803 Veddas in Ceylon,
of whom 73 were literate in their own language. In 1946 there were
2,361 Veddas. If the census figures accurately reflect the change in the real
situation (though a note in the Introduction to Vol. III of the 1953 Census
suggests that perhaps they do not), then the Veddas are certainly a dying
race, and it appears probable that in another generation the language will
be completely forgotten.

There were 25,464 Malays in Ceylon in 1953, of whom 5,447 were
literate in Malay.2

In both cases it may be assumed that the number who speak the langu-
age is much higher than the number of literates, very likely a majority of
cach group. The census figures thus set limits, albeit wide oncs, for the
numbers of spcakers of Vedda and Malay. But for another, equally
interesting language, Portuguese Creole, we have not even this indirect
indication of the number of speakers.

WILLIAM AMES COATES

2. Thereisa discrepancy in the Census regarding the number of people literate in Malay : Table
19 gives 5,447, but Table 20 gives 4,216. Addition of the figures given for the districts shows that the
higher figure is probably correct.
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TABLE 3
PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION FOR COLOMBO, KANDY,
(Districrs anp CLries)
Colombo Colombo  Kandy  Kandy
District city District city
Monolingual
Sinhalese 633 250 445 335
Tamil 57 152 36 87
English 0-4 10 042 03
Total
Sinhalese 927 811 672 893
Tami!l 2537 618 5147 510
English 194 34-0 85 336
Bilingual
Sinhalcse and Tamil 11-4 2549 15+3 2443
Sinhalesc and English 103 1241 35 150
Tamil and English 1.2 27 1:0 15
Total Monolingual 696 412 76 -4 427
Total bilingual 229 407 198 408
Trilingual 745 181 38 166
TABLE 4
ESTIMATED NUMBERS OF SPEAKERS FOR 1961
Sinhalese Tamil
Monolingual speakers 5,297,620 1,938,879
Total speakers 6,853,989 3,296,405
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