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ABSTRACT

This is a case study of an official orthographic change in eastern India, which | approach as
a debate about semiotic ideologies. In 2012, an Indian constitutional amendment changed
the names of one of India’s eastern states, Odisha, and its state language, Odia, in Devana-
gari and Roman scripts. Building on recent studies of multilingual and multiscriptal orthog-
raphies on public signs, | examine official parliamentary and popular media arguments
about the orthographic correspondences between Odia, English, and Hindi names for the
state and its language. As the debaters propose contrasting models of official naming and
justify them, they build on different orientations to the material embodiments of linguistic
signs. These different assumptions also support contrasting social imaginaries of Odisha
in relationship to the nation. This article proposes that orientations to the body and embodi-
ment can be an important component of the semiotic ideologies of orthography.

n March 2012, an Indian constitutional amendment changed the names of
one of India’s eastern states and its state language in both Roman and Deva-
nagari scripts. In Roman script, the state name and language changed from,
respectively, Orissa to Odisha and Oriya to Odia. In Devanagari, it changed
from 3@ (udisa) to el (0disa) and 3 (udiya) to sfigte (odia). Though
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the name changes were unanimously approved, first in the state legislature in
2010 and then in India’s two national houses of parliament in 2010 and 2011,
some in Odisha criticized the change loudly, and one of the state’s locally owned
English-language newspapers refused to adopt them. At the center of this con-
troversy was the fact that these name changes, as their proponents pointed out,
were not really “name changes” at all. The amendment to the Indian Constitu-
tion altered the orthography of the state and its dominant language in Devana-
gari script and Roman script only. The local script orthography for the state and
language, 3oal (odisa) and 802l (odia), respectively, remained the same. In the
words of its supporters, the change would “correct” the name “in English and
Hindi.” The explicit goal of the name changes, according to their proponents,
was the restoration of Odia pride by making English and Hindi speakers say
the names the way that Odia speakers themselves already say them. The oppo-
nents of the name changes did not disagree with this goal in principle, but they
disagreed with the way to go about achieving it. In the resulting rhetoric, pro-
ponents and opponents of the name changes—all regional elites—drew on con-
trasting assumptions about writing, pronunciation, and speaking bodies to as-
sert their preferred names and to create different visions of both orthography
and the nation.

In this article, I explore these disagreements about how to achieve the most
correct or authentic official name as disagreements about how signs work. In
seeking to solve the problem of an accurate name, Odisha’s regional elite offer
different models of official naming as a semiotic process, which in turn presup-
pose contrasting assumptions about sign activity or semiotic ideologies (Keane
2003, 2006, 2018). Specifically, these contrasting approaches to official spellings
involve different views on the materiality of signs involved in orthography, and
especially on the problem of the embodiment and sociological variability of
pronunciation. I propose that debates about orthography can be a site for im-
plicit conflicts about speaking bodies, how their differences should be concep-
tualized and managed, and what kinds of responsibilities they incur.

Orthography and Semiotic Ideologies of Pronunciation

This case study builds on recent scholarship on orthography and scripts (Sebba
2007; Ahmad 2008, 2011; Jaffe et al. 2012) as the metapragmatics of cross-modal
correspondences that serve as resources for sociolinguistic and political action.
These approaches define orthography is a system of “correspondences between
elements of the script and elements of the language” (Sebba 2012, 4). This def-
inition makes it possible to investigate the production of these correspondences
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as mechanisms for creating differentiated alignments between communities,
linguistic forms, and evaluative orders. For example, LaDousa’s (2002) account
of school advertisements in North India demonstrates that mixing scripts and
codes produces new opportunities for identity construction amidst what seem
to be rigid social stereotypes indexed by linguistic competency—thus creating
powerful marketing resources for language schools. In Choksi’s (2015) study
of Santali writing on public signs in eastern India, the affordances of the graph-
emes and the signs themselves enable multiply scalar relationships between
several linguistic varieties. These studies of the graphical-linguistic interfaces
on public signs offer useful approaches to official naming politics, especially in
places like South Asia, where intense multilingualism and multiscriptalism mean
that any public name will be written in multiple scripts on signs and in official
documents directed at a variety of linguistic communities. These approaches al-
low us to ask how changes in toponyms and linguanyms, as in Odisha, assert
correspondences between graphical forms and linguistic code that in turn pro-
ject social imaginaries authorized by the state’s official recognition of the names.

While these studies emphasize how productive script-code innovations can
be for creating new political relations or recognizable social identities, in South
Asia, the “sound shape of language” (Jakobson and Waugh 2002) is also a cen-
tral component of orthography’s correspondences. Many writing systems that
developed on the South Asian subcontinent have robustly institutionalized ide-
ologies about script-sound correspondences that make any discussion of writ-
ing potentially a discussion of sound. Thanks to this context, in cases of public
signs or proper names in South Asia, writing choices become a potential source
for indexing particular pronunciations and, from those pronunciations, iden-
tifiable sociolinguistic identities and stereotypical characters.

In addition to sociolinguistic identities, pronunciation may index speakers’
sociolinguistically entrained bodies. The basic fact that linguistic practice is
constantly indexical of sociologically distinct bodies has been a key insight of so-
ciocultural language studies of race, gender and sexuality (see Hall and Bucholtz
1995; Zimman and Hall 2009; Alim, Rickford, and Ball 2016). To think about how
orthographies presuppose distinct bodies, I find inspiration in Bahri’s (2017) ac-
count of the biology of postcolonial hybrids in the example of the name change of
her native city. Historically, some residents produced Calcutta with its final syl-
lable an unvoiced retroflex stop, and others said Kolkata with a dental stop in
its final syllable. This single sound contained a world of difference: the dental stop
spoke of laboring classes, localness, and the city’s small and crowded lanes, whereas
the retroflex stop mapped the unvoiced alveolar consonant characteristic of
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British English into Bengali mouths. Upper-class residents’ pronunciation of Cal-
cutta thus mimicked the British pronunciation, wrought out of difficult linguistic
labor, both emblematizing and helping to entrain the class of English-oriented
Bengalis imagined in nineteenth-century educational programs. More recently,
as reparative or identity assertions over urban spaces have become a key mode
of political enunciation, these colonial diglossic inheritances have become a
political resource of a new kind. In a political reorganization of indexical orders,
now the pronunciation previously marked as lower class and uneducated has
become a sign of one’s alignment with anticolonial identities and loyalty to a pri-
mordial Bengali culture.

While such ideological transformations are well familiar to students of lan-
guage and semiotics (e.g., Irvine and Gal 2000), Bahri’s account helps us to nar-
rate these transformations as embodied activities. In her account, official names
work as body activities through which “tongue, teeth, breath, diaphragm, pal-
ate, mouth, and elocutionary training collaborate in the pulse production of
language lined with flesh” (Bahri 2017, vii). This is similar to Bourdieu’s con-
cept of “habitus” or “bodily hexis” (Bourdieu 1990) in its attention to how bod-
ily dispositions are entrained through class-based value production and social-
ization. However, rather than seeing the body’s incorporated history as a strong
determining force (Throop and Murphy 2002), Bahri’s materialist account of
the biology of postcolonial dispositions is more open to the body’s repurposing
for new ethical, aesthetic, and political ends. This approach to embodiment shares
the spirit of the sociosemiotic study of qualia (Chumley 2013; Harkness 2015), as
well as the study of sign communication gesture (Friedner and Helmreich 2012;
Green 2017; Hoffmann-Dilloway 2018), especially insofar as it refuses to sepa-
rate the body as a prior (or natural) phenomenon to which semiotic meaning is a
mere cultural add-on. These approaches help us account for how the human
body plays multiple semiotic roles—as the historically enskilled material pro-
ducer/interpreter of sign activities, as a sign vehicle itself, and as an object of sig-
nification. Embodiment, and stances toward it, may be a significant feature of
semiotic activities in general, even those that apparently have little to do with
meaning-making about bodies.

Here, I seek to illuminate only a narrow component of the body’s enrollment
in semiotic activities, namely, that the embodiment of linguistic signs is itself a
focus of contrasting views or orientations. I show that arguments about orthog-
raphy differently imagine linguistic signs—here, pronounced sounds—as either
being produced by real bodies or as existing in an abstract, unembodied way.
Actual speaking bodies figure differently into the debaters’ accounts of how

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. 22 Aug 2025 at 00:48:37, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use.


https://www.cambridge.org/core

12 o Signs and Society

signs work, and these differences are part of what give shape to their distinct po-
litical visions. I analyze these different accounts as semiotic ideologies, by which
I mean the explicit and implicit assumptions about what signs are and how they
function (Keane 2003, 2006, 2018). Each of the two main viewpoints on the nam-
ing of Odisha and its dominant language, the view in support of the name
changes and the view against it, assert visions of the region in relationship to
the national public. Their different orientations to speaking bodies are integral
to these different visions.

While clashes over semiotic ideologies have characterized major political and
religious conflicts, sociologically the debates over orthography that I describe
here closely resemble the language ideological debates described by Blommaert
(1999). Like those Blommaert’s volume addresses, these debates are structured
by state governance procedures, and political infrastructures provide their dis-
cursive framework and telos. Additionally, these elite arguments enroll varieties
of linguistic expertise in discourses that are “loaded with all kinds of tropic, met-
aphorical or symbolic associations” (429), thereby turning problems of language
into problems of national identity—in this case, regional identity nested within
the nation.

The rest of this article is organized around the arguments for and against
Odisha’s name changes. I draw entirely on published sources, mostly from the of-
ficial publications of India’s houses of parliament, the Lok Sabha and the Rajya
Sabha, as well as published media commentary.' Like other studies of language
ideological debates, this case study is limited to published statements by elites,
here all elite men. Though my evidence may not be sociologically generalizable,
it can help us understand how differences in semiotic ideologies can be enrolled
in and managed by routine liberal-democratic discursive procedures at the high-
est level.

In the next section, I describe the sociolinguistic and political context of the
debates. After these foundations, I turn to a detailed discussion of the arguments
themselves, focusing first on the overarching name change justifications and
then on three specific script-sound correspondences. The arguments involve,
implicitly, a shared model of the correctly spelled name as a semiotic process
involving the name’s graphic representation, its pronunciation, and its resem-
blance to the authentic name; it is the sign relations between these parts that

1. See Lok Sabha Debates, Orissa (Alteration of Name) Bill, 2010 and Constitution (One Hundred and
Thirteenth Amendment) Bill, 2010 (Amendment of Eighth Schedule), 614-77, Fifteenth Lok Sabha Sixth Session,
November 9, 2010, available at https://eparlib.nic.in/handle/123456789/758499; Rajya Sabha Debates, The Orissa

(Alteration of Name) Bill, 2010 and The Constitution (One Hundred and Thirteenth Amendment) Bill, 2010, 13-62,
Session Number 222, March 24, 2011, available at https://rsdebate.nic.in/handle/123456789/538655.
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the proponents and opponents of the name change conceive differently. Inves-
tigating the semiotic ideologies that mediate different proposed spellings opens
up the problem of the differently speaking bodies that the regimentations do or
do not admit, which I explore by returning to Bahri’s account of the body pol-
itics of naming. I conclude with a discussion of semiotic ideology as a framework
for studying orthographic politics.

One of the challenges of writing about official name change politics is that it
requires taking a position in the debate. Here I follow official usage unless I am
describing features of the debate.

The Odia Language and Its Script

According to the most recent Indian census, about 37.5 million people speak
Odia as a mother tongue, inclusive of a wide range of regional varieties (Office
of the Registrar General & Census Commissioner, India 2011). Most of these
speakers are concentrated within or near Odisha state on India’s east-central
coast. Odia is an Indo-Aryan language that shares many features with Bengali,
Assamese, Nepali, Hindi, and other North Indian languages. Like other Indo-
Aryan scripts developed from Brahmi, Odia’s script is an alphasyllabary in
which the graphic unit is an akshara, usually a consonant-vowel cluster, that
can also be decomposed into phonemically distinct visual units (Salomon 2007).
This script has been the primary regional script for writing Sanskrit manuscripts
since the medieval period, and there is a great deal of regional curiosity about
and pride in its history.

The close identification between Odia and its associated script developed
through a linguistic nationalist movement in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries. This linguistic movement developed, like many of India’s lin-
guistic nationalist movements of the colonial period (such as Mitchell 2009),
as a modernization and identity project, but also as a mode to address political
concerns about the marginality of the region in the British awareness. The re-
gion that is now Odisha state was at the time split across three different British
administrative units, and residents believed this marginality helped lead to a
devastating famine in 1866. The linguistic movement first articulated itself as
a response to a series of debates in Calcutta in the 1860s about whether Odia
merited status as a separate language, or whether Bengali should be made the
literary standard and language of education in Odisha, on the rationale that Odia
would trap its speakers in poverty, backwardness, and superstition (Dash 1983;
Mohanty 2002; Mohanty 2005). The existence of a script so visually distinct from
Bengali—Odia has no top line, and its letters are almost entirely round—became
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central to arguments for Odia’s distinct status as a full language (Beames 1870).
The initial success of Odia’s self-assertion against Bengali was later replicated
in the consolidation of many Odia-speaking areas in a separate province of
“Orissa” in 1936 and the consolidation of that province with most of the region’s
princely states in 1947, both based on the logic of shared language and script use
(N. Mohanty 2005). Thanks to this political history, despite a historically low
rate of literacy in the region, the script is an important source of identity and
solidarity for Odia speakers.

The name changes under discussion here could be seen as an extension of
these language politics, but they have also served a canny electoral strategy by
Odisha’s ruling party. When first proposed at a state cabinet meeting in 2008,
Odisha’s name changes were an apparent outgrowth of the legislative coalition
that Odisha’s dominant political party, the Biju Janata Dal (BJD), had formed
with this same Hindu nationalist party. The BJD initially formed in the wake
of the death of an extremely popular local politician, Biju Patnaik, when his
son Naveen Patnaik entered politics. The early electoral successes of the younger
Patanik and his new party relied on the strong coalition that they formed in 2000
with the well-established machine of the Bharat Janata Party (BJP). When first
proposed, rumors that the name change had been an agenda item for the coali-
tion since its establishment in 2000 saw it as a continuation of the BJP’s own na-
tivist renaming strategy. However, when Naveen Patnaik strongly condemned
the BJP for its response to anti-Christian violence in southern Orissa and broke
the coalition in 2009, the year after the first name change vote in the state assem-
bly, the political strategy of the name change took on a new dimension. Instead of
continuing the explicitly nativist-Hindu line of the BJP, Odisha’s name change
became a way for the BJD to take over the Hindu cultural territory claimed by
the BJP. Since that time, the BJD has worked hard to take over the economic
space occupied nationally since the 1990s by the Congress Party, providing pop-
ular state poverty-relief programs alongside FDI- and market-friendly eco-
nomic reforms, all while generally avoiding the cultural and religious issues that
mark the divide between the BJP and the Congress Party.

In the recent 2019 national election, the BJD was one of the ruling BJP’s
fiercest foes in its effort to dominant state electoral politics around the country.
Precisely because of moves like this renaming, the semisecularist state party can
compete with the BJP’s claim to protecting traditions and identities. Indeed, the
renaming project is perhaps the clearest articulation of a BJD cultural project, if
there could be said to be such a thing, as something like “regional pride in all
things regional.” The so-called correction of the “wrong spelling” of the state’s
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name has helped support this self-referential, controversy-free regional pride.
Involving a mere shift in Hindi and English orthography, this name change is a
regional assertion that has not invoked any of the sectarian issues frequented by
the Hindutva political groups. This is not to say that it is politics-free, but as
a social and political project it has been largely uncontroversial—the debates
have focused on the linguistic methods of determining the accurate names, not
the fact of the change itself.

What Official Names Can Do: The Justifying Discourses

I now turn to what formed the majority of the content of the parliamentary de-
bates: speeches explaining the value of the name changes and what they will
achieve. The name change bill was debated for one day in each house, first in
the Lok Sabha in November 2010 and then in the Rajya Sabha in March
2011. In both of India’s national houses of parliament, the lower Lok Sabha,
or House of the People, and the upper Rajya Sabha, or Council of States, the par-
liamentary arguments were consistent, even uniform, in their assertion that the
name change would reclaim pride for Odisha and Odias. As I describe below,
even opponents of the name changes did not contest the rhetoric of reclaimed
pride; they assented to the premise that a public name produces self-respect and
merely disagreed about how to achieve it. I describe these justifying statements
in detail because they illustrate the overarching interpretive frameworks for the
proposed orthographic shifts—they narrate how official names work.

The parliamentary speeches widely asserted a view that the pride of the state,
the language, and the people would be achieved by use of the right or authentic
name. Here, the authentic pronunciation is clearly “ours™—it is how Odia speak-
ers pronounce the names of their own language and state. Speaking in the upper
house, MP Rama Chandra Khuntia, a vocal supporter of the name change since
2008, declared, “This is a historic moment as the long-standing wishes of the
people have been fulfilled and their dignity upheld.” Other speakers in both
houses spoke similarly:

Chandan Mitra: [We] hope that with the passage of this Bill—it is not
just a change of name; it is a symbol; it is a matter
of prestige—the Government of Orissa will now take
steps to inculcate the sense of achievement and sense
of history among its people and the rest of India will
also join them in celebrating the restoration of Oriya
pride. (Rajya Sabha Debates 2011, 21-22)
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Pyarimohan Mohapatra: With the correction in the nomenclature the
“Odia Swabhiman” [Odia self-respect] will be
restored and the aspirations of the people will
be fulfilled. Whether economy will improve or
not depends upon the collaborative efforts of
the Centre as well as the State. For the moment
we can bask in the glory of our new name and
be spared of the ignominy of being pronounced
erroneously. (Rajya Sabha Debates 2011, 20)

Explicit phrases like “restoration of Oriya pride,” “sense of achievement,” and
“Odia self-respect” justify the name change by making it an issue of how Odias
see themselves in relationship to “the rest of India.” While linking linguistic forms
to a complex of assumptions that merge identity with political rights and linguis-
tic preservation (Duchéne and Heller 2013). These tropes of pride also suggest ex-
pansive and elevated qualities: the right names help the status and reputation
(and, implicitly, the economy) of Odisha grow upward and outward.

Similarly, parliamentary speeches’ narrative structures mimed a temporality
of self-respect. These narratives began with the inspiring names and accom-
plishments of an earlier time, delved into the dark times of the mispronounced
name, and then turned finally to hopeful statements about the present or fu-
ture. They declare that Odisha’s past glories were lost to colonial subjugation
and forgotten, but the name changes will allow us to reclaim of this past glory:

Rama Chandra Khuntia: This land was once spread from river Krishna
to river Hoogly. From the heights of glory
now it has plunged into the abyss of reckless
governance and massive corruption. There are
multi crore scams, distress sale of children,
Spurious Dal distribution to tender school chil-
dren. We are deeply anguished. Hence it is my
earnest request to the Central Government
to accord a ‘Special Category State’ status to
Odisha and allocate special funds to improve
the conditions of this State. (Rajya Sabha De-
bates 2011, 17)

Prasanna Kumar Patasanni: “Odisha” stands for the people of the State
called the “Odias.” They are a fearless race
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whose ancestry dates back to ancient times.
Our State houses “Lord Jagannatha™—the
world-famous deity who symbolizes true
secularism and brotherhood. Odia people
have realized their long-cherished dream
under the able leadership of Shri Naveen
Patnaik. (Lok Sabha Debates 2010, 102)

Odisha-the-place parallels the Odisha-the-name; the same process of coloniza-
tion that corrupted and obscured Odisha’s civilizational achievements also cor-
rupted its name. These chronotopic narratives of historical pride, lost and re-
gained, help both to define the nature of the name changes themselves and to
establish their political necessity. They anchor the new orthographies in the
glorious precolonial pasts and reconfigure Odisha’s place within the nation.
In this vision, the name changes become agents of the ultimate goal in Odishan
politics: to transform a marginal language and an impoverished or “backward”
state into a widely respected language and a profitable, highly developed state.
This matters for an account of orthography because the name change’s mul-
tilingualism is essential to achieving such reclaimed pride. At the center of this
imagined transformation in Odisha’s scalar position vis-a-vis the nation is the fo-
cus on how outsiders, non-Odias, speak and write Odisha’s names. This is evi-
dent, first, in the participation format of the official name change, moving from
the state legislature to the national parliamentary bodies, which explicitly frames
the entire naming process as recognition by the nation of the state’s self-
identification. Second, the format of the parliamentary speeches restages this
national recognition—it is a forum for explicitly addressing the nation. The par-
liamentary recognition of the new name changes the relationship of Odias to
themselves by transforming the relationship between Odias and non-Odias. The
discourse of “pride” glosses the essential role of the audience in the name change:
when they call us by our right name, then we will be fully ourselves again.
Finally, Odisha’s name changes entirely focus on the outsider audience. While
many other recent South Asian name changes, like Madras to Chennai, or the
more recently discussed shifts from Ahmedabad to Karnavati and Allahabad to
Prayag, involve changes to the names for everyone who speaks them, Odisha’s
name changes affect only non-Odia versions of the name. The goal is that Odia
speakers will no longer suffer the “the ignominy of [their name] being pro-
nounced erroneously,” as Pyarimohan Mohapatra put it (Rajya Sabha Debates
2011, 20). This is the basic assumption of the supportive parliamentary speeches,
as voiced by MP Bhatruhari Mahtab, who stated that “after 75 years, the name of
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Orissa is being changed to the actual pronunciation which we do in Odisha” (Lok
Sabha Debates 2010, 89). The promise of the orthography shift is not only that
Hindi and English speakers will speak the names the way that Odias say their
own names but also that these national- and international-language speakers’ en-
tire orientation toward the state and its language will change as a result. It sug-
gests that, through the right names, English and Hindi speakers—an audience
of outsiders—will begin to see the until-now hidden glory of Odia, and that this
will raise the status of the language, its state, and its speakers to a position more
akin to the national and international languages English and Hindi.

These narratives justifying the name change contain within them a semiotic
model of how this naming should work. We can describe this model in Peircian
semiotic terms of the sign, or representamen; the object that the sign signifies;
and the interpretant that construes the relationship between the sign and the
object (Parmentier 1994). What emerges from these statements is a model of
official names that begins with the semiotic object and works backward to
the sign vehicle. Here, the agreed upon political goal is for the name to signify
the quality “like we say it,” which, here, is a semiotic object that itself bundles
an additional semiotic construal of key sensuous characteristics of local pro-
nunciations as authenticity, correctness, and local belonging. Having estab-
lished the object or immediate goal for the names’ spelling, the project of offi-
cial renaming is to construct the sign vehicles, which here are the names’
spellings, that will best allow some interpretants to construe them as signifying
the desired object.

This raises the question, what is the interpretant of the name? To reiterate so
far, the graphic appearance of the name is the sign or representamen, which
must be designed so that it can determine a particular interpretant, which will,
in turn, construe the sign as signifying a particular semiotic object. In this model,
the interpretant is the name’s sound sequence or pronunciation. More specifi-
cally, it is the pronunciation of the Odia names by Hindi and English speakers.
This is evident in the discourse about the expansiveness of pride, as well as in the
whole debate’s focus on the names “in Hindi” and “in English.” The entire imag-
ination of how the naming process works—its ability to unleash the sought-
after political transformations of development, national respect, and self-
esteem—are focused on how to spell the names so that how these outsiders
say them will connect the written names to “like we say it,” to correctness and
authenticity. However, as I consider below, even as all of the debate’s participants
share a model constructing the desired interpretant in this way, the proponents
and opponents of the name change disagree about the character of the inter-
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pretant and especially about whether it serves as a sign of embodiment. I now
turn to how the proponents of the name change solve for the sign vehicle and
come to propose the new names’ orthography.

Supporting the Name Change: Script-Sound Isomorphism

and Sanskritic Authority

Amidst their elaborate speeches on the benefits and reasons for the name
changes, the name changes’ proponents in parliament said remarkably little on
behalf of the linguistic features of the name changes themselves. The most ex-
plicit talk described the name changes as “corrections.” For example, early news re-
ports on the proposed name change in 2008 quoted an anonymous state officer
saying, “We want the Union government to make the changes so that state’s name
is spelt and pronounced correctly” (Times of India 2008); the state’s home secre-
tary was quoted saying that the pronunciation disparities were due to the “wrong
spelling of state’s name” (Rediff India Abroad 2008). As talk of “correction” sug-
gests, their implied criterion for evaluating the rightness of a name is its degree
of correspondence to a legitimate standard or source. The proponents’ view of
the name is not that they must design the right spelling but that they must discover
the right spelling. The sign vehicle that signifies the desired object is out there
and knowable; the right spelling preexists the search for it.

To make sense of how the orthographies proposed in the constitutional
amendments serve as the sign vehicle that will signify the desired semiotic ob-
ject, members of parliament drew on a relatively explicit South Asian ideology
about orthography as consisting of naturally occurring grapheme-phoneme cor-
respondences. This widespread view assumes an isomorphism between writ-
ing and pronunciation that is prevalent among Odia speakers and many other
South Asian language users. South Asian scripts are notable for their high de-
gree of grapheme-phoneme correspondence, as reflected in their linguistic cat-
egorization as alphasyllabary scripts (Mahapatra 1996; Salomon 2007). However,
in fact, in speech strings the phonological mapping of such syllabalic, or akshara,
graphic clusters are contextually variable (Nag 2014). The persistent strength of
the belief in sound-script isomorphism has been shaped by a variety of traditions
and institutions that narrate linguistic correspondences across North Indian lan-
guages as an outcome of their genesis in Sanskrit—a view that has had an enor-
mous impact on generations of primary students learning to recite the basic
graphemes, or aksharamala (barnamala in Odia), according to the Sanskrit
grammarians’ organization of grapheme-phoneme units by place of articulation
(see Deshpande 1995). This Sanskritic history infuses the presumed sound-script
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isomorphism with authority and links everyday orthography to an imagination of
Sanskrit as the “eternal language” that exists as a “linguistic flatland beyond time
and space,” as the true ideal language that lies behind all other language (Desh-
pande 1996, 401).

Accompanying this expected isomorphism between writing and pronunci-
ation in one language, such as Odia, is a parallel expectation that script-sound
isomorphism makes it possible to establish accurate and straightforward corre-
spondences between the script and sound pairings across different languages.
We can see it at work in one of the elements of the orthographic shift that
has not been the focus of debate. The previous Devanagari writing of the state’s
name, SE1ET (udisa) begins with a vowel [u] that is mutually recognizable
across Hindi and Odia speakers, and written in Odia’s script as @. Similarly,
the vowel [o] that begins the Odia script writing of the same name, B@‘al
(odi$a) has a direct correspondent in Devanagari’s 3T and is mutually recogniz-
able across speakers of Hindi and Odia. In short, both scripts have graphemes
that correspond to both phonemes. In this situation of relatively functional iso-
morphism, to make readers of both languages say the name approximately the
same requires simply deciding which grapheme-phoneme pair to use—the pair
that Odia script-writers use (G or &, [o]) or the pair that Devanagari-writers
use (@ or 3, [u])—and then doing so across both languages. Focusing on this
example makes the name change look like a straightforward change from “their”
pronunciation and writing to “ours.” This view of graphic-sound correspon-
dences mirrors how denotational referential ideologies imagine translation as
finding transparent correspondences between languages (Haviland 2003), sim-
ilarly imagining an implied abstract, authoritative reference that anchors cross-
linguistic sound-grapheme clusters.

Underlying this ideology of script-sound isomorphism, then, is a strong be-
lief in traditional authority generally, especially in and through Sanskrit texts.
Script-sound isomorphism authorizes and anchors sounds in received linguis-
tic traditions. The important role of authority in the name change becomes es-
pecially evident in a Lok Sabha speech about a sound that interrupts the ideol-
ogy of script-sound isomorphism. Here, even while disagreeing about the
proposed orthography, the speaker appeals to textual authority:

Shri B. Mahtab: 1 was of the opinion that [the name] should be written
as we pronounce it, phonetically. That is why, I had
moved an amendment. The amendment mentioning it

as ‘Odisha’ is being moved today by the Government.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. 22 Aug 2025 at 00:48:37, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use.


https://www.cambridge.org/core

Putting Our Scripts in Their Mouths o 21

That was also passed by the Orissa Legislative Assem-
bly unanimously. The English spelling is wrong. It
should be Odissa or, as we pronounce, Odissi and it
should be written accordingly. . . . Here, I would like
to draw the attention of the hon. Members to one thing
that it goes with ‘sh’ talvesa. In Orissa, we write talvesa.
Accordingly, the logic being put forth is that talvesa
should be spelled in English as ‘sh’. Very humbly I
would like to draw the attention of the House to how
we spell Sriperumbudur. It is talvesa ‘sri’. It is not ‘shri’;
it is ‘sri’. How do we pronounce Srinagar? It is ‘sti’; it is
not ‘shri’. How do we spell Srikant. It is not ‘shri’; it is
‘sri’. In Hindi, at many places, it is not ‘sh’ and in a
number of places, it is only ‘s’. Therefore, it goes with
the pronunciation and how we pronounce it, and ac-
cordingly we write the foreign alphabets. In Oriya, it
is talvesa and in English, it would have been better to
retain only ‘s’ instead of ‘sh’. But Orissa Assembly, in
its wisdom, has moved this resolution unanimously
and as our party is in power there, it has recommended
it to the Government. (Lok Sabha Debates 2010, 90)

At issue in this statement is the sibilant in the third syllable of the state’s
name, equivalent to the “sh” in Odisha. Both Odia’s script and Devanagari
have three different graphemes for sibilants that Sanskrit grammarians distin-
guished by their ideal place of articulation, either as palatal, retroflex, or dental
(Deshpande 1995). Most Odia speakers pronounce all three of these graphemes
identically when they speak Odia, often as [s] (see Mahapatra 1996). For speak-
ers of some dominant Hindi varieties, the graphemes associated with the pal-
atal/retroflex sibilants and the dental sibilants are phonemically contrastive
(Masica 1993)—the contrast in Hindi maps more easily on the dominant En-
glish phonemic contrast between the sounds associated with “sh” and “s” than
it does onto the Odia sibilants.

In his statement, Mahtab points to a disruption of the ideology of cross-
linguistic orthographic transparency by this mismatch between Hindi, English,
and Odia sibilants. Mahtab proposes that since there is a historical variability
in the grapheme used in Roman script and Devanagari for what is written in
Odia as 9l (), it is totally reasonable to continue using the Roman s in the
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name. What is notable is that he refers to the Odia character in question by
using a name, talvesa, that reflects popular understandings of Sanskrit gram-
marians’ accounts of Sanskrit’s three different sibilants. His appeal to the San-
skritic category “talvesa” establishes that his preference is in fact the most tex-
tually sound and authoritative. Even as Mahtab makes an argument against the
name change and for the older spelling with s, his argument’s appeal to tra-
ditional, textual authority is in line with that of the name change proponents.
Even disagreeing with the specifics, Mahtab’s argument is friendly to the pro-
ponents’ imagination of the orthographic change as guided by Sanskritic tex-
tual authority.

Contesting the Name Change: Sociological Variation

Opponents of the name change share the proponents’ general goal of having an
official name that is “like we say it.” Even as they share this goal, however, they
disagree with proponents about how to reach this goal—they disagree about
the sign vehicle that will signify the widely recognized desired object. The point
of difference here is how the opponents conceive of the sign vehicles working.
While the name change proponents drew on script-sound isomorphism as a
means of establishing textual authority through the new name, their critics drew
on cosmopolitan, sociologically sensitive approaches to pronunciation and local
history. This section describes the clearest articulation of the opponents’ views,
which were focused on the second syllable in both the state’s and the language’s
names, written as either an r or d in the Roman script. The consonant in question
is a voiced retroflex flap [(]. Linguists routinely note that, in Odia, this voiced
retroflex flap is an allophone of the stop [d ], one which appears in both intervo-
calic and final positions (Masica 1993; Ray 2003, 490). The Odia script grapheme
associated with the voiced retroflex stop, @, is routinely altered with a diacritic
underneath, ¢, to mark that it is a flap, not a stop. That the diacritical mark pro-
vides a graphic contrast for this variation suggests that it may also function as
a phonemic contrast. This sound and its graphic representations pose a major
challenge to an expectation of cross-linguistic isomorphism and a reliance on
textual authority because it is a sound characteristic of Odia, and found in other
South Asian languages, but entirely missing from non-Indian English.

Debates about how to represent this voiced retroflex flap in Odisha’s names
when writing “in English” follow from of over two hundred years of politically
motivated Indic language Romanization projects. The Government of India’s
current official Romanization standard relies on the Hunterian system, adopted
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by the colonial government in 1872 following a campaign by William Wilson
Hunter (1873). Coincidentally, Hunter advocated for his system by circulating
a pamphlet of place names transliterated in his system in the very same month
that his historical account, Orissa (1872), was published, which his biographer
described as transforming him into a “literary lion” (Skrine 1901, 207). As Hun-
ter’s own book title suggests, there is no special place for the voiced retroflex flap
in the Hunterian system, which sometimes writes it as a d and sometimes, as in
Orissa, as an r; indeed, the system does not distinguish between dental and ret-
roflex stops at all, though they are phonemic contrasts present across Indic lan-
guages. Hunter explains this choice as intentional, arguing that “no typograph-
ical device will enable the ordinary English tongue to understand or to utter the
nice modulations of oriental speech” (1873, 24). This line displays Hunter’s mo-
tives: he sought a system to make Indic languages plain for English-only speak-
ing mouths, not a system that would tell Indian mouths how to say words reliant
on Indic languages’ phonemic contrasts. The scalar associations of the En-
glish language with the “global” and Indian languages with the “local” (LaDousa
2005; Choksi 2015) are thus historically built into Roman script orthographies
in India.

The voiced retroflex flap was the focus for two committed opponents of the
name changes. Senior Bhubaneswari journalist Subhas Chandra Pattanayak wrote
numerous energetic, detailed accounts of how the change is wrong on his per-
sonal blog—a prolific and popular blog among local literary activists that is pre-
dominately in English. Pattanayak’s overarching argument has two steps. First,
he argues that the proposed name change—from Orissa to Odisha—dishonors
the Odia language by ignoring the spoken and sometimes written distinction be-
tween the voiced retroflex stop and the voiced retroflex flap. The new spelling’s
d erases this distinction entirely. He uses a side-by-side image of two Odia
characters to draw attention to the frequent use of the diacritic mark, or nukta,
in the Odia grapheme, writing, “The uniqueness of Oriya language lies in [the
contrast in the two sounds and graphemes]. The single alphabet D appears in
two forms: D in the first position of a word and D with dot underneath in sub-
sequent positions. Therefore, the alphabet in second position has a dot under-
neath as in the name of our motherland and in the name of our mother tongue”
(Pattanayak 2012). Pattanayak writes that the “archaic magnificence” of the
Odia language is the precision with which the use of the diacritic maps the
stop/flap variation in speech. Though Pattanayak emphasizes the literary and
textual history of the graphemic contrast, this differs significantly from the tex-
tual authority focus of the proponents. First, Pattanayak proposes to celebrate
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the voiced retroflex flap as a meaningful feature of Odia. Emphasizing this
sound not found in Sanskrit distances the names from an association with San-
skritic textual authority. Second, though Pattanayak is precisely interested in the
existence of one-to-one correspondences between sound and script in Odia, he
constructs this correspondence as the language’s own sociolinguistic attention
of how Odia people speak. This is not a question of people correctly reading
the script to make the right sounds, in which case the text can act as an author-
ity controlling speech, but of the language noticing and reflecting how people
speak. Here, the “archaic magnificence” of Odia is that, as a language, it became
a repository for social knowledge about the Odia people.

As a result of Odia’s linguistic sensitivity to its social world, Pattanayak ar-
gues, the names should maintain the distinction between the flap and the stop.
But how to do this? He writes, “We Oriyas understand the difference and use the
two different forms of pronunciation marked by the dot under the second avatar
of 13th consonant in tune with the phonetical necessity. But how the non-
Oriyas, particularly the English-speaking foreigners are to utter the said alpha-
bet used in the second or third or any later position in a word without violating
our peculiar pronunciation? This question had engaged our founding fathers
in deep cogitation for quite a long period and eventually the approximate cor-
rect phonetic presentation was evolved” (2015). Pattanayak here makes explicit
that the problem with the name is the non-Odia-speaking mouths. In his view,
which contrasts with the position implicitly held by the name change’s propo-
nents, the Roman script version of a name that Odia speakers can correctly pro-
nounce will not necessarily produce the correct sounds when read by non-Odia
speakers. Instead, again evoking the linguistic history of Odia, he proposes that
the original Roman script orthography for the name—Orissa—was developed
precisely as a solution to this problem of English mouths.

A second vocal opponent of the name change has been Tathagatha Satpathy,
a prominent MP and the owner and editor-in-chief of one of Odisha’s most
popular Odia-language daily newspapers. Satpathy has refused to change the
name in his English-language publications, including the title of the English
daily Orissa Post. For Satpathy, the argument against the name change parallels
Pattanayak’s: shifting the spelling from r to d will make the pronunciation of
the names by English speakers more incorrect. Making his argument on a na-
tional news program in 2009, he said, “My point is that if a word like Bombay
was not pronounced by Maharastrians as Bombay but as Mumbai for ages,
changing the name from Bombay to Mumbai makes sense to me. But Odias,
per se, never said Odisha or Odia, we never did that. And, it doesn’t actually
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change in the Odia language.” Here, Satpathy makes his point with an elabo-
rate pronunciation of the consonant in the second syllable of the emphasized
Odia and Odisha. He does not pronounce the word with a voiced retroflex flap
but rather stabs his tongue into his palate to emphasize the stop, clearly con-
trasting it with his relaxed flap in the rest of the statement. With this empha-
sized stop, Satpathy offers a performance of the name as it would be spoken by
nonlocal English speakers based only on the Roman script orthography. In
the November 2010 Lok Sabha debates on the bill, Satpathy similarly argues
for the inaccuracy of the proposed name change. In these debates, Satpathy’s
pronunciation distinctions likely matched those from the prior year: “We all
know that in Orissa, we always say, we are Oriya; we do not say, we are Odiya;
we do not say that my State is Odisha. It is not the pronunciation of the local
people” (Lok Sabha Debates 2010, 100). In these statements, Satpathy presents
the orthography in its starkest light. For this politician-editor, orthography is
not connected to Sanskritic traditions or the magnificent histories of Odia’s
own sociological awareness; it is merely a utilitarian tool to achieve the most
accurate, authentic pronunciation from sociolinguistically diverse mouths un-
trained in Odia.

Of course, there do exist multiple Romanization standards for Indic lan-
guages that can represent the contrast between the voiced retroflex stop and
flap, often as d and r following Monier Williams’s Sanskrit-English Dictio-
nary (Williams 1872); this is the Romanization standard I have used in this ar-
ticle. It is the persistence of the Hunterian system across public uses of Roman
script, such as official maps and road signs, that enables an Indian political de-
bate to focus on the interlingual representation of a single grapheme-phoneme
pair. While Romanization systems have been the site of a great deal of political
(and language ideological) activity elsewhere in Asia (see Kim-Renaud 1997) as
well as an intense interest of computer scientists in India, the Indian govern-
ment has shown little concern for them (United Nations Group of Experts on
Geographical Names 2007).

The Embodied Publics of Official Names
In many political clashes that are also semiotic ideological conflicts, the key
point of differentiation is focused on the character either of the sign vehicle

2. Segment “Orissa to Odisha: Does the Change Assert Rregional Identity?,” on India 60 Minutes Verdict,
anchored by Sonia Singh, aired October 29, 2009, on NDTV, https://www.ndtv.com/video/shows/india-60
-minutes/orissa-to-odisha-does-the-change-assert-regional-identity-110700.
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or of its object. Keane (2018, 67) provides two characteristic examples: During
twentieth-century secularization movements in both Russia and China, atheists
attacked religious shrines to assert that the shrines’ purported semiotic object
(God) did not exist. During the Protestant Reformation, doctrinal differences
did not center the existence on a transcendental God but on the nature of re-
ligious sign vehicles, like the liturgical ritual. By contrast, in the case study of
an official name, there is little disagreement around the semiotic character of
either the sign vehicle or the object it signifies. Here the disagreement focuses
on the character of the interpretant of the names’ orthography: the pronunci-
ation. Because of that focus, the disagreement also addresses the characteristics
of the sign processes that condition that interpretant—that is, embodiment.

To see this more clearly it is helpful to return to the semiotic model promoted
by the debate’s justifying discourses. According to these justifications, Odisha’s
name changes assert that the change will improve the accuracy of the names and
thus reclaim the pride of Odias. If constructed successfully, the graphic forms of
the names do this by making English and Hindi speakers say the names in a way
that establishes the names as authentic and pride-worthy. For this process to
effectively expand esteem for the language, its state, and its people, the interpre-
tant must be successfully uttered by outsiders. In this model, the graphic forms
are the sign vehicle, which determine the sounds as the interpretants, which in
turn construct the relationship between the graphic forms and the correct and
authentic name. The specific interpretant is essential for the entire name change
to function successfully—without it, the sign vehicle fails to signify that the
name is “like we say it,” and the rest of the name’s political aspirations fail.

Despite implicitly sharing this model of the official name, the proponents and
opponents solve for the written form—the spelling—in opposing ways. The
proponents of the names seek authoritative anchors in Sanskritic textual tra-
ditions, imagining script-code isomorphisms across codes that have been made
possible through Sanskrit’s existence as an ideal outside of history. They see
themselves as not creating a new name so much as discovering the correct
one. Opponents, by contrast, seek the best graphic form as an empirical project,
considering how individual letters are likely to shape the sounds that non-Odia
speakers produce. For them, the Roman script spelling is merely a practical prob-
lem of managing outsiders’ unfamiliarity with Odia sounds.

At the heart of these different methods for composing the correct names are
fundamentally different approaches to the interpretant, that is, to the sounds
of the name. The actual spoken sounds are the epistemological center of the
name change for the opponents, who focus precisely on the limits of outsiders
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to produce Odia’s distinct sounds. Meanwhile, the sounds actually produced are
almost entirely invisible to the proponents, who are not concerned about the po-
tential for pronunciation difficulties. For them, sounds exist abstractly, not as
pronunciations made by speaking bodies, but as sound ideals. The different ap-
proaches to the materiality of the interpretant, specifically whether it is an ab-
stract sound ideal or an actual set of sounds pronounced by some real people,
reflect conceptions of the semiotic processes that produce those sounds. At issue
is whether the sounds, to be accurate, must reflect an authoritative tradition. The
divergent answers to these questions reflect different orientations to speakers’
mouths and, through them, to speakers’ bodies.

What is at stake in these different orientations to an official spelling’s sonic
interpretants is the character of the name’s audiences or publics—audiences
who not only hear names but also speak them. Bahri’s account (2017) of the em-
bodiment of official names suggests why such different orientations might mat-
ter. Real readers and speakers of names are fleshy non-abstract people whose
linguistic capacities have been shaped by their lifetimes of linguistic habits.
She recalls Fanon’s description of pronunciation practice as a bodily discipline,
in which his narrator takes “great pains with [his] speech because [he] shall
be more or less judged by it” (Fanon [1952] 2008, 20; cited in Bahri 2017, v).
Material-semiotic capacities such as sound production reflect concerted em-
bodied labors and socializations. To make new sounds, the bodies of the speak-
ers have to change, they have to let the language in—or force it to take hold.
In pronunciation, even with the production of new habits, it is hard (or takes
exceptional personal skill) to lose all traces of early oral/aural habits. We see this
with the pronunciation of Calcutta in Bahri’s account, where the retroflex t
stands for the British alveolar ¢ but does not actually reproduce it. Though, to
Bengalis, the retroflex in Calcutta has been a sign of elite belonging and British
orientation, to British ears, the retroflex t has been a sign of even educated Ben-
galis’ perpetual exclusion from authentic English. For the British, the transpo-
sition of the alveolar to the retroflex consonant marked the unbridgeable gap
between native bodies and English civilization. Such resistances of tongues, lips,
and jaws to new linguistic habits in adulthood is part of what makes speech such
a potent focus for social differentiation and the control of human bodies.
Whether or not an official name incorporates the recognition of such embodied
limits, then, constructs a different political existence for these publics, and espe-
cially the political relevance of their socially differentiated bodies.

For the name change opponents, some awareness of the limits of speaking
bodies makes it possible to emphasize sociological variabilities. In contrast, the
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proponents’ views on orthography do not value sociolinguistic variability; instead,
they seek to manage variations in sounds across languages by nailing them to San-
skrit—they seek to constrain linguistic diversity through reference to an author-
itative ideal. This approach to the interpretant suggests that Hindi and English
speakers evoked in the framing justification discourses are entirely abstract for
these proponents. These outsiders serve merely as a point of structural distinction,
as a quality of outsideness, but are not imagined as substantively real humans. In-
stead, the reliance on Sanskrit mirrors an effort to purify the interpretant of its
materiality, leaving in its place a disembodied interpretant of pure, ahistorical
sound.

Semiotic ideologies help explain how the treatment of language is also impli-
cated in the treatment of things and people (Keane 2006). In this case, the treat-
ment of orthography is also implicated in these politicians’ treatments of political
authority. For the name change proponents, authority is not simply a question of
state sovereignty or democratic legitimacy. The authority to name, here, is a dance
between the nation-state and Hindu tradition. Traditional authority buttresses or
legitimates the nation-state, even as the nation-state must recognize or baptize
that very same traditional authority in order for it be effective. Adopting this
set of assumptions is a canny political move for the state’s regional Biju Janata
Dal party. It is in line with the competing Hindutva Bharata Janata Party’s polit-
ical agendas, but it also reflects a longer standing political role for Sanskritic
traditions in coastal Odisha borne of a close association between regional iden-
tity, the local Jagannatha cult, and the state’s important pilgrimage sites (see Pati
2012). Thanks to these Brahmanical Hindu sources for local political belonging,
an appeal to Sanskritic authority can be a unifying, low-controversy move for the
regional political party, even as it takes over the Hindu-tradition territory that the
BJP has sought to stake out for itself.

In complete contrast, the opponents’ views embrace sociolinguistic variabil-
ity. Pattanayak celebrates Odia precisely because the language, in his view, re-
members its own folk traditions and sociolinguistic histories. Substantive
authority, then, is created by the practices of the populous; the duty of the
nation-state is to recognize and support its people. This is a vision of nationalism
not unlike that reflected in Gandhian activism or in Rabindranath Tagore’s po-
etry, a nationalist yet liberal vision based on a reification of “the people” as the
site of political authority and legitimacy.

The implication is that the opponents’ views of embodied sounds do not
constitute a radical embrace of biological variation. Their approach to official
orthography, like their politics, has been structured around normative elite
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conceptions of sociolinguistic difference—it reflects their own habituated posi-
tions as cosmopolitan, regional elites who can write in strong literary English.
We can see this most clearly when we consider what the proposed name change
would look like and sound like from their critical perspective. When the sup-
porters of the name change propose the Roman script spelling Odisha to pro-
duce the closest sounds to “like we say it,” it suggests that the speakers are people
who already know how to say those sounds, who already know that the Roman
script d stands for the voiced retroflex flap. In other words, it indicates that the
proponents’ sonic imaginations of how “English speakers” sound are fully inter-
twined with their knowledge of English as it is spoken in Odia mouths. It reads
as a view that Odia English is unmarked, legitimate English, which in turn in-
dexes a lack of exposure to non-Odia English and a fully provincial sonic imag-
ination. The name change critics, Pattanayak and Satpathy, make a point of this
perspective when they repeatedly emphasize that the name poses challenges for
“foreign” speakers of English. It is indeed possible that the proponents’ views are
a signpost of shifting attitudes toward local varieties of English (see Schneider
2007), or even a political gambit to foist regional speech onto national audiences.
But the concerning issue from the perspective of the name change critics is how
this new official name indexes provincial ignorance and lack of sophistication.
From the critics’ perspective, the new official name enshrines a limited provincial
view, especially vis-a-vis “foreign” or global English, not only because it pro-
motes an erroneous pronunciation of the name among outsiders—think Sat-
pathy’s emphasis on the hard stop—but because it turns the state’s official
name into a document of the state’s own insularity and backwardness.

This critical imagination of the proposed name change, and the social world
that it presumes, provides a different perspective on the embodied world to
which the opponents’ orthographic proposals are sensitive. For these English-
educated and regional yet cosmopolitan media elites, not unlike the Bengali elites
whom Bahri describes, the world is striated by embodied rhematized indexicals
that must be constantly managed so that one can be both English and regional,
cosmopolitan and loyal. For regional elites, the national audience plays an es-
sential role in this dynamic because, just as in the name change’s justifying dis-
courses, the national audience’s recognition confirms the success of these per-
formances. The opponents’ view of orthography is an instantiation of the very
embodied postcolonial semiotic capacities forged through the history of entrain-
ing South Asia’s modern elite, from Macaulay’s educational programs, through
nationalist movements, to global market competitiveness. It is not only pronun-
ciations that reflect embodied political histories—semiotic ideologies do too.
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Conclusion

This article has been a deep dive into what is essentially contrasting viewpoints
on three sounds. Fueled by Odisha’s political situation in the first decade of the
new millennium, and especially by the rise of a regional political party with the
potential to outcompete the dominant national parties, these three sounds be-
came the focus of complex sociolinguistic, semiotic, and political work. Such elab-
orations of what seem to be minute linguistic details are characteristic of ortho-
graphic politics. For example, many anticolonial political movements working
against or critiquing the colonial imposition of Spanish or French have adopted
the Roman script character k in place of qu, to indicate their opposition, even
as they continue, by political necessity and because of their socialized linguistic ca-
pacities, to use those languages (Sebba 2012, 8). This case study contributes two
insights to this scholarship on orthography. First, at least when orthography in-
volves pronunciation, it can be a fertile site for the elaboration of contrasting
semiotic orientations toward speaking human bodies and their political entail-
ments. This approach opens new ways for the study of orthography to consider
the political implications of, for example, educational institutions and stan-
dards, media-specific orthographies, and new forms of linguistic labor. Second,
this case study offers a challenge to the widely adopted working definition of or-
thography as “correspondences between elements of the script and elements of
the language” (Sebba 2012, 4). While this definition certainly functions well in
a wide view, and it has been enormously productive for the scholarly study of
orthography (e.g., Jaffe et al. 2012), when looking at the construction of these
correspondences as sociopolitical processes, it is helpful to see orthography less
as a “system” and more as an entextualization or enregisterment of numer-
ous semiotic processes. The relationship between, for example, graphemes and
consonant-vowel clusters is always a mediated semiotic process. While seeing
orthography as a system works well to explain the role of highly conventional-
ized orthography in much of daily life, the analysis of political conflicts over or-
thography may be opened up—not least to an awareness of the human bodies
involved—by a more thoroughly sociosemiotic framework.

To adopt such a framework here, my analysis of these arguments about or-
thography has considered them as semiotic ideology debates. By shifting the
conceptualization of orthography as a phenomenon mediated by assumptions
primarily about language to a phenomenon mediated by assumptions about
sign activity generally, I have explored their multimodal assumptions and
ramifications. This framework can help reveal the complex motivations that
undergird conflicts about phenomena like the sound of a voiced retroflex
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flap—namely, by highlighting what the participants feel is at stake. Recall that
in Keane’s discussions of political clashes and civilization-level transformations
in semiotic ideologies, the survival of one semiotic ideology seems to threaten the
very existence of another. The possibility of ideological annihilation seems to
press upon all of the people involved. Yet, not all semiotic ideological conflicts—
even when they reflect metaphysical differences—Ilead the participants to expe-
rience the risk of annihilation. We need better accounts of how conflicts about
and diversities in semiotic ideologies are managed and even maintained in non-
existential conflicts, along the lines of the linguistic anthropology literature on
conflict in discourse (e.g., Haviland 2010). Like Blommaert’s description of lan-
guage ideological debates, the semiotic ideological debates that I have described
were largely contained within governmental deliberations and political media.
Being subject to such deliberation did not lead to any agreement or a resolution,
as some theories of democratic deliberation might lead one to expect, but nor
did they result in a simmering politics-as-war situation (see Moufte 2009). They
were merely tolerated. Indeed, the conflicts I have described were not even am-
plified into differences between political parties—they continue as intraparty
disagreements. An attention to semiotic ideological debates, like this analysis
of debates over the orthography of official names, illuminates how integral con-
flicts about how signs work are to routine politics in liberal democracies like
India.
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