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“I am only drawing the places where Marathi is spoken,” Rekha? told her friends as they drew
maps in their school dormitory on a leisurely weekend in July 2022. Marathi is the official
language of the western Indian state of Maharashtra. Rekha and the majority of her peers belong
to a Denotified Tribe community across India whose name and language are both called
Banjara. Multilingual Banjara students in rural Maharashtra navigate a setting that includes
schools where the language of instruction is not the language spoken in their socially and
linguistically segregated hamlets, known as tandas (Ramaswamy and Bhukya 2002; Shah and
Bara 2020). We asked the girls and young women between the ages of 11 and 17, to draw a
freehand map that showed their understanding of places surrounding them and languages that
they use or know to be used in those locations. As researchers, we are non-Banjara women
from Marathi and English-speaking urban backgrounds and while the young women freely
spoke in Banjara amongst themselves, we spoke Marathi with them. Our gender made it
possible to spend time with the girls and young women who drew the maps in their female-
only dormitory. Out of 23 maps, we explore four which most clearly help us to understand how
Banjara youth make sense of their identities within a multilingual landscape and its spatial
organization through language. Not only do we consider how Banjara children and youth
understand places that they navigate on a regular basis, such as their home tanda, other villages,
and school, but also how language negotiations are a part of that process.

Mapping is both a method and frame to analyze connections between space, emotions, and
processes that shape children’s identities and how they make sense of everyday life (Gillespe
2010; Lowes 2008; Lynch 1960). As a qualitative method, individuals with insider knowledge
of a location are asked to externalize a mental spatial schema by drawing a particular area and
significant places from memory to create an intimate view of a location (Graham 1976;
Veronese et al. 2022). Children and adolescents’ maps reveal their perceptions of cultural
boundaries and sensitivities which may be difficult for adults to perceive (Gillespe 2010).
Bringing mapping practices into our linguistic anthropological research makes visible the
young women and girls’ relative relationships and community membership organized around
languages as cultural categories (Catling 1979; Duranti and Goodwin 1992; Feld and Basso
1996). Making sense of a multilingual environment for these young women includes 1)
orienting and organizing knowledge of places through varying degrees of familiarity, and 2)
determining sociality and social distance through spatial (dis)connections from linguistic
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communities. Our interlocutors were non-English speakers and wrote on their maps in

Devanagari, a script adopted for some Indian languages.

Sense of Self, Belonging, and Familiarity
While researching geographic literacy, Lowes (2008) found that when American 3™ and 4™
graders drew world maps, the places they had emotional connections to become larger, more

central, or more detailed than other places. This shows what Lowes (2008) calls “ego-centric
place knowledge” (10) where aspects of the landscape are drawn with greater detail according
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to the authors’ relationships with them.

Figure 1: Map 1

Rehka’s insistence on only drawing locations where Marathi is spoken meant that she left her
home tanda off the map. At 13, she may have been demonstrating her geographic knowledge
for us, but nevertheless, we do not see details delineating multilingualism in the landscape of
Rekha’s daily life. Rekha began her Marathi map by drawing Harali, a familiar location where
her school is located (in the green circle). She then drew lines like branches spanning towards
the right through areas of gradual size and importance, such as market towns, district centers,
and finally, the large cities of Mumbai and Pune (highlighted with a blue triangle and orange
rectangle, respectively). The first branch after Harali is also more detailed than the others.
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Lowes (2008) explains the degrees of varying detail in children’s maps show familiarity with
a location and Catling (1979) describes how authors indicate their relationships with locations
through varying sizes and distances between features. Rekha had most likely visited the more
detailed locations recently or more frequently than the ones she drew further from Harali.
Rekha demonstrates an understanding that Marathi, as the regional language, is connected to
large places of importance. Smaller villages, including her tanda, are not part of a lingua franca
network, and when visiting these locations, she expects to use Marathi.
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Figure 2: Map 2

Chitra also began drawing from her present location at school in Harali (in the green circle).
She does not list Banjara in Harali but instead includes Marathi, Hindi (a lingua franca in much
of North India), and Kannada. Kannada is the official regional language of the neighboring
state of Karnataka, and the home language of a small community of a different caste in this
region. Chitra, at 17-years-old, would also be familiar with Kannada because Banjara
communities and their tandas are predominantly found around the neighboring borders of
Maharashtra, Telangana, and Karnataka, and many Banjara individuals travel across these state
lines without the linguistic barriers non-Banjara speakers face. A snaking road wraps around
the page taking the reader through places Chitra encounters on her journey to school.
Importantly, she has written Banjara with her home tanda, Narkhori (in the orange rectangle).
She drew her tanda at the end of the darkest and thickest line and placed it in the center but off
the main road, as tanda settlements are located away from large thoroughfares. She also listed
Banjara in the major towns near tandas, Jewali and Asthamod (in the blue triangles). She did
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not specify their tandas by name like her own, showing a different degree of familiarity with
these locations (Lowes 2008).

Space, Linguistic Communities, and Social Distance

The following maps feature what Gillespie (2010) explores as children’s understanding of
community spatial boundaries to highlight social distance. Physical features in the following
maps show authors’ subjective associations of linguistic communities with specific places.
Physical features that authors include indicate degrees of familiarity or social distance with
locations and the communities who live there as defined by their dominant language.
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Figure 3: Map 3

Sixteen-year-old Sushila began her map with her home tanda, Jewali Tanda (in the green
circle), and labeled it only with Banjara. It is also the only location on the map where she listed
Banjara. Her tanda is connected to the neighboring village, Rudrawadi (in the orange rectangle)
by a long road, which she has labeled only with Marathi. Most tandas are identified with a
neighboring village or town. While Sushila just calls it Jewali tanda, her tanda is alternatively
called Jewali East Tanda. Although both are physically close, Sushila has placed the market
town of Jewali further beyond Rudrawadi village and labeled it with Marathi. The road she
takes to school makes the village of Rudrawadi seem closer than the town associated with her
tanda. She has drawn roads connecting the rest of the map together and included English in the
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label for Harali (in the purple diamond), most likely due to us and other English speakers who
frequently visit. Hindi in two locations (the red pentagon) delineates towns that Sushila
understands to have a sizable Muslim community, who are often defined by their
religiolinguistic use of Hindi/Urdu. Sushila categorizes the towns and tandas in different shapes
corresponding with her relative familiarity with them. Veronese et al. (2022) asked children in
refugee camps to categorize locations in their surroundings by color based on perceptions of
their relative safety. Rather than color code, Sushila has indicated social distance by shape. The
places she visits for school are drawn as circles, where she goes for a weekly market is a
triangle, and larger towns where she has less familiarity, spends less time, and would use
Marathi, are in a square, a cloud, and shapeless form at the end of the road in the top left corner.
Such a map shows Sushila’s varied experiences of her surroundings through intricate layers of
subjective meanings.

Figure 4: Map 4

In the final map, 11-year-old Priti has drawn important features of her social environment. She
mapped out her school in the top left-hand corner, including the teacher addressing a group of
students. She includes a detailed map of her tanda in the lower right-hand corner and labels
physical features of significance to her, such as the detached bathrooms (in green circles), her
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friends’ homes (in blue triangles), and a preschool (in the purple diamond). Lynch (1960)
explains that commonly featured aspects across multiple maps can indicate a communal
importance. On the other hand, children’s interpretations and navigation of their settings can
leave out what may be expected features. While other authors drew and labeled tandas, Priti
drew a close look into her tanda but did not label the tanda or her home within it. A major road
separates the two halves of the map, showing physical and social distance between her school
and her home. A second road separates her home from a two-story building (in the orange
rectangle) that she has labeled “Building” in English written in Devanagari, demonstrating her
knowledge for her English-speaking audience. Additionally, she included the label “Marathi
people” on the same building. Her separation and explicit label of “Marathi people” further
points to a social distance with a community defined by their dominant language. Rather than
showing what Lowes (2008) calls “ego-centric place knowledge” by highlighting mundane
details of her daily life, such as her own language, tanda, and home, Priti instead only includes
aspects that stand out to her as exceptionally important or unique.

Conclusion

The maps explored here demonstrate subjective relationships between self, social distance, and
linguistic communities in ways that highlight elements of space as cultural categories for youth
(Duranti and Goodwin 1992; Feld and Basso 1996). This article’s four maps show that Banjara
multilingual youth in rural India make sense of their surroundings through associations with
linguistic communities and degrees of familiarity with these communities and where they are
located. Learning how young people perceive multilingual landscapes brings to light daily
experiences and negotiations that may go unseen by adults. Authors of these maps speak a
different language at home than they must in school and broader society, demonstrating both
their awareness of linguistic expectations in their surroundings and the multilingual mental
schemas they use to navigate familiar and unfamiliar places (Graham 1976). Spaces are not
merely dwelled in but are rather constructs of belonging and social relatedness incorporated
into how one understands their own identity and position within a location and community.

Notes

1 Names have been changed. While we have permission to use these maps for research
purposes, including publication, we have maintained the authors’ anonymity.
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