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7oK
Ministry of Foreign Affairs 5’0”3\
Government of the People’s X

Republic of Bangladesh

Message

I am happy to learn that the International Mother Language Institute (IMLI) is going to
bring out a publication on the occasion of the International Mother Language Day 2017.

With deep reverence, I recall our Father of the Nation Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman under whose charismatic leadership Bengali people waged a systematic
struggle for independence from 1947 to 1971 which culminated in an independent
Bangladesh following a glorious Liberation War. Language movement was the
beginning point of our struggle for self-determination. I recall with deep respect all
language martyrs including Rafig, Salam, Barkat, Jabbar who laid down their lives to
establish the inalienable right of the Bangla speaking people to protect and speak their
mother tongue.

As a matter of fact, this supreme sacrifice of the language martyrs established the right
of all the peoples of the world to speak and protect their mother tongue. Soon after
independence, Bangabandhu established Bangla as our state language in 1972 and then
on 25 September 1974 at the 29th session of the General Assembly of the United
Nations, he delivered his maiden speech in Bangla and thus introduced Bangla anew to
the world.

Our pride “Amar Ekushey” or “Mother Language Day” received a huge recognition
when during the first tenure of Bangabandhu's daughter and Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina, in 1999, the UNESCO declared it as ‘International Mother Language Day’. The
Day is now observed all over the world not only to commemorate the sacrifice of the
language martyrs of Bangladesh but also to encourage every citizen of the world to
continue nurturing their mother tongue. I am happy to know that UNESCO will
celebrate International Mother Language Day 2017 on the theme “Towards Sustainable
Futures through Multilingual Education.” The Day will be in line with “Education for
People and the Planet : Creating Sustainable Futures for All”, theme of UNESCO’s
Global Monitoring Report on Education, 2016.

Many languages are becoming vulnerable and on the verge of extinction due to change
in life style and usage by people. We should try to protect and patronize the smaller
language to maintain the linguistic diversity. On this day, I congratulate all the different
linguistic nationalities around the world and urge them to nurture their mother tongue
and bequeath the legacy to their next generation.

Joy Bangla, Joy Bangabandhu.
(Abul I-lassaﬁ Mahmood Ali, M.P.)
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Message

On the occasion of International Mother Language Day
21 February 2017

On the occasion of International Mother Language Day, UNESCO restates its
wholehearted commitment to linguistic diversity and multilingualism. Languages
express who we are, they structure our thoughts and identities. There can be no authentic
dialogue or effective international cooperation without respect for linguistic diversity,
which opens up true understanding of every culture. Access to the diversity of languages
can awaken the curiosity and mutual understanding of peoples. That is why learning
languages is at one and the same time a promise of peace, of innovation and of
creativity.

International Mother Language Day, devoted this year to multilingual education, is also
an opportunity to mobilize for the Sustainable Development Goals, and in particular
SDG 4, to ensure inclusive and quality education for all and promote lifelong learning.
Education and information in the mother language is absolutely essential to improving
learning and developing confidence and self-esteem, which are among the most
powerful engines of development.

We are beings of language. Cultures, ideas, feelings and even aspirations for a better
world come to us first and foremost in a specific language, with specific words. These
languages convey values and visions of the world that enrich humanity. Giving value to
these languages opens up the range of possible futures, and strengthens the energy
needed to achieve them. On the occasion of this Day, 1 launch an appeal for the potential
of multilingual education to be acknowledged everywhere, in education and
administrative systems, in cultural expressions and the media, cyberspace and trade. The
better we understand how to value languages, the more tools we will have to build a
future of dignity for all.

/pﬁaﬂ 8’57”{’

(Irina Bokova)
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Head and Representative “ E s I: :
UNESCO Office, Dhaka O

United Nations
Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization

Message

With the strong initiative of Bangladesh, International Mother Language Day (IMLD) was
proclaimed by UNESCO in 1999. IMLD is a worldwide annual observance held on 21
February to promote awareness of linguistic and cultural diversity and multilingualism. The
United Nations calls on its member states to “promote the preservation and protection of all
languages used by people of the world" following international understanding through
multilingualism and multiculturalism.

To strengthen the message each year a different theme is the area of focus. In 2017, the theme
of International Mother Language Day is "Towards Sustainable Futures through
Multilingual Education™.

As Irina Bokova, Director-General of UNESCO reminds us, ‘this is also an opportunity to
mobilize for the Sustainable Development Goals, and in particular SDG 4, to ensure inclusive
and quality Education for all and promote life long learning. Education and information in the
mother language is absolutely essential to improving learning and developing confidence and
self-esteem, which are among the most powerful engines of development.’

With its mandate in education, UNESCO attaches great attention and focus on all aspects of
education as a human right for all throughout life and that access must be matched by quality.
This includes education in mother language and multilingual education.

In this context, UNESCO highly values the initiative and commitment of the Government of
Bangladesh, in not only having established the International Mother Language Institute
(IMLI) in Dhaka, but since November 2015 having it under the auspices of UNESCO as a
UNESCO Category 2 Institute with the objective to promote the right to education, linguistic
diversity, cultural pluralism and understanding. In this new role, IMLI is starting to emerge as
an on-going platform and infinite source of promotional activities of mother language and
multilingual education for the region and beyond.

UNESCO greatly appreciates the efforts of IMLI to observe the International Mother
Language Day 2017 through five-day inter-connected events including an opening ceremony,
an international seminar on “Language Documentation and Multilingual Education”, a
national seminar on “Bangla Dialect of Bangladesh : Collection and Preservation”, children’s
art competition and a cultural function.

UNESCO and the UNESCO Office in Dhaka wish to congratulate the Government of
Bangladesh and IMLI in their efforts, not only for the 21 February, but throughout the year.

We express also our commitment to support you in this journey.

(Beatrice Kaldun)
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Expansion of Human Capabilities and Eradication of
Poverty through Mother Tongue Medium of Education

Padma Shri Anvita Abbi*

oraa aamaar mukher kothaa kairaa nite caae

oraa kothaae kothaae sikol podaae aamar haathe paae...
" They want to snatch the words off my mouth.
They bind me in chains at every word I spout”

Abdul Latif.

21st February, a day etched in world history.

Recognized by the UNESCO as International Mother Language
Day

Given to the world by ‘Bangladesh.’

The movement for Bangla, the mother language of the citizens of
the land to be marked as the official language climaxed on this day.
The 21 February 1952 saw the agitation against the hegemony of
Urdu and it came to a violent culmination when young students laid
down their lives while asserting their basic right to use the language
of their day to day existence, the language of their thoughts for
official purposes. This is the language in which they uttered the
very first word in their life. This is the language that they wanted to
be adopted for education, judicial and administration purposes.
This is the language they laid their lives for. Their movement and
their sacrifices bore fruit and in 1952 the East Bengal Legislative
Assembly adopted a resolution recommending the recognition of
Bangla as one of the state languages of then Pakistan. To
my knowledge, there is no other country in the world which has
shown so much love and respect to its indigenous language. The
very emergence of Bangladesh as an independent nation owes to the

*President, Linguistic Society of India. Formerly Professor of Linguistics at Jawaharlal
Nehru University, New Delhi; Advisor to UNESCO on Language Issues
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sacrifices of great thinkers and leaders who wanted to establish a
separate identity of Bangla--the language of the nation.

International Mother Language Day (IMLD) has been observed all
over the world every year since February 2000 to promote linguistic
and cultural diversity and multilingualism. We will never forget
that the date represents the day in 1952 when students of Bangladesh
[then East Pakistan] demonstrating for recognition of Bangla were
shot and killed by police in Dhaka, the capital city of Bangladesh.

By instituting the International Mother Language Institute at Dhaka
the government of Bangladesh has shown respect not only to
Bangla but also to all those indigenous languages which are still
vibrant as well as those which are on the verge of extinction
because of onslaught of forces of globalization and homogenization.
I am honoured and humbled to come to this Institute and speak in
the presence of the honourable Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, the
mother of the Institute. I am thankful to the organizers especially
Prof. Jinnat Imtiaz Ali, the Director of the Institute to give me
this opportunity to personally visit the home land of the language
movement.

IMLD leads us to reinforce (a) the idea of appropriate language of
instruction, usually the mother tongue, in the early years of schooling.
The first seven years of a child are formative years when s’he
formulates major knowledge of the world. This can only be given
in the language that the child is most familiar with, as it enhances
its cognitive abilities. Non-mother tongue medium of instruction
turns children into translators and that too poor ones who do not
fully comprehend the text. Instead of learning new facts and
discovering the mysteries of the natural world, children are forced
to unlearn their previous knowledge and learn a new paradigm of
old facts without establishing any interconnections between various
elements. By not following the mother tongue in class, we force
children to enter an alien, unfamiliar world, where nothing is
appropriate to their lives and nothing connects them to the society
and culture in which they live. These children live in dissected and
dispersed realities who feel lost in the whole system. The result is the
heavy drop-out rate in early schooling.
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(b) IMLD raises our consciousness about the quality of education
and learning achievements by laying emphasis on understanding
and creativity, rather than on rote and memorization. Cognitive
abilities are best developed in the early age of a child. The human
brain is developed 90% by the age of three. The formative age of
children thus, is the age when they enter the school. This is the age
when they are already equipped with all the nuances of their mother
tongue. If education is imparted in their mother tongue, the learning
capabilities are enhanced at a faster rate than if it was imparted in a
language that the children hardly comprehend. That is, the quantum
and the rate of learning is very fast in the mother-tongue medium.
This further enhances the creativity and independent thinking of the
child.

(¢) IMLD goads us to facilitate education to all, especially for
population groups who speak minority languages, and indigenous
and tribal languages, and in particular, amongst girls and women.
The marginalised societies are generally apprehensive and hesitant
to use the educational facilities if the language used in school is not
their own. It is necessary to promote literacy and education among
these subaltern people by bringing them into the fold of the atmosphere
of FAMILIARITY—which can be achieved only in the language
they are familiar with in the home environment.

(d) The mother language promotes solidarity and brotherhood
among linguistic and social groups based on understanding, tolerance
and dialogue. Non-mother tongue teaching robs the basic pleasure
of sharing your thoughts and beliefs among the very peer groups
and friends who are close to you. Non-mother tongue medium
creates alienation among the takers of the system so much so that
children lose the very fabric of comradeship early in life. To safeguard
social cohesion, to protect the feeling of oneness and to promote
friendship and brotherhood so that all grow up to national cause as
one entity, it is mandatory that children acquire their initial learning
through the medium of their mother tongue.

Our cognition is represented in the structure of language. Languages
of the Tibeto-Burman and many East Indo-Aryan languages classify
various sensory feelings by reduplicated expressive words, e.g.
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Bangla she miT miT dekhche ‘she looks in a sly manner’ or o hu}
mu} kore cholche ‘she walks hurriedly’ or for intensification 7ok
Toke laal ‘deep red’. These are untranslatable words as each is a
complex category representing various sensory feelings and
emotions of the specific community. Languages also shape our
cognition which is a result of human experience- Bangla classifier
_'a/"o helps you eclassify various kinds of nouns. Thus, the mother
tongue or the first language of the child is very significant asset for
the development of cognitive abilities as well as for creative thinking.

The Mother tongue is not merely an experience acquired in the
carly age of human beings. It is the vehicle of our cognition, our
worldly experience and most important our instrument to shape our
brain structure. The long span of human evolution from Homo erectus
through the Neanderthal age is due to various reasons including the
benign cycle of the structural development of the brain, especially
the frontal cortex and expanding cerebral dictionary and the capacity
for abstract thinking. We are all aware of the degenerative changes in the
neurons leading to dementia in the twilight years of our lives. However,
David Snowdon’s (2001)!- nun study, spanning a long period of 50 years,
unequivocally established that those who gained mastery over language
[mother tongue being the very first language] during childhood through
early adolescent years, had enough reserves of neurons in their brains, to
withstand the onslaught of ageing and far less number of such individuals
fell victim to Alzheimer’s disease.

There are two kinds of memories in the brain. One is the Episodic
memory and the other is Semantic memory. The former registers day-to-day
events while the latter stores information necessary for perceptual
recognition and complex motor skills, including speech and writing. It is
the latter which is retained longer in our brain and is instrumental in keeping
Dementia and Alzheimer at bay,

Cognitive abilities code into clusters, patterns and fractal structures
formed in neural networks by ordering and reordering synapsis between
neurons early in life mostly through spoken language and sensory
environments. These clusters, patterns and fractal structures are also essential

'Snowdon, D. Aging with Grace. (The Nun Study and the Science of Old Age. How We
can all Live Longer, Healthier and more Vital Lives). 2001. Fourth Estate. Harper and
Collins. London.
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seeds for pattern recognition and memory. Memory and cognition has
synergetic relationship. This relationship is maintained from early childhood
when children acquire their mother tongue.

Different languages highlight a variety of human experiences, revealing
multiple aspects of life which indicate unique ways of thinking by the
community. For instance, the grammar of the Great Andamanese is
anthropocentric as each grammatical category is associated with the
divisions of human body. In Bangla, when people take leave they do not
say “I go” or “I leave” but ashchi ‘I come’ equivalent to German Auf
weiderzen meaning thereby that they expect to meet again. The community
use of the word ashchi ‘to come’ speaks volume for the ethos and culture
that Bangla speakers share among themselves. Once translated in other
language ashchi as ‘I go’ the entire socio-semantics is lost. Words evoke
knowledge and beliefs!

It is interesting to note that the human brain processes two or more
languages differently and in a rather complex way keeping the identities
of two languages intact. There are separate neural bases for different
languages. In cases of aphasic patients, it is seen that sometimes the
first language is retained and sometimes the second. It is deducted
from this that a bilingual or a multilingual is better equipped than a
monolingual in case of aphasia. Aphasia is a language disorder
caused by damage to some or any part of the brain. I can quote the
case of Aphasic patient (he was an engineer in BHEL, India who
met with a road accident) who was bilingual in Hindi [his mother
tongue] and English before the accident which led to damage to
some parts of his brain. On investigation, it was found that he lost
all the ability to speak, read or write in English but could understand
and speak in Hindi.

Languages are the most powerful instruments of preserving and
developing our tangible and intangible heritage. All moves to
promote dissemination of mother tongues will serve not only to
encourage linguistic diversity and multilingual education but also
to develop fuller awareness of linguistic and cultural traditions
throughout the world and inspire solidarity based on understanding,
tolerance and dialogue.

Professor Amartya Sen rightly said that poverty is not only about
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economic conditions and growth; expansion of human capabilities
is a more basic locus of poverty and more basic objective of
development. Non-mother-language medium education for indigenous
children curtails the development of their capabilities and perpetuates

poverty.

Giving minor languages or small languages their due status in the
judicial system, we ensure that the voiceless are given voice, we
ensure the safeguarding of the rights of the marginalised, and we
ensure mitigating various kinds of hierarchies which are eroding
society. Giving avenues to expand human capabilities one helps to
eradicate poverty. The International Mother Language Day reinforces
us to acknowledge the power of our mother tongue and enable us to
uphold the linguistic human rights.
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Language Supremacy or Hegemony :
Planning and Realities

Mohammad Daniul Hug*

Abstract

While total number of languages in modern world is coming down and
socio-linguists are concerned about endangered languages, the fast
moving global trend is making things even more controversial. Question
aries whether indigenous languages should give up to only couple of
dominating international languages, or national and/or ethnic identity
with uniqueness that must be preserved at any rate.

UNESCO of course admits separate identity of vernaculars as an inborn
right. Nonetheless, all indigenous languages can't cope up with the
challenges of the modern world let alone standing firm against
languages' dominance.

Having conszdered he above mentioned dilemma this paper attempts to
present forth the case of Bangla, the 5th language of the world in rating.

Bangla being one of the best devel_oﬁed Iangudges of the world, unfortunately
Jfaces a silent challenges as to how to go about for keeping pace with the
Jfast developing world powered by high-teck modalities.

Bangla as such is a rich language with a richer literary heritage and
unique linguistic features. Admitting those salient features of Bangla this
paper at the same time reveals the development of Bangla at the backdrop
of global understanding through languages and tries to address the problem
of unity in diversity.

*Retired Professor of Bangla and Linguistics, Jahangirnagar University and now
continues as a Part-time teacher of Linguistics at the Dhaka University
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Introduction

After the Second World War the trends of establishing indigenous
language as the state language began emerging as vital issue in the
recently colonial dominance-free countries. Consequently language
conflict became prominent between the colonial and indigenous
languages. Again, while establishing indigenous language there
appeared many rival languages within the country and then the
language conflict started forming in new shape. As a result, there
sprung language problems of different magnitude, widely in many
of Anglo-phone and Franco-phone countries of Asia and Africa.

Ironically, the first ever conference about language problems of
South Asia that took place in Ceylon (Sri Lanka) in 1953 by UNESCO
was themed on “In search of a single medium of communication for
living in the same world.” But in the same year UNESCO published
a book as well about using indigenous language in the education
system. So called “single medium of communication™ ironically
proved futile in the long run by now.

Now that, on the long run, 'iny couple of languages have taken over
the whole gamut of international scenario, not to speak of knowledge
and education for that matter, at the turn of the century, a term
“Language hegemony™ has come by only to remind that problems
of language overlapping and dominance of certain language over
others is still a problem to be addressed. Question arises how
theoretical advocacies have so far resolved the problems in the
level playing field by implementing language planning modules.

In this paper I have not drawn any conclusion or any personal decision
either, but have presented what I notice in my observation on the
basis of the language development and the prevailing situation in
my apparently mono-lingual country (Bangladesh). As relevant
issues there appear some considerable points of unusual social
context and the clues of some useful information that can be of
some help in the identical or related situation.

Prelude

In the end of the 19th century researchers advocated that language
could be changed with well thought efforts for the sake of society
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and state. Therefore, well thought efforts of language problems and
solutions were deemed as the foundation of language planning in
linguistics of modern time (Nath 1989:125).!

From somatic review it was clear that the activities of language
planning emerged for two reasons.

1. Solution of language problem in colonial dominance free
countries;

2. Right after the ending of colonial imperialism newly
independent nations in their problem-centric analysis of
conscious language change started getting the advantages
of international languages alongside establishing their
mother tongues. In the context of new language situation
there appeared manifold crisis and new problems. Therefore,
language planning became an inevitable phenomenon in
order to resolve these problems. Since then language planning
got underway in these countries.

In the 60s many conferences took place and many books were
published simultaneously. Language Problems of Developing
Countries — a book published (1968) with the financial support of
American Society for Sociological Research Council (SSRC) took
up the real theoretical discussion on language problems that got
underway for the first time. And no wonder, French and English,
for the first time, were the two main languages among the colonial
languages in the recently independent countries that came in the
lime light. It thus follows that the gradual progression of language
planning emerged from the problems of using national languages
and the retention of developed second or colonial languages.

That is how the changes of human languages become linked with
the changing pattern of time. Then it seems necessary to do something
with a view to apparently controlling language of flourishing it
properly in the future.

The “hegemony’ factor

It may seem worth discussing the distorting effects of cultural
or language hegemony on speech situations and the subsequent
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meaning for locating emancipatory action in the discursive realm;
but for our present purpose we may skip that kind of deliberation
for time and context constraints. Obviously, a language’s influence
widens as its speakers grow in number and power. Some languages
have seen periods of wide-spread importance, and have had varying
degrees of influence on the native languages spoken in the areas in
which they have held sway. Historically, with the expansion of the
colonial power English and French became the arbiters of reality.
And now, it is English in the age of computers and IT. If it is
not in English, then your knowledge doesn’t count. Since language
hegemony influences information and cultural meanings, hegemony
of language is said to be even comparable to control of ideas.

Supremacy of English: the binary fact

These days English language is the language of globalization. But
this English language can be seen as both a positive and a negative
influence upon other languages and cultures. How genuine is the
argument that the excessive use of English is to the detriment of
other native languages and cultures? English is seen functioning on
two levels, according to Robert McCrum: “International Standard
(internationally functional) and Local Alternative (locally functional)”.
The world surely needs a global and commonly understood
language. For the time being we seem to be struck with English
although it is perhaps not the best choice due to its colonial past.
But in reality Bangladesh is on a different boat, unlike of “second-
language™ English speaking countries such as Nigeria, Singapore or
India for example.

Language planning as such : The Bangladesh perspective

Language related planning might be difficult in formulating the
national language where more than one language is used as societal
or political language. India and Sri Lanka are two good examples
of this situation. During Pakistan regime, it was our problem (Please
see forthcoming discussions). As a result, real constructive and
helpful language planning was never introduced. Sometimes
the issue of language planning was raised haphazardly but in the
pre-independence (March 1971) time it was all together a futile
attempt. After four decades and a half of independence, again, the
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main issue from language planning and discussion regarding its
application deems to appear in the front line. And that is, self-reliance
in case of language has not been established despite having the
beautiful mono-lingual situation and society in Bangladesh.

After the independence of Bangladesh with the political changeover
language situation in the context of history has changed as well. So
the time for language planning and implementation came long
before. But in the razzmatazz of recent independence Bangladesh
suffered with many serious problems that needed immediate solution.
In this situation the issue of language planning could not receive
much attention. Although in the time of Shahid Dibash (The Martyrs’
Day) many talk about the development and modernization of
language indirectly, language planning (though an important as
most other important economic-social five/ten years plans) could
not be nourished as equally important for implementation. However,
nothing was raised or done as such.

The enthusiasm and spirit we had right after the independence and
also the pride for being mono-lingual, one could easily think that
there is no language related problems at all. And perhaps, out of
that kind of self-complacency we did not see any birth or growth of
long term language planning. Nothing special was done except
spouting the slogan in the socio-political field ‘Bangla will be the
only language in every sphere of national life’. We do not need a
language planning as we are mono-lingual — was a wrong perception.
Consequently, after a long time, the question of language has again
given rise to confusion in national sector even in the sensitive field
like education.

I have, of my own accord, in several times, presented the topic before
the influential people, bureaucrats who are the major stakeholders
of pivotal activities of the society and the directors of state machinery.
Most of them did not give importance to this idea as it is of micro
level and limited peripheries. They also opined that the making of
language planning and its implementation is not appropriate for this
poor country.?

However, that after the independence of the country it was an utter
necessity of making a language planning in its macro and micro level
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and also implement effectively in its gradual process, this real truth
was never unveiled. The people belonging to the superficial stage,
who could perceive a little, wanted to give a quick and early decision
saying that Bangla is the state language, English is an international
or foreign language and there are religion related languages like
Arabic, Sanskrit and Pali. So where is the justification of planning
and taking efforts of implementation of these languages?

: EI;an.guage situation of Bangladesh

Theoretical consideration implies that internal components of
language planning be divided into two ways: (1) Status planning, and
(2) Corpus planning. Standardization comes under corpus planning;
and also when a state or internal or international organization selects
a language from its traditional status out of many languages and
confers a new identity in a relatively new situation is termed as
identity planning [Nath (1989), Fishman (1977), Rubin and Jarnudd
(1971), Rubin & et el, Musa (1983)]. Like language planning of
many other countries, status planning in case of language-use in
Bangladesh should have been primary concern. Also, from its
theoretical point of view a model of language planning, have phases
(as were followed in the Philippines when it gained independence
from Spanish colonial power). In the past in Bangladesh it was not
learnt if this kind of language planning from theoretical point of
view was thought.

In Bangladesh however, constitutionally conferred “The state language
of the Republic is Bangla”. [ “&@etas AFoM! @ | (3992 AR
891 TLSHA &FIf¥s qIETTHT=a LI, Swve 0)] Use of English for
international communication, trade and commerce is also widely
accepted. Furthermore, English has extensive use in the field of
higher education, technology and research. Besides Arabic, Sanskrit
and Pali are used for religious practices, but tacitly is forgotten of
the tribal or minority’s languages.

Up to this extent of consideration, seemingly there is no problem in
the language situation of Bangladesh. In fact, the language situation
here is not free from problems although Bangla is the mother
tongue of 96.6% people. This situation still prevails even after the
partition of India and the emergence of Bangladesh. The country
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seems to be divided in the critical juncture of mother tongue/state
language and dominating foreign language.

Bangla is not that strongly established in our life, society and state
even after four and half decades of independence. Conscious
linguist and a proponent of Bangla Dr. Humayun Azad (1999) gave
answers of the reasons of this situation. In analyzing the characters
of society and state controllers, he found a hostile relationship with
Bangla. His strong remarks did not yield any satisfactory progress.
Bangla is not well established in two important areas out of four
which are namely daily life, literature, education and administration.
Bangla faces a strong resistance in education and stronger in
administration and the emerging corporate culture of Bangladesh.
Dr. Azad was worried that Bangla along with the exploited common
masses has less possibility to be established even after many decades
of 21st century. His inner feeling was that colonial maze being one
of the main problems of Bangladesh is also found clearly in the field
of language. Bangla remains only as the state language nominally.
Political leaders, lawyers, doctors, businessmen, teachers and
intellectuals (who are the direct beneficiaries of independence)
are engaged in reminiscence expressing through the language of
their past masters. Colonial language became the state language
automatically as it happened in many countries of Africa where
there was no language of their own having great heritage. But problem
occurs in those countries where there is one or more than one great
heritage languages. India, Sri Lanka and the then Pakistan realized
this problem seriously.

Bangla versus English — Attitudes and Practical Reality

History reveals that Bangla speakers began learning English — the
royal language before the Battle of Palasey (1757) for their own
benefit and not for enjoying the beauty of English literature (Azad
1999). English was introduced as the language of administration
after 37 years of the occupation of Banga (3%, the Bengal) by the
British ruler (1835). Before that, Farsi (the Persian), the language
of the then Mogul court was practiced widely — even by the English
usurpers.
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The British rule of about two hundred years in this sub-continent
(also in some neighboring lands) established English language; side
by side had opened up windows towards the West and the developed
world as well. But the practical reality is, we could not achieve its
advantages appropriately so far.

After the partition of India, anti-Bangla policy faced great resistance
in the then newly formed Pakistan. Bangla was not properly introduced.
Furthermore, English remained as a practical official language
despite the historic language movement in 1952. During this long
span of time it was not possible to resolve language conflict and
establish language discipline in its applied way.

However, right after the independence of Bangladesh, there was a
great enthusiasm to introduce Bangla in every sphere of life. But
the social elite and controllers of the state presented some
by-product problems like lack of proper terminologies/jargons and
enough numbers of type writers in Bangla as the barriers to this
overnight achievement.*

Ultimately they tried to go back to depending on well-accustomed
English culture.

After Tarig Rahman we can say, English continued firmly,
entrenched in the domains of power in Pakistan after 1947 with
blessings from the ruling elite. The real policy can be understood
with reference to the elite’s patronage of English in the name of
efficiency, modernization and so on.3 But why members of those
elites, who came increasingly from the lower-middle and middle
classes which have studied in Bangla-medium schools (or schools
which are called English-medium but teach mostly in vernacular),
should also want to preserve, and indeed strengthen, the hegemony
of English—a language which has always been instrumental in
suppressing their class? It is not a riddle to answer. The fact is that
the elite invested in a parallel system of elitist schooling of which
the defining feature is teaching well all subjects, other than Bangla
through the medium of English. This has created a new generations,

*Please see forthcoming discussion in the last section ‘Not a grim picture all
together’
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and ever increasing pools, of young people who have a direct stake
in preserving English. All the arguments that applied to a small
Anglicized elite of the early generation of the then Pakistan now
applies to young aspirants who stand ready to enter the ranks of this
elite. And their parents, themselves not at ease in English, invest far
too much in their children’s’ education to seriously consider decreasing
the cultural capital of English.

At least for the last century and half, the people of this part of the
world have taken the ascendancy of English for granted. In recent
years with more young people from the affluent classes appearing
in the British O’ and A’ level examinations, with the world-wide
coverage of BBC and CNN, with globalization and the talk about
English being a world language, with stories of young people
emigrating all over the world armed with English — with all these
things English is the commodity in more demand than ever before.
The children of elitist English-medium school are indifferent to
Bangla and sometimes proud to claim to be bored by its literature.
They would be rather proud to claim that lack of competence in
the subject even when they get ‘A’ grades in the O’ and A’ level
examinations. They love to read only English books and hardly
Bangla ones. Indeed any language but English to them is so low in
prestige that they think education in them does not count as education
at all.

The Pakistani government had rationed out English. The armed
forces that time created cadet colleges from the nineteen fifties
onwards. Those schools, run on the line of elitist British public
schools, were subsidized by the state.* In short, by supporting
English through a parallel system of elitist schooling, Pakistan’s
ruling elite acted as an ally of the forces of globalization at least as
far as the hegemony of English, which globalization promotes, is
concerned. This militates against linguistic and cultural diversity,
weakens the ‘have-nots’ even further and increases poverty by
concentrating the best paid job in the hands of the international elite
and the English-using elite of the peripheries.

Well, English after all, is the language of the greatest power in
the world. It did spread as the language of colonies of Britain
(Brutt-Griffler 2002). And now English spread because of American
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economic power, American control of world media and international
commerce. [This has been condemned as ‘Linguistic Imperialism’
(Phillipson 1992), and Tove Skunabb-Kangas (2000) calls English
a ‘Killer language’]. But the fact, for present situation remains that,
globalization will increase the power of English because it will
open up more jobs for those who know it.

On the surface it seems that classes of people basically maintained
English for the sake of their self-interest. As a result, conflict between
Bangla and English, dilemma, illusion, snobbery, pseudo-modernism,
and debate within the ultra-modernism remained unresolved —
despite many repeated declaration of introducing Bangla in every
sphere of life on many occasions during this long period of time.
The same secret/latent struggle between two sides is still going on.
Anti-Bangla tendency is active and working in many places of the
country-machinery. However, no government, seemingly, in the
post-independence time Bangladesh has ignored Bangla — rather
high officials have always stressed Bangla in principal, but not quite
in practice. Unfortunately, their directions were not implemented
for obvious reason. '

The best example of conflict between Bangla and English existed in
our education sector. A triangular /puzzle/disorder has been prevailing
in education sector since its origin. Although Bangla is taught in the
pi'imary arld’ secondary level of education, with every change of the
question of Arabic for religious purpose and cempulsory English. The
after effect is that the current standard of education is disappointing
(rate of fails in the English tests of schools and colleges are
mentionable, let alone judging the university admission tests),
knowledge and skill of Bangla is not that satisfactory either. And it
is needless to mention the suceess of Arabic and religious education
in the traditional schools.

The fact that not too many English graduates can write a job
application properly, is not untrue. On the other hand, it is disappointing
also to see a piece of Bangla writing with mistakes and inconsistency
by a student who studied through Bangla medium. Use and write-ups
of Bangla in official works, legal documents and correspondences
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seldom care a little about the correctness. Bangladeshis in their
foreign correspondence and trade and commerce often times use
‘weird type of English’. And again some quarters of Bangladeshi
learners studying in posh English medium schools boastfully
declare ‘I do not know good Bangla’. Perhaps, most of them even
don’t learn English properly. But English medium schools are
mushrooming and some of them have gained popularity in the
urban areas at the cost of aristocracy, management and money. The
craze for living and migrating to foreign countries has become
acute in this situation.

In this prevailing state, the current language situation has become
responsible for this triangular outcome of education, administration
and language use. The lack of knowledge and skills of Bangla
among the people studied through Bangla medium, artificial social
status of English educated people and critical social status of Madrasa
educated people — all these indicate the lack of our education
system originating in the language situation.

The following may be taken as the brief points of the current
language situation of Bangladesh:

1. “The state language of the Republic is Bangla’. This short
sentence placed in the 3rd paragraph of the ‘Constitution
of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh’ (all through written
in Bangla scripts) was legally and unanimously accepted

on 4th November 1972.

2. Government’s official language is Bangla. However, in
different occasional discussions and demands English is
widely used in foreign correspondence, trade, maintaining
aristocracy and modernity, information technology,
technology and electronic data transfer and collection,
promoting the recognition of different commodities, variety
of hoardings, sign-posts of urban shopping outlets and TV
channels.

3. Although Bangla is used in most areas of education, in
respect of overall standards there is no good parity
between languages. The recent rapid increase of English
medium schools has caused an uncontrolled disparity with
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Bangla medium and Madrasa education system.

4. In the grass root level of administration Bangla is used, but
it is not very organized. Again the standard and manner of
little English used here is not satisfactory either.

5. There is a little practice of learning other international
languages in Bangladesh.

6. There are more than 30 ethnic languages used within the
national boundary of Bangladesh. However, there is no
effort of developing, standardizing and further application
of these languages.

7. Last but not the least point is the socio-political determination
in case of language is so confirmed that who will use
which language in which situation is a dilemma all
together.

It is needless to say that we have reached the same point of the
circle where we started our journey. We do not have any language
planning which is effective, far reaching, and sincere and an
outcome of strong determination. We do not have any clear perception
about it either.

All efforts regarding language of Bangladesh are the victims of that
triangular inconsistency. We have a national language by name, but
not by status in true sense.

The target of practical effectiveness of so-called international
language English which was supposed to have reached has not been
achieved.

Religious language is confined to the rituals of religion and so is the
minority languages confined to themselves.

Common people cannot raise questions regarding language use in
three armed forces, though there is always a questionable feeling in
some instances. It is difficult to know why the language of legal
affairs and administration cannot come out of colonial traditions
even after three decades. The very old question is still legitimate
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under the current situation that, why Bangla cannot replace the
language of government policy, order, rule, constitution of newly
formed organization, work order, name of mass awareness
programs where the prime concerned are Bangladeshis?

Is it the hegemony of some colonial/international language or
failure of a sustainable language planning and its implementation?

Some examples: extracted from a Daily (The Dainik Bangla, a
Government funded daily that no longer exists after 90s):-

a.

February 1, 1972. ‘Every work is being done through Bangla’
says the president.

February 21, 1972. ‘Bangla has little progress in practice’.

February 19, 1973. ‘A committee has been formed in the
government level’.

(A 13-member committee has been formed headed by the
minister for education to remove different barriers to the use
of Bangla in all government activities.)

February 19, 1975. ‘Bangla has to be established as the
medium of education’ says education minister. He further
said yesterday that government is well determined to establish
Bangla as the medium of education.

February 21, 1977. ‘The government is pledge-bound to
establish Bangla.’

February 16, 1978. ‘The interest for foreign language rather
than Bangla is not fair’.

February 2, 1979. Planning ministry of the government gave
a directive to different banks on 28 December: ‘From now
on every work within the country has to be done through
Bangla.’

February 23, 1980. ‘Assurance is needed to introduce Bangla
in government activities.’

Beside these seasonal efforts of Language Martyr s Day (21 February)
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many individuals remained loyal to their English language use.
One of the most queering examples contradicting the pragmatics of
the spirit of introducing Bangla in an effective way can be exemplified.
Example of this kind was a detailed declaration made in English
from the cabinet division, cabinet secretariat, Government of the
People’s Republic of Bangladesh highlighting strong order in
favour of Bangla and punishment in case of violations. There has
been not a single instance of punishment, known to us thus far,
despite breach of this order in various cases.

Not a grim picture all together:

The truth which has come out of this deliberation is that our
administrators, industrialists, businessmen, different controllers of
education, the state and the society are foiling all the efforts of
establishing Bangla language and the exploited common masses
as well. Nonetheless, a great deal of advancements in reality and
practical terms have been achieved as a process of natural
development.

One mentionable achievement of all was the unique contribution of
Shahid Professor Munier Choudhury towards the modernizing,
developing and pragmatic/practical use of Bangla. He redesigned
and very successfully planned the Bangla orthography in typewriter
keyboard in collaboration with the Optima of the then East
Germany. A considerable improvement was made over the
keyboard resulting typing speed increasing considerably.’

The most pivots of the developments are the advancement in the IT
sector where Bangla has successfully made a vital position. Over
the last decades and half it has been possible to introduce Bangla in
Computers and IT services. Using Bangla orthography was limited
only in the advanced printing device of PTS (Photo Type Setting).
But some enthusiastic young genius starting way back in 1984
came up with image settings of computer bytes for Bangla. That did
not first give out prints or a comfortable use in the IT system. But
couple of people like Saif Shahid and Mustafa Jabbar (not even
person of IT or Computer Technology but a Bangla graduate)
ultimately came up with a tangible Bangla program based on ASCII
code. In gradual progress this program was able to accommodate
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the somewhat complex orthographies of Bangla writing system.
(Bangla writing system is little complicated because of its three tire
fonts and shapes of vowel, consonants and hosts of conjuncts that
take different shapes as positional variants.) A breakthrough came
by when traditional offSet printing by PTS system was replaced by
computer generated composing and printing which in no time
captured the whole publication domain by itself. Bangla by
computers are taking care of need for print and electronic media.
Developments of different efficient and aesthetic fonts are now the
reality that was not possible by the Government agency who failed
to introduce even a Bangla electric type-writer. Lately, after Bangla
program was made compatible to Unicode, now it is very much in
use in the internet and websites (including the sites of BBC and the
like), mobile phones and like. Introduction of Bangla SMS system
in the mobile cell phones was like a cup of tea to many of the young
folks who came up with different users’ friendly softwares. Bangla
software of ticketing system for travels, amusements, supper stores’
teller machines has come as the part of life. Though we are yet to
see the reality of Bangla-English-Bangla translating machines,
days seems not too far away. All of these corpus planning and
development, somewhat sporadic though, done by the individuals
or private entrepreneurs cannot be belittled.

Conclusion

One thing is for sure that despite all odds Bangla is going not only
to survive but also to prosper for several different reasons and
pragmatics. There is one reason why Bangla is safe -- because of
the huge pool of people very proficient in it and especially because
it is used extensively in lower level jobs, the media, education,
courts, commerce and in other domains in Bangladesh and over all,
used in practical life. Bangla is a huge language with its rich
culture, literature and must stand up-right all through despite many
improper care of the time being. Only lacking is a proper language
planning and its effective implementation in a perspective manner.

End notes

1. In the book titled /nternational Communication : A Symposium on
Language Problem (1931) had discussions dealing with Language
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Problem, Language Situation and Constructed Language and many
other ideas and their ways to overcome problems in international
communication. Socio-linguist Professor Mansur Musa of Bangla-
desh considered these thoughts and activities as early introduction
about language planning of the 50s (Musa 1984). As the way of devel-
opment in this field we may just recall that, the phrase ‘Language
Planning’ was first used by Uriel Weinreich in a seminar of Columbia
University in 1957. In November next year (1958) E. Haugen
presented a paper on the same topic in a seminar organized by the
American Anthropological Association. Later Punnyosloka Roy
(1961), Valter Tauli (1964) and E. Haugen (1966) gave a broad
perspective to the theoretical foundation of language planning.

2. The irony of the fact is that one may hear of various kinds of
planning in Bangladeshi society and national life — Economic
Planning, Education Planning, Health Planning, Family Planning
and so forth. However, the phrase ‘Language Planning’ is not only
unfamiliar with educated people but also unfamiliar with highly
educated experts and the people involved in the policy making of
the state administration. Perhaps, a small number of people who
study sociology (teachers of college and university, who study
language and literature and the like) are familiar with this ‘language
planning’ and they, in fact think about the subject.

3. The Civil Service of Pakistan (CSP) was an Anglicized body of
men who had molded themselves in the tradition of British. The
officers’ corps of the armed forces was no exception of Anglicization.
The ‘British generation’ dominated the army till 1971 (Cohen
1994), 1t is well understandable that members of those elites had a
stake in the continuation of English, because it differentiated them
from the masses giving an upper hand, also gave them a competitive
edge over those with Bangla-medium or traditional education, and
above all, possibly, was the kind of cultural capital which had snob
value and constituted as a class-identity maker.

4. In the 1960s when students from ordinary colleges, who came by
and large from vernacular-medium schools, protested against these
bastions of privilege, the government appointed a commission to
investigate into their grievances. The report of that very commission
agreed that such schools violated the constitutional assurance that
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‘all citizens are equal before law’ (Paragraph 15 under Right No. VI
of the 1962 Constitution). However the Commission was also
convinced that these schools would produce suitable candidates for
filling elitist positions in the military and the civilian sectors of the
country’s services (GOP 1966: 18). This meant that the concern for
equality was merely a legal nicety. And this, indeed, was what
happened. '

5. The very first proto-model of the machine the “Munier Optima”
that Professor Munier was sent from the factory for trial was later
handed over to this writer who had the privilege of mastering in
speed-typing in Bangla, and also taking part over the years to work
for further developments for large scale and extensive use of
Bangla typewriter in all official, commercial and personal uses.
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“Mujib was probably wise in not declaring independence. Before reaching
the Race Course on 7 March, Mujib had met the United States ambassador
that morning, and he was told that if he declared independence, the US
would not back him. The Chinese too did not support any separist idea.
Anisuzzaman told me: “He knew that the time was not right. He had to
weigh many factors. His people wanted him to declare independence. He
wanted to go as close as he could to that sentiment without using the word
“independence”. And that’s why in his speech he spoke of mukti which
can mean liberation, and shadhinota (swadhinata) which means freedom./
Sultana Kamal was also at the Race Course and heard Mujib speak. She
recalled: ‘We don’t know the ex nt to which he was contemplating
declaring freedom. People had ch: :mimn as their leader. Was he keen to
take the ﬁnai step, or was he bcmg pushe by the people? Looking back

Otherwise we_ would have all beencalled secessionists, and we would
have lost a lot of support, particularly inteationally. The integrity of the
country and his movement would have been the issue. We didn’t know what
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others would say; we didn’t know what India would do. So he did not
declare independence.’/ The dilemma that Mujib had was a simple
one—what would happen after he declared independence? He had won
a sensational electoral victory, but would all the people support him in
a move to create a new country? He commanded no troops, and
administering and managing a country the size of Bangladesh would
have been a complex task. And what if Pakistan rejected the demand flat
out, as it had with his demands for more autonomy?/ Those who have
known Mujib believe he wanted Pakistan to make the first offensive
move.”
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“A historic message from Bangabandhu Sk. Mujibur Rahman conveyed to Mr.
Zahur Ahmed Chowdhury on 25th March, 1971 at 13.30 Hours—immediate after
crack-down of Pak Army.”

wuy AR, G T o, (e (S I (Reele] TR, SIS MR
ff5ar, L0 T S5a8 TFTeS! W Hea |

FRETATHT G, T NS TN HAT ;TIPS T @ WA =T ST (7,
fir RefeiffE et fficse, oo, o8 g, 200, BT ae |

Y, The Betrayal of East Pakistan, Lt-Gen (R) A. A. K. Niazi, Oxford University
Press, Karachi, Pakistan, 1998, p. 43. (FT#BITD (SHICE= && AW UINS S Memoirs
of Lt. Gen. Gul Hassan Khan &% BT@¥ FTARA, “The Sheikh had triumphed on all
counts—he had maneuvered the clashes in Dhaka between the troops and his mobs; he
had stopped the flow of reinforcements to the East, and most agreeable of all, law and
order in Dhaka would henceforth be his responsibility.” (({®, Memoirs, Oxford
University Press, Karachi, Pakistan, 1993, p. 264).

Y, Oxford Pocket Fowler s Modern English Usage, Edited by Robert Allen, Second
Edition, Oxford University Press, Paperback, 2008, p. 644.

74, Practical English Usage, Michael Swan, Oxford University Press, Third Edition,
Fourth Impression, New Delhi, 2007, p. 405.

Y, A e ST T, Tl Qe T @FwEN (), oUw 2053, 4B As-90 |
FANE TR BT : I ¢ AR MEC-TE, TR AW, S, I, AT,
03¢, T 308 |

T4, 100 Significant Pre-Independence Speeches 1858-1947, Compiled and edited by
H. D. Sharma, Rupa & Co., New Delhi, 2007, see Preface.
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