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Bearing in mind also that all moves to promote the
dissemination of mother tongues will serve not only
to encourage linguistic diversity and multilingual
education but also to development of fuller awareness
of linguistic and cultural traditions throughout the
world and to inspire solidarity based on
understanding, tolerance and dialogue.

Considering consequently that one of the most
effective ways to promote and develop mother tongues
1s the establishment of an “International Mother
Language Day” With a view to organizing various
activities in the Member States and an exhibition at
UNESCO Headquarters on that same day.
Recognizing the unprecedented sacrifice made by
Bangladesh for the cause of mother language on 21
February 1952.

Noting that this idea has not yet been adopted at the
international level. Proposes that 21 February be
proclaimed ‘International Mother Language Day’
Throughout the world to commemorate the martyrs
who sacrificed their lives on this very date in 1952,
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Faithful mother tongue,

perhaps after all it’s I who must try to save you.

So 1 will continue to set before you little bowls of
colors

bright and pure if possible,

for what is needed in misfortune is a little order and
beauty.

fer e

TgTS (*HRTY SITFE (5B FAS TR
(ST ABICTE &)

1% wify Suge, faom a0ed (@b (26 “1E A
CSTIE AR 407 L]

IR GES SR AT A o]
(csremare free/aE crRags Twra 51)

i ,
S, YA FFE, QET-SE ARe: 990 avaEEr, arme

g, fqeerer, rel |

3, T zfrge gmEie (iE), SSee,300d:  GBCH
CTEOEN AT ST, B |

o, IR O, sove : SEE Tegs: Aww oS,

FEEE] |

Rt v, ssh: ©rE formam: siferars, Feeret |

¢. ®, Ofas FemE, 0do: IEAC M ¢ Sifvar
Tl (WrEEiEs TreeE e 20 wEfiew gwfs) |

b, (B O G 6 G T8 (TES), Sheb: TR
@5IE: Qe el Sy oifed o | w2 oA, aEaTe] |

4. George Yule, 2002: The Study of Language:
Cambridge University Press, UK.

b. Qureshi. M.S. (ed), 1984 : Tribal Culture in
Bangladesh; IBS Rajshahi University.

®. Dr. Kamal Abdul Naser Chowdhury, 2006
Gender & Power in Garo Society of
(Unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation), DU.

>o.Kibriaul Khaleque 1995 = “Bangladesh, Land, Forest
and Forest People™. Ethnic Communities of
Bangladesh in Philip Gain  (ed) SEHD, Dhaka.

s (Y |

=)

: Residence,
Bangladesh

2



Amar Ekushey, the International Mother Language Day

Mohit Ul Alam

In the Thursday afternoon of 21st February 1952 the
police started the firing to disperse the protesting
crowd at 3 o'clock in front of Dhaka Medical
College. A memorable black and while picture by
Amanul Haq shows the splattered brain of Rafiquddin
on the road, one of the four persons killed on that day.
The other three were Jabbar, Barakat and Salam. And
on the following day another person by the name of
Shafiur would die. These five people and three more
are the martyrs who lost their lives for defending the
rights of their mother tongue—Bengali (Bangla). But,
translated into political reality, it is because of their
embracing of the martyrdom that Bangladesh came
into being.

The movement that culminated on 21st February 1952
in the death of the above martyrs goes in history as
the Language Movement, which actually started to
take momentum with the birth of Pakistan in 1947,
The demand for Bangla to be one of the state
languages of Pakistan was raised in the first meeting
of the Constituent Assembly of Pakistan held in
February 1948 in Karachi by Sri Dhirendranath Datta,
an elected member from Comilla. The then Prime
Minister of Pakistan Nawabjada Liakat Ali Khan
protested against it saying that ten crores of people in
India spoke Urdu. Mr Datta replied that the language
of the majority of people in Pakistan was Bangla.

When the news of the denial of Bangla as a state
language reached East Pakistan there was high
reaction, and in Dhaka meetings were held and
processions led almost every day at the Arts Faculty
of Dhaka University. In the wake of such agitation
Quaid-e-Azam Muhammad Ali Jinnah, the founder of
Pakistan, came to Dhaka in 1948 and addressed a
public gathering at the Race Course on 21* March,
where, wupon the language question, he
unambiguously declared that “Only Urdu, and Urdu
shall be the state language of Pakistan.” People
present in the meeting uttered “No” in defiance. But
Jinnah was not to be deterred, and on 24™ March at
the Convocation Ceremony of the Dhaka University
in the Curzon Hall he again determinedly said that
Urdu would be the only state language of Pakistan.
He went on to say, “there could be only one state
language in a country . . . and then that language in
my opinion, will have to be Urdu.” The leaders of the
Language Movement, Shamsul Huq, Kamruddin
Ahmed, Abul Kashem, Tajuddin Ahmed. Naimuddin
Ahmed, Shamsul Alam, Syed Nazrul [slam and Oli
Ahad formed a delegation to meet Jinnah on the
language issue, but Jinnah rejected their demand too.
Between 1948 and 1951, every year on March 11 the
Language Day was observed but in 1952 things took a
sharp turn when Khawaja Nazimuddin, who was also

the Prime Minister of East Bengal during the Language
Movement in 1948. pronounced in his presidential
address at a convention of the All Pakistan Muslim
League on 26 January 1952 that Urdu should be the
only state language of Pakistan. The student
community of Dhaka broke into protest and the All
Party Student Action Committee was reconstituted
and the 30" January was declared as the Protest day.
Subsequently, on 4™ February in a meeting at the old
Arts Faculty building of Dhaka University it was
decided that the 21%' February would be observed as
the State Language Day.

1

Not only during the early period of Pakistan that
Bangla found itself in a challenging position to gain
status as an official language, there had been
moments in the past when poets, writers and thinkers
expressed both their disappointment and hope:
disappointment at the denial of Bangla to be the
people’s language, and hopes that one day its rights
would be established. Poet Abdul Hakim wondered in
the seventeenth century that those who were born in
Bengal but hated their mother tongue, Bangla, why
they would not leave their country. In the nineteenth
century, Michael Modhusudhon Datta, who at first
composed poetry in English abandoned it altogether
and recorded his feelings about this transition in a
famous poem, titled “Bangobhasha,” where he rues
the fact that he had been so far such a dullard as to be
greedy for others' assets neglecting the gems of his
own language.

Legendary writer Syed Mujtaba Ali in his essay,
“Ingreji bonam matribhasha,” (English versus the
mother tongue) takes issue with Sir Jodunath Sarker,
who wrote in an article in The Hindustan Standard
that for the greater India it is not Hindi but English
which should be the lingua franca. Ali argues that
people cannot become absolute bi-linguists, except
for the ‘golams” (servants). . . . . But my son isn’t a
golam, and I hope one day he’ll study even science in
Bangla. If my son can’t do it, but your son does it, I'll
be happy” (translation mine).

Dr. Muhammad Shahidullah who was the first to
realize the non-communal characteristics of the
Bengali Language said in the First Literary
Convention of East Pakistan held in 1948 that “Tt’s
true that we are Hindus or Muslims, but the greater
truth is that we are Bengalis (Bangali). It’s not a
matter of ideology, it’s a reality. Mother Nature has
imprinted the Bangali-ness so firmly on our faces and
language that strings of beads, rosary and sandalwood
paste on the forehead or the beard, tupi (cap) or lungi
cannot hide the facts™ (translation mine).
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The Pakistan resolution was passed in Lahore at the
All India Mushim League Convention in 1940, and it
was a Bengali leader, Sher-e-Bangla AK Fazlul
Haque, the Chief Minister of undivided Bengal, who
launched the proposal for a separate state for Muslims
in India. That is, the Pakistan Resolution upheld
Jinnah’s two-nation theory that defined the state
(Pakistan) on the basis of communal segregation.
Political history cannot be made without irony. The
ironical part behind the creation of Pakistan 1s that
though the Muslim leadership from the then East
Bengal desired earnestly to have the state created,
soon after the independence it took no time for them
to realize that their dreams were to be shattered.

As the Language Movement was going on, what
became clearer at the same time was that politically
and economically East Pakistan was being gradually
subjugated by West Pakistan. In a way it was only a
question of time that the rights for the mother tongue
were also converging on seeking political and
economic autonomy for East Pakistan. Sooner than
later the language question became a political
question, and the Muslim League government found
it difficult to rule by the communal ideology
embodied in Jinnah's two-nation theory, by which the
people of East Pakistan were discriminated on their
language and nationality. At this point a national
election was held in 1954, in which the United Front
won overwhelmingly against the ruling Muslim
League. At that time the Awami League. under the
leadership of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman (later to
become Bangabandhu—"“Friend of Bengal™) was
agitating for the rights of the Bangla Language and
Bengalis. When the agenda for dissolution of
provinces for an amalgamated West Pakistan and East
Pakistan with a strong central government was tabled
at a meeting of the Constituent Assembly, Mujib
vehemently rejected it as he clearly saw it as another
ploy to suppress the demand for autonomy of East
Bengal (East Pakistan). He said in a speech: "Sir
[President of the Constituent Assembly]. you will see
that they want to replace the word ‘East Bengal® with
‘East Pakistan’, We had demanded so many times that
you should use Bengal instead of Pakistan. The word
‘Bengal’ has a history, has a tradition of its own. You
can change it only after the people have been
consulted.”

However. the 1956 constitution was abrogated by the
then President of Pakistan, Iskander Mirza and the
martial law was clamped on October 7, 1958 with
Army Chief of Staff, General Ayub Khan as the Chief
Martial Law Administrator, who soon, however,
ousted Mirza and became the President himself.
Ayub Khan ruled Pakistan for ten years, but the
political unrest continued in East Pakistan and under
the leadership of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman the
movement for autonomy of East Pakistan gained
momentum. In 1966 Sheikh Mujibur Rahman placed
his famous 6-point demand, called “Our Charter of
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Survival” at a national conference of opposition
political parties at Lahore, which to all purposes was
a nationalist demand from the Bengal leader, and
which sought provincial autonomy in finance,
currency, communications and other important
sectors, except for defense and foreign relations.
Citing the economic differences between the two
wings of Pakistan, Mujib showed that while 71% of
the national expenditures were made for the 36% of
population of the West Pakistan, for the majority 64%
of people of East Pakistan only 29% of the national
budget was spent.

The 6-point demand was virtually a manifesto of the
Independent Bangladesh, and, as a counter-move by
the Pakistan government, repression on Bangabandhu
and his party, the Awami League was intensified.
Bangabandhu was imprisoned a number of times, and
a fake secessionist case, known as the infamous
Agartala Conspiracy Case was filed against him. But
no proof could be produced, and the wave of support
for him by now was enormous and people led
processions, battled the police, and defied Section 144
and the curfew on one point--bringing Mujib out of jail.

After he was released, Mujib made a declaration at a
public meeting on December 5, 1969 held to observe
the death annmiversary of Suhrawardy that henceforth
East Pakistan would be called "Bangladesh": "There
was a time when all efforts were made to erase the
word ‘Bangla’ from this land and its map. The
existence of the word ‘Bangla’ was found nowhere
except in the term Bay of Bengal. I, on behalfl of
Pakistan, announce today that this land will be called
‘Bangladesh’ instead of East Pakistan."

In the national election of 1970 the Awami League
won with a resounding victory, capturing majority
seats. But the Pakistan government would not hand
over the power to the Awami League, and President
Yahiya Khan. who announced that the parliament
would sit in its first session on 3" March 1971 now
suddenly postponed the session on 1* March, at
which the whole of East Pakistan erupted like a
volcano, and Mujib declared the Independence of
Bangladesh on the midnight of 26" March 1971, just
when the Pakistan military junta started the most
heinous genocidal operation, known as the Operation
Searchlight, on the unarmed Bengalis. Mujib was
arrested and flown to West Pakistan.

v

After analyzing the inseparability between the
Language Movement and the birth of Bangladesh, a
word now can be said with regard to Amar Ekushey
(the Immortal 21* February, which has gained the
status of the International Mother Language Day.

We fought for our mother tongue, which is now being
recognized as the liberating mode for all the mother
ongues of the world. From a mother’s perspective, it
is like viewing her own baby as playing a steering
role for all babies of all mothers. Her baby, therefore,
thecomes partly unfamiliar to her, partly strange, as



This was the intellectual impetus that made the
Language Movement happen. the baby has taken on
the traits and qualities of other babies.

Gireater status of our mother tongue has thrust greater
responsibility on us, the citizens of the only country
which has Bangla as its official language. This newly-
thrust expanded responsibility requires of us to revise
our attitude to Bangla.

The first realization is that Bangla probably cannot be
demanded to be the language to be established in all
spheres of life. The baby’s mother would surely go
through a sense of loss as she recognizes that her
baby is not anymore absolutely hers. A degree of
sacrifice--arising out of the sense that something you
loved, you considered only as yours, which has been
close to your heart, has to be uprooted--is involved in
any recognition of the need to perform a greater role.
Such is the pain we must bear with if we want to
allow our mother tongue a global role to play.

Ernest Renan, the French new-critic, said. it is neither

2@

race, nor geography, nor religion. nor language that
defines a nation. it is rather a comprehensive consent
to live together as a nation given by all differing
cultures, languages and religions that gives the
identity to a nation.

Bangladesh is an absolutely mono-language country.
No sector of activity—politics, education, commerce
or jurisprudence is there where Bangla cannot work
as the medium of communication on the spoken level
provided foreigners are not involved.

Still then, the emergence of Bangladesh over the
recent years as a small but potential country is
bringing it closer to international forums and
diplomatic and cultural sectors and trading zones
that make the use of English imperative for it. This
may be a critical choice seen from an absolutist
point of view, but for Bangladesh to become a
modern progressive country, its strength will have to
be reflected in the prioritization of its foreign
language use.
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UNITED NATIONS
THE SECRETARY-GENERAL

MESSAGE
ON
INTERNATIONAL MOTHER LANGUAGE DAY
21 FEBRUARY, 2000

| am delighted to convey my greetings, on the occasion of the launch of the first International
Mother Language day. This day will help to raise awareness among all peoples of the distina and
enduring values of their languages. In an age of globalization and international cooperation where
a few languages have become global languages, it is imperative that we uphold the diversity of
local languages.

Along with nation and community, language is all essential component of identity and means by
which we find our place in the world. The very essence of belonging in an increasingly rootless
world is to hear a language of one own, to understand and be understood with ease. While
differing languages have in the past separated peoples and groups, it is my hope that all people
can unite in celebrating the full diversity of languages

The United Nations and UNESCO have long worked to promote the dissemination of mother
tongues and to advanced multi-lingual education and linguistic diversity, given the danger that
many of the 6000 languages spoken today may disappear in the next 20 years, it is critical that the
international community redouble its efforts to protect this common heritage of mankind.

Above all, the lesson of our age is that languages are not mutually exclusive, but that human
beings and humanity are enriched by communicating in more than one language. Languages no
less than the people to whom they belong can and must coexist in one new century, and it is my
hope that International Mother Language Day will contribute ta this noble aim.

Kofi Annan
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306/DR.35 [submitted by Bangladesh and Saudi Arabia, supported by Oman,
Benin, Sri Lanka, Egypt, the Russian Federation, Bahamas, Dominican Republic,
Belarus, the Philippines, Cote d'lvoire, India, Honduras, Gambia, the Federated
States of Micronesia, Vanuatu, Indonesia, Papua New Guinea, Comoros,
Pakistan, Islamic Republic of Iran, Lithuania, Italy and the Syrian Arab Republic]
relating to paragraph 05204, the Commission recommends that the General
Conference proclaim ‘International Mother Language Day' to be observed on 21
February.

30C/DR.page 2

Keeping in mind also that all moves to promote the dissemination of mother
tongues will serve not only to encourage linguistic diversity and multilingual
education but also to development of fuller awareness of linguistic and cultural
traditions throughout the world and to inspire solidarity based on understanding,
tolerance and dialogue.

Considering consequently that one of the most effective ways to promote and
develop mother tongue is the establishment of an ‘International Mother Language
Day' with a view to organising various activities in the Member States and an
Exhibition at UNESCO Headquarters on that same day.

Recognizing the unprecented sacrifice made by Bangladesh for the cause of
mother language on 21 February 1952.

Noting that this idea has not yet been adopted at the International level, propose
that 21 February ‘International Mother Language Day' throughout the world to
commemorate the martyrs who sacrificed their lives on this very date in 1952.
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