The State Language Movemen
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Liberation Struggle of Bangladesh

by Shah AMS Kibria

EBRUARY twenty first
F is a unique day in the

life of the nation,
Admittedly this day neither
enjoys the status of our
Independence Day nor is it as-
soclated with the joy and glory
of the Victory Day. Indeed

Awenty first February is ob-
( served as a National Mourning
Day. In my view, however, this
is not the right description of
this great day. The  term
Martyrs day does evoke the
spirit of the event to a great
extent but does not fully bring
out its ance.

We all know that on this
memorable day in 1952 a some
of our bravest young men were
felled by the bullet of the
Pakistani rulers and their
blood reddened the streets of
Dhaka. However, as an eye wit-
ness to the event | do not re-
call only the shock and sad-
ness of the firing incident; I
recall the day as one of defiant
protest ahd resistance. As a
matter of fact, this was the day
on which the Bengali nation
started to shed the illusion of a
Pakistan held together only by
the bond of :

The wanton killings during
the Movement woke them up
from their slumber and made
them conscious about their
real identity. It is for these
reasons that the day evokes in
my mind mixed feelings and
emotions. On the one hand I
can still vividly see in my
mjnds’ eye the ghastly sight of
the bleeding youths being car-
ried to the Medical College
Hospital; on the other hand, |
can also remember the
courage and firm resolve on
the faces of thousands of young
. faces. No more obeisance to
- aliens even if those aliens hap-
pen to be co-religionists. The
spirit of rebellion was in our
blood. The youth of Bangladesh
was ready to shed blood for
their language. culture, her-
itage but above all, for the
honour and freedom of their
nation. That historic day. in my
judgement, was the beginning
of our struggle for liberation.
Students of history know that
when the English king im-
posed a tax on tea imports by
the American colonies, a few
brawe  citizens of Boston
boarded the ships in the port
and threw the tea chests into
the sea. Was it merely a protest
at the imposition of an unfair
tax? It was, in reality. a rebel-
lion against the authority of the
King of England .

The colonists opposed taxa-
tion without representation.
Besides, the loyalty of Lhe
coloriists, at least the vast ma-

ance of authority but the ex-
presdion of the sentiments of
all the American colonies It

symbolised the beginning of

the American War of
I . The protest by
the students of Dhaka on

twenty first February on the
issue and the firing

language
of that day was a simi-
eveni. It marked the begin-

pendence.

While abroad as a
dipiomat. | had a few u
nities to come back home and
take part in the observance of
the Shaheed Day during both
the pre and posi-indepen-
dence periods. While observing
the events of the day and in
talking to people | always had
the feeling that somehow the
entire nation seems to sponta
neously understand and appre
ciate the significance of this
day. It is perhaps for this rea-
son that right from the begin
ning of the month of February
there is a gradual build up of

of the political life of the peo-
ple of Bangladesh rested in the
hands of leaders of mediocre
calibre who did not have the
guts to stand up to their West
Pakistani masters.

In fact, the people felt that
they were drifting aimlessly
like a ship without rudder. It
was obvious to many Bengalees
who could think clearly and
objectively that Pakistan, cre-
ated on 14 August, 1947 as a
home land of the Muslims, was
neither a logical nor a natural
state. It lacked almost every
thing which a modern nation
state is supposed to possess.
The Bengalees in Pakistan had
fallen into a trap. Despite this

realisation, a large segment of
the educated and upper class
Muslims were so fearful of the
neighbouring Hindu commu-
nity that they chose to cling to
this absurd political structure.
They did understand that a
Bengali Muslim and a Punjabi

or Beluchi Muslim may say

their prayers standing side by
side In peace and tranquility
but that does not make them
members of the same nation.
For the same reason a Saudi
Arabian and an Egyptian or an
Iranian Muslim or Turkish
Muslim do not belong to the
same nation despite the fact
that they all share the same
religious faith.

The Saudi Arabian and the
Egyptian not only share the
same faith. they also speak in
the same language and share
the same cultural heritage. Yet
their national identities are
different. I do not know how
many among us tried to analyze
the question deeply but many
of us did suffer from a gnawing
feeling that in 1947 we had
just exchanged rulers. Instead
of being ruled from London we
were being ruled from Karachi.
The new rulers did not have a
sense of identity with us. Nor
could we share with them our
hopes and aspirations. It is for
this reason that our proiest in
1952 was so strong. so bitter
and so profound in its impact

Every movement has to

gy

have an ideological foundation
Under the leadership of
Cromwell the British pariia-
ment had taken a principled
position. Parliament, as the
pecple 8 representative. was
the highest authority in rhe
state and it was on this belief

~ that the Parliament took up

arms against the King and
eventually executed him as
punishment for his misdeeds
against the nation The under-
lving principle which moti
vated the people was the belief
that the people are the source
of all power. Similarly the
French Revolution and the
American War of Indepen

"dence had very strong ideo-

logical foundations.

In the same way our
Language Movement iriggesed
the re-awakening of our con
sciousness about fundamental
unity and provided the ideo-

logical basis for the subsequent
struggles of the people in un

shackling themselves from
alien rule. A few bullets fired
by the police on our unarmed
siudenis gave us Lhe message
loud and clear. that there were
no genuine bonds between the
peoples of the twou wings of
Pakistan. A common religion
was certainly an important fa«

tor but it was too general too

Freedom fighters at the Shaheed M

global and therefore too fragile
to hold the two wings to-
fether.

Confused thinking on our
identity was replaced by the
clear belief that the basis for
Bengali nationalism was a
dearly loved language, shared
culture, common historical
memories, geographical unity
and a shared heritage of a
thousand years. The national-
ism that motivated us from
1952 onwards was essentially
secular in character. Perhaps |
should add here that for some
people the controversy
whether we were Bengalees
first and Muslims second or
vice versa continued for a long
time. But such hesitations and
self-delusions were eventually
swept away by the inexorable
and relentless march of events.

it must be admitted in any
analysis of the political evolu-
tion of Hengal that during the
decade of the thirties and
especially during the forties,
the Muslims of Bengal were
under the deep spell of the
two-nation theory propounded
by Jinnah. The election results
of 1946 is a convincing evi-
dence of its hold over the
Muslim masses. Scholars will
no doubt throw more light on
this phase ol our history.

Since | myself happened to
be in my teens during those
fateful years I can recall some
of my feelings and emotions.
Most Muslims in Bengal and
Bengali-speaking Muslime in
Assam (I was ope of them)
where fearful of domination by
the relatively more advanced
Hindu community and sought
protection under the two-na-
tion theory. .

We chose to embrace the
non-Bengali Muslims of other.
provinces of India as a shield
against our immediale neigh-
bours with whom we have lived
in peace for hundreds of years.
Not only did we go for this
strange alliance. we even sur-
rendered our leadership to the
Non-Bengali Muslims from
other provinces. it may be re
called that the "C° Group un
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dey the British Cabinet Mission
Flan consisted of Bengal and
Assam. The elected Muslim
League members of the two
provinces clected Nawabzada
liagat Ali Khan, a man from
the Uttar Pradesh of India as
their leader Even now [ find it
baffling to understand how our
leaders from Bengal and Assam
could be so spineless as to ac-
cept the imposition of a leader
from outside Apparently. it
was Jinnah s decision and no-
body dared to protest. Perhaps
they were haunted by the
memory ol the expulsion of
Sher-e-Bangla Fazlul Huq by
Jinnah Or, Perhaps they
thought that the Urdu-speak-
ing Nawabs of northern India
had a historical right to rule
OVET LS

Be that as 1t may. the sad
part of the history of that pe-
riod is that our neighbouring
Bengalee Hindu Community
also fell under the nfluence of
the two-nation theory. On pa-
per they opposed the two-na-
tuon concept as they officially
shared the secularist ideals of
the Congress party pro-
pounded by Nehru but in prac-
iwe they acted In a manner
winch belied their professions
about secularism. The Hindu
coummmunity of Bengal for a va-

riety of historical reasons,
were far ahead of their Muslim
neighbours in education, busi-
ness and other fields. They had
a dominant position in the
government bureaucracy. They
were far more affluent that the
Muslims who were mostly
farmers. Despite these advan-
tages the Hindu community
made very little effort to pull
up the Muslims from poverty
and backwardness. As a matter
of fact, many Hindus did not
even accept the Muslims of
Bengal as Bengalees,

It cannot still forget the an-
guish suffered by us when a
famous writer like Sarat
Chatterjee in his novel

Srikanta wrote about Bengali
Muslims as if they were not
Bengalees. Novelist Bangkim
Chandra Chatterjee; a great
writer, had also done more
than his share to alienate the
Muslims of Bengal by equating

Hindu revival with national re- |

naissance. The superior airs of
the Hindu elite antagonised
the rising Muslim middle
class, The Hindu zamindars
could not accept their Muslim
peasant tenants either as their
equals or even their own kind.

Small wonder that under
these conditions the two
communities chose two diver-
gent political paths and even-
tually went for the partition of
Bengal.

When they smoke cleared
after the death, destruction,
rape and arspn and mass up-
rooting of families following
the partition of India. the
Muslims of East Pakistan had
the opportunity to survey their
gains. It was not much. Yet
they were under such strong
spell of the Pakistan idea that
even the "truncated and moth-
eaten’' East Pakistan did not
discourage them. However,
what discouraged them soon
was the realisation that they
did not have any effective con-
trol over the affairs of even the
truncated and moth-eaten part
of the country.

The West Pakistani ruling
elite were openly contemptu-
ous of the Bengalees. Most of
them considered the
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Bengalees inferior to them in

every respect. What is even
worse and perhaps hurt the
Bengalees most. some of them
even questioned their Islamic
faith. In retrospect, one can

see that the parting of the
ways which ultimately came
was really a matter of time.
The peoples of the two wings
never felt in their hearts that
they were part of one nation.

It was in 1948 when the
enthusiasm for Pakistan among
the Bengali elite was still
strong. that the first blow on
the joundation of Pakistan was
struck. Curiously it was done
by no other persom than the
founder of Pakistan himself. [n
& meeting 1n the Curzon Hall in
Dhaka Jinnah declared that
Urdu and Urdu alone shall be
the State language of Pakistan
Though some courageous
young men in the audience
rose in protest, public reaction
in the country against Jinnah s
declaration was somewhat lisn
ited and muted. It did not
irigger a mass movemen!
though some thoughtful people
began to see the light

The process of disillusion
ment started. Some intellectu
als began 1o wonder what kind
of Iindependence have we

Conitinued on page 8

tand“

HIS is the forty second

time that we are com-

memorating the Eku-
shey — our language movement
day. marking the sacrifice of
our student martyrs to
establish Bangla as one of the
two national languages of the
then Pakistan. What was
ostensibly the occasion to pay
respect to the departed soul of
the language martyrs, was in
reality our way of mobilising
the nation behind the struggle
to establish Bangla as a state
language. and intensify the
movement "to gain., for
ourselves, the right to self gov-
ernment. Out of the 41 times
{excluding today's) that we
have commemorated this great
event, 19 times we did under
the then Pakistan, and for the
rest 22 times we did so in the
sacred soil of independent and
sovereign Bangladesh.

The reason | mention this
fact, is because | think there
should have been a qualitative
difference between the way we
observed the occasion in the
then Pakistan, and the way did
so after our victory in 1971.

As far as | understand it,
there are three distinct mes-
sages of Ekushey. The first and
the foremost is political. The
second s cultural. The third
message is that of nation
building. The political message
of Ekushey February is obvious,
and one that we, as a very po-
litically conscious people,
seem to have understood in-
stinctively, and acted upon

" wholeheartedly. The message

meant that the state structure
of Pakistan will have to be
forced to accept Bangla as one
of the two state languages as
the first step. Then, subse-
quently to force the state to
give Bangla and the Bengalis,
their due Importance in run-
ning the affairs of the country.
Implied in it was the sure feel-
ing that if the Pakistani state
structure would not permit the
growth of the natural, distinc-
tive, and the democratic aspi-
ration of our people, then we
will have to chalk out our sepa-
rate path, as we subsequently
did.

The historical develop-
ments of the fifties, sixties and
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Nation-building M essage

- by Mahfuz Anam

finally that.of the Liberation

War, testifies to the fact that -

we, as a people took the politi-

cal message to heart, and*

acted upon it with all the
force, determination and sin-
cerity at our command.

For the next nineteen years,
from 1952 to 1971, an .unbro-
ken chain of events of political
struggle gradually led the
freedom loving Bengalee peo-
ple to take the only dignified
option_available within an op-
pressive state structure — that
of independence. ;

The second message o
Ekushey, was cultural. As the
cloud of the euphoria of creat-
ing Pakistan — in which the
contribution of Bengalee
Muslim was greater than any
other communities that later
formed part of Pakistan —
cleared, it become obvious that

_there was something more to

national identity than the mere
affinity of religion. For Muslims
all over the world, religion is
of tremendous significance.
But again, like the Muslims of
rest of the world, it is not
enough to form the totality of
national identity. :

So the question of culture
naturally assumed an increas-
ingly greater importance. It
meant that our literature, our
music, our poetry, our songs —
all the aesthetic aspects of our
existence must find the most
creative and unfettered ex-
pression.

Here again, if we look at the
developments during the
decade of the fifties and six-
ties, we find that we as a peo-
ple waged a constant struggle
to develop our culture and cre-
ate for ourselves a distinct
identity. This process naturally
set us on a collision course
against the ethos of Pakistan as
defined by the rulers of the
day. With the passage of time
we continued to develop our
own cultural identity which
more and more set us apart
from Pakistan. Not only in the
aesthetic sense, but also as cul-
ture defined in terms of our
day to day life, it became in-
creasingly obvious, with the
passage of time, how distinct
we were as a people from that

west Pakistan. ‘
Ekushey's cultural message
continues to be with us. It is
something which is a part of
evolution of any vibrant nation.
As we all know, the issue of
our cultural identity continues
to evolve and there are
of our cultural life that contin-
ues to go through a process of
redefinition and rediscovery.
This is only natural and testi-
fies to the vibrancy and inner
dynamics of our cultural evolu-
tion. '

*It is the third message of
Ekushey, which is the main
thrust of my piece today. | feel,
and do so rather strongly. that
it is the nation building mes-
sage of Ekushey, which has got
lost under the more immedi-
ate political and cultural
struggles of the decades of
fifties and sixties. Here lies the
irony. For it appears that
‘Ekushey Agenda’' of the
Pakistan days seem to have
dominated the ‘'Ekushey
Agenda’ of the post liberation
days. Meaning, that what ap-
peared to be of immediate and
urgent need, when we were
struggling against the state
structure of Pakistan, did not
radically change, after that
state structure was destroyed,
and a whole new reality
emerged in December 1971.

it is my view that after the
birth of Bangladesh, the na-
tional building message of
Ekushey should have gotton far
more emphasis and national
attention than it got. It is our
failure to do so, which is one of
the main reason why we lag so
far behind in developing our
poverty stricken country
is at hand to change all that, if
we wish.

If 1| may be permitted to
suggest, the most meaningful
way of commemorating Eku-
shey now, 23 years after the
birth of Bangladesh, is to take
Ekushey's national building
message to be the most
important and urgent one, and
give it the highest national fo-
cus and priority. Among the
nation building task lying
ahead for us. the one that suits
the spirit of Ekushey most, is

. Time -

that of Human Resource
Development, expressed pre-
cisely in terms of Education
for All. Therefore in my view,
the best way to commemorate
Ekushey now would be to
make it the centre piece, the
converging point, the centre of
gravity for all the governmental
and non-government efforts in
spreading education through-
out the :

As I had said in a recent
piece, and at the risk of ap-
pearing to be repetitive, |
would like to suggest that our
professing respect for our

tongue sounds hollow
when more than 70 per cent
of our people cannot effec-
tively read or write the lan-
guage. What sort of a pride in
Bangla are we talking about
when we have falled to create
conditions which permit, the
greater majority of our people,
to acquire the most rudimen-
tary level of the skilis,

The magnificent beauty of
our poetry, the excellence of
our literature, the world class
stature of our plays and short
stories remain confined to a
microscopic minority. The vast
majority of our people remain
unexposed to it. These people
are confined only to the oral
tradition of our e, and
as such deprived of the superb
literary achievements of our
authors and thinkers.

The massive intellectual
poverty amidst which we force
the majority of our people to
live, is creating a dangerous
long term impact on the
growth and regenerative ca-
pacity of our culture. If the ma-
jority of our people cannot ei-
ther contribute 16, pr enjoy the
fruits: of literacy ' and’ other
creative -achievements, then
obviously our literature and

language will so be extremely
poor. It may effect become

bankrupt.
Given these striking facts, |

would like to strongly suggest
that the spirit of Ekushey
should be turned more and
more towards nation bullding
efforts, especially concentrat-
ing on the national drive to-
wards Education for All. Let us
unite on the singleminded
purpose of making our nation a
literate one.

~ The Language Movement and the

[LLimits of Deconstruction

by Azfar Hussain

Mind, the Kenyan writer
Ngugi wa Thiongo men-
tions at one point: “The
choice of language and the use
to which language is put is
central to a people's definition
of themselves in relation to
their natural and soclal envir-
onment, indeed in relation to
the entire universe.® Notice-
able as it is, it is not only the
choice of a particular language
which matters for one in his
struggle for self-definition. but
what is, indeed, equally
important is the way in which
a language is used, or in which
a language enjoys its scale,
scope, status and space. In
other words. choice is nec
essary, but not sufficient. What
is needed is a politicisation of
this cholce in terms of its
assertion ol power. its appro
priation of space in which
cholce [finds itself. Ouwur
Language Movement. as it is
known, was not simply an exis
tential struggle for choice, or
for that matter, self-definition;
it was primarily a political
struggle for space — a space
inhabitabie i1 a variety of ways.
Coming back to the gues-
tion of use of language in the
Ngugian sense, one needs to
notice that the partition ol
India which was an apparent
consequence of an anti-colo
nial struggle against the British
could not exorcise the goblin
of colonialismm as such, and
that, the emergence aof
Pakistan itself was nothing but
an initation of yet another
phase of colonialism in our po-
litical history. It is this very
ethos of colonialism which
determined the use ol lan
guage — which reproduced and

I N his Decolonizing the

| reinforced the archetypal. bi

nary divide between the “wnelf
and the "‘other” between "us’
and "them’ over the lHnguistic
issue jtself. Yes languages

both Urdu and Bangla were
used during Lhe Pakistani
colonial period But., while

Urdu became the language of
the colonizer “self” lor (he

sheer reason of its power
achieved in economic and po-
litical terms, a was sub-
jected and pushed to the mar-
gin, to a politically and cultur-
ally inferior status, to the po-
sition of the Other, always to
be dominated and dwarfed In
the interest of the colonial
power ilself. Indeed. when it
was asseriively and aggres-
sively announced that "Urdu,
Urdu alone shall be the state
language of Pakistan.” the texts
of cultural and Hnguistic colo-
nialism were only recon

structed and reproduced al-
most in the British style. And
what was then conceived as
the State Language Movement'

in 1952 (later, il came to be
known as the Language
Movement involving an ex-

lended territory of sugges
tions] was nothing but an at-
tempt, primarily in political
terms. to deconstruct such
texts. to deconstruct “colonial
power and discourse (that) is

possessed entirely by the
coloniser”. to use Edward
Salkd s words.

in order to look at the anti
colonial and essentially politi
cal nature of the Language
Movemnent, let us interpret, in
brief, the texts of cultural and
linguistic colonjalism evoked
by the use of Urdu. This lan
guage — Urdu — was not cer
tainly the language of the ma
jority in the then Pakistan. but
Bangla certainly was. Then. the
numerical strength of the
Other, as Frantz Fanon now
and then suggested, is always a
source of psychological and
political terror to the colonizer
who is led to hide or diminish
it In terms of Imposition and
repetition of the images of his

worth and superiority — more
constructed. more rhetorical
than real Attempls were

made. ineffectively though. to
justify the raison detre of
Urdu as the state language for
being superior to Bangla In
other words 1t was a rhetor

cal justification of the
superiority of the minority to
the majority. a glorification
and cannonization of the "selft
over the "other” as a strategic
stay against the potentially
deconstructing forces of "the
number that is power".
Further, one of the ways of
dwarfing the numerically, as
well as otherwise, strong
Other would be to undermine
it not only at the base, but also
at the superstructural level —
to weaken [t both economically
and culturally. This was very
much a strategy of the colonial
power and discourse
appropriated by the then
Urdu-speaking Pakistani rulers
whose attack on language was
nothing but a means to
perpetuate cultural exploita-
tion on the Bangla-speaking
colonized. One may be aptly
reminded here of the
Gramscian suggestion that to
exploit culturally is to begin
exploiting linguistically in that,
to use Witigenstein's words,
“the limits of the world are the
limits of the language” — the
loss of language leads to the
loss of power, and the appro-
priation and expansion of lan

guage leadd to the establish

ment and consolidation of
hegemony. Needless to men-
tion. colonialism in FPakistan
for its nourtshment not only
needed economic exploitation,
but also needed cullural one
only to reinforce the [ormer In
a more effective manner, thus
perpetuating what ia called
colontal hegemony And 1t is
against this whole weave of re

lations — against all such lexts
of cultural colonialism —- that
the Language Moveément was
launched with an explicii
political force. In 1952, as we
all knaw instantaneous
protests were made In the
street, and blood had to be
paid as price. But, one needs
to notice here very carefully
that the whole cultural issue ol
colonialisin manifested in

"Urdu, Urdu alone shall be the
state language of Pakistan" was
then being fought primarily at
the political level, and this
political fight against an
already established colonial
cultural hegemony was not
sufficlent, though this fight
persisted, positively of course,
leading to the emergence of
Bangladesh as an independent
state in 1971.

One should not certainly
undermine the importance of
political struggle for a nation's
freedom: but, then, a political
struggle without its equally
strong cultural and ideological
counterpart can only achieve
limited. or virtually no. suc-
cess. Of course, the Language
Movement per se, as an ideal
text, can be invoked endlessly,
suggestively and positively to
manifest the ethos of freedom.
democracy. anti-colonialism,
anti-imperialism, and the urge
for establishing all positive
rights — economic, social,
cultural, linguistic, and so on —
that one can conceive of. But,
then. the text needs 1o be lo-
cated in the very world we in-
habit. And ours is the world
where this ideal text cannot
appropriate its befitting space
only because of the fact that
not only the anti-colonial, pro-
liberation struggle has been
de-harmonized with its cul-
tural counterpart. but also that
this very struggle itself has lost
its needed continuum. The
consequence is nothing but a
creation of texts of voids and
blank spaces which are being
increasingly filled in by anti-
liberation, imperial and neo-
colonial forces finding expres
sion In the almost untram
meled and uninhibited emer-
gence of fundamentalism not
only in political terms, but in
cultural terms as well,

In other words, the lan
guage movement and the liber-
ation movement envisaged as a

continuous cultural struggle

are very much unfinished col

lective tasks to which there is
(Continued orn puge &



