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[nternational Mother Language Day:

Background and Foreground

November 1999

would ever re-
main one of the major turn-
ing-points not only in the
annals of the peoples of the
world with their four-thou-
sand or so mother-lan-
guages, but also in those of
the Bengalees who inhabit
the independent state of
Bangladesh. For reasons
more than one, it is the
Bengalees who are entitled
to take pride in the historic
decision of UNESCO on this

day.

Despite the fact that this
UNESCO decision recog-
nises all the mother lan-
guages across the world the
Bengalees, for obvious cir-
cumstantial reasons, can
smugly make a check-list of
the gains they have gar-
nered because of the deci-
sion. The day 21 February
would henceforth be ob-
| served as the Int&r’hatmnal
Mother age Day, but
the rest of the world would
now have to reckon with
the fact that this day be-
longs to the legacy of the
valiant language — martyrs
of Bangladesh. On this day,
in 1952, about half a dozen
young souls fell to the in-
discriminate police-firing
for their demand to make
Bangla (a language spoken
by 54 per cent of the then
Pakistani citizens) one of
the state languages of
Pakistan. But the blood thus
spilt was not in vain; in
1956, the first constitution
of Pakistan recognised this
demand. Today, especially
after the historic UNESCO
decision of 17 November,
these language-martyrs

must be turning in . their
graves with elation and jubi-

lation as their dear mother
language has been recon-
gised by the world-body
along with other mother
languages. For these lan-
guage-martyrs the emer-
gence of independent
Bangladesh twenty-eight
years back was an earlier
cause for jubilation; for,
Bangladesh had emerged
out of Bengali nationalism
the well-spring of which
was the Bengali language.
For the present generation
of Bengalees who have ben-
efitted out of the fruits of
sacrifices of the language-
martyrs the instant reac-
tion to the UNESCO deci-
sion may be likened to the
one which considers con-
quering the whole world in
a big battle. albeit without
firing a single shot. The

—Dr Syed Anwar Husain

immortal 21 February
would no longer be the
legacy entwined only with
the Bengalee nation, the
whole world would have to
partake of the same.

This UNESCO decision
taken at the fag end of the
waning millennium and at
threshold of the new one

Shahid Barkat

Shahid Rafig

and aspirations find ex-
pression. In the post-Cold
War era, and thus in a sea-
changed world, dominant
cultures are driven and
represented by their abso-
lute control over dominant
capital. Indeed, the con-
temporary world order is

shaped and conditioned by
thhs inlernationalisation ol

Shahid Shafiur Rahman
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has a significance deeper
than is commonly assumed.
It is apparently a recogni-
tion of the languages spo-
ken across the world. But
deep down the words of
the decision there lies the
implicit fact that this is also
a recognition of cultures
other than the dominant
ones. As anywhere in the
world language is the
medium through which cul-
ture or cultural attributes

o P
R 2

bR Sin o gk SRR S
h L R L
e SR have now the counter—hy-

capital. But as against this
apparent domination there

is also discernible trend of .tensive diplomatic endeav-

the dominated world's [ i.
€. the Third World) auton-
omy assertion vis-a-vis the
world order. For obvious
reasons this autonomy as-
sertion does not carry any
meaning economically, po-
litically, and even militarily,
but culturally this is indeed
prominently discernible.

Keeping such a context in

mind Professor Samuel P
Huntington, while review-
ing the past-Cold War world
scenario, came up with the
controversial observation
relating to an ensuring'
clash of civilizations'. He
would have been more apt
had he characterised this
clash as one of cultures. In
this context, the UNESCO
decision recognises multi-
culturalism; and thus is
meant to negate possibility
ol a conflictual cultural sce-
nario across the world, The
context of this decision be-
comes more apparent when
it is taken into considera-
tion that the twenty-first
century has already been
recognised as one of cul-
ture by the world com-
munity., As against the
Huntingtonian prognosis olf-
clash of civilizations' we

pnthesis nf dialuguc of civi-
¥ allered by the

_Eny ﬁed by
the UN SEEI’(“: ary General
Koli Anan. But while sug-
gesting such a positive
deeper perspective of the
UNESCO decision it is in
no way meant that in the
new millennium the world
would be an lolyllic abode
for the homo sapiens free
[rom the aberrations that
have characterised their
life and times during the
passing millennium. The
fate of the dominated na-
tions by the stronger na-
tions would remain wun-
changed as long as the for-
mer remain economically
and thereby politically vul-
nerable. But like all the
well-meaning catelysers
this UNESCO decision,
backed as it is by an appar-
ent pious wish, deserves to
be viewed with a positive
perspective.

Bangladesh takes pride in
that it is the Bangladesh
effort that bore fruit in the
form of the UNESCO deci-
sion. In the past, this na-
tion shed blood for secur-
ing one of the state lan-
guages status for their
mother language. Now this
very nation, through an in-

our, has, along with other
languages of the world,
achieved a world status for
its mother language—
Bangla. This new pride of
the Bengalee nation is insti-
tutionally represented in
the Bangla Academy—an
institution that owes its
origin in the blood of the

language-martyrs.

I t was 12 November '99.
Commission-11 of the 30
General Conference of
UNESCO was in session. The
proposal to establish the
umiversal Mother Language Day
on 21 February would be tabled
soon. [t was to be tabled on the
previous day, but was not done
because of time constraint. We,
the members of Bangladesh
Delegation to the Conference
were excited and anxious about
the outcome. Intense lobbying
under the Ileadership of

215t February as the International Mother Language Day

How We Did it and How We Felt about it
by Dr. Saadat Husain

Bangladesh Education Minister
Mr. A. S. H. K Sadique
continued for a considerable
period of time. In his address
as the Leader of Bangladesh
Delegation the Minister
explained the importance of
the 21st February and urged
the fellow delegates to
proclaim this day as the
‘International Mother Language
Day'. The Bangladesh Embassy
in Paris worked hard to muster
support for the proposed
resolution from the member

states of the Conference. As a
result twenty-eight countries
including Pakistan agreed to
formally support the proposal.
Having stayed in Paris for about
ten days the Minister returned
home. It was my turn to join
the Bangladesh delegation as
its Deputy Leader. On the eve
of my departure
Conference
Education Minister briefed me
about the proposal.

hopeful that the proposal had
high odds of getting accepted

the
the

for
in Paris,

He was

in this Conference despite
opposition from some quarters
on the pretext of additional
financial burden that they
argued would be involved in
the process. He also monitored

the development from Dhaka
on a regular basis.

A few minutes back | had to
withdraw from the
Commission IlI's session
because | went to the Plenary
to vote for the election to
UNESCO's new Director
General. Our Ambassador to

France and Permanent
Representative to UNESCO
Syed Moazzem Ali was given
the responsibility to move the
proposal in the Commission. |
was worried that [ might miss
the crucial moment of moving
the proposal. Thanks to the
time taken in debating other
proposals, tabling of this
proposal was delayed. I could
as a result, join the Bangladesh
delegation in Commission Il
before the proposal was moved
by Syed Moazzem Ali. In
addition to myself the other

members of Bangladesh
Delegation present in the
session were Prof. Saidur
Rahman, Vice-Chancellor of
Rajshahi University, Prof.
Kafiluddin Ahmed, Secretary
UNESCO National Commission
of Bangladesh and Iktiar
Chowdhury, Counsellor,
Bangladesh Embassy in Paris.
Mr. Tony (Tozammel] Haque,
Special Advisor to DG UNESCO
was also with us.

Ambassador Ali did his job
well. He prepared the state-
See page 16
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