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‘Bangla should be official language of the UN!

by Mir Lutful Kabir Saadi

' HE UNITED NATIONS
Educational, Scientific

and Cultural Organisation
(UNESCO) proclaimedchbruary
21 as the International Mother
Language Day giving world
* Fecognition to the Bangalees'
?acriiicrﬂt‘nr their mother
ongue, 1¢ plenary of the
UNESCO General Conference on
November 1% 1999
unanimously adopted a draft
resolution tabled by
Bangladesh for proclamation of
International Mother Lan-
guage Day” to be observed on
ebruary 21. The decision was
taken unanimously by all 188
member-countries of UNESCO
at its concluding session. The
resolution states: 21 February
be proclaimed International
Mother Language Day through-
out the world to commemorate
the martyrs who sacrificed
their lives on the very date in
1952.

UNESCO. one of the spe-
clalised agencies of the UN, is
entrusted with the task of free-
ing humankind from illiteracy,
advancing the spread of scien-
tific knowledge. and increasing
international understanding
through exchange of education,
science and culture.

Recognition of February 21
as the International Mother
Language Day by UNESCO has
put the nation into an hon-
ourable position in the eyes of
the international community.
It also brought the honour for
the martyrs of the historic lan-
guage movement they univer-
sally deserved for so long. Our
great language movement has
now been acclaimed all over the

world as a source of inspiration
like the self-sacrificing work-
ers of the Hay Market in
Chicago. who sacrificed their
lives for establishing their in-
allenable rights for eight hours
work a day over a century ago
on the first day of May. Interna-
tional recognition of February
21 is especially significant for
Bangladesh as the day was a
turning point in our history
which ultimately led the nation
towards independence.

The process ol recognition ol
February 21 as the Interna-
tional Mother Language Day
was initiated by expatriate

Bangladeshis in Canada and

was wound up at the 30th con-
ference ol UNESCO with the
g of the pro-
posal by the Bangladesh delega-
tion. The draft resolution
tabled by Bangladesh was co-
sponsored and supported by 27
couniries: Bahamas, Belarus,
Benin, Camoros, Cote d'lvore,
Dominican Republic, Egypt..
Gambia, Honduras, Indonesia,
India. Iran, Italy, Lithunia,
Malaysia, Micronesia, Oman,
Pakistan, Paraguay, Philip-
pines, The Russian Federation,
Saudi Arabia, Slovakia, Sri
Lanka. Syria, and The Vanuatu.
The recognition was given
bearing in mind that all moves
to promote dissemination of
mother tongues will serve not
only to encourage linguistic di-
versity and multilingual educa-
tion but also to develop fuller
awareness about linguistic and
cultural traditions throughout
the world and to inspire soli-
darity based on understanding,

tolerance and dialogue. It was
also [elt that one of the most ef-
fective wairs to promote and de-
velop mother tongues 1s the es-
tablishment of an
‘International Mother language
Day"® with a view to organising
various activities in the
member states and an ex-
hibition at UNESCO in Paris on
the same day.

roclaimed

Day has now been
other Lan-

 the International
guage Day.
hile many communities
struggled and are struggling (o
protect their mother language,
the sacrifice and success of the
valiant sons ol Bangladesh are
unique and resplendent In this
regard. The 4,000 mother
tongles all over the world have

'1111ch the

In {his regard the atriate
Bangladeshis in Ca;?da de-
serve speclal thanks. Report-
edly this group of Bangladeshis
leadership of Mr.
Raflqul Islam took the Initia-
tive to bring the issue to the no-
tice of the UNESCO. The same
ﬁ'oup_ also np,proached the

inistry of Ec ucation, goy-
ernmént of Bangladesh and

must recognise that all the
mother tongue as the medium
or vehicle of tleir culture.
Mother language 1s an effective
Instrument of communications
and as a means of expressing
ourselves. [t was at the root of a
soclety’s cullure and heritage.

-~ Right to speak and write in

one's mother language was an
inalienable right that deserved

The recognition was given bearing in mind that all moves to promote
dissemination of mother tongues will serve not only to encourage lin-
guistic diversity and multilingual education but also to develop fuller
awareness about linguistic and cultural traditions throughout the
world and to inspire solidarity based on understanding, tolerance and
dialogue. It was also felt that one of the most effective ways to promote
and develop mother tongues 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 in Paris on the same

day.

«The UN body's decision to
honour the Great Langu «ge
Movement in the then Ekast
Pakistan by the Bangla speak-
ing people for establishing
Bangla as a state language was
in recognition of the unprece-
dented sacrifice made for the
cause of mother language 48
years back. This Is indeed a his-
toric event for Bangladesh as

. the National Shaheed (Martyrs)

‘been honoured through
proclamation of the February
21 as the International Mother
language Day by UNESCO. On
February 21 the day will be ob-
served across the globe. The
world community would r¢ :all
the sacrifices by the language
martyrs in 1952, It is a matter
of great pride for Bangla
speaking people living all over
the world.

preserving and

through them pushed the case a
little further to formally table
the resolution at the UNYESCO.
Thanks also goes to the Min-
istry of Education, Bangladesh
Missjon in Paris and
Bangladesh delegation who
prepared the draft resolution.
We know that language is the
most powerful instrument for
transmi’“ing
the heritage of every society. We

‘human resource

to be protected in order to en-
rich our lives and to promote
the culture of peace. Many
mother languages had been lost
and some were threatened. Un-
less we recognise the impor-
tance ol mother language, peo-
Ble's right to express would not

e realised and the potential for

evelopment
would be Jost. |

Bangla has very old heritage

and tradition over one thou-

sand five hundred years. Bangla
alphabets are also used in
Ahomia. Tripura and other
languages. Linguistic scholars
consider Bangla as the richest
language among the South
Asian nations. Besides
Bangladesh, Bangla is also spo-
ken In West Bengal, Asam,
Tripura of India and Akyab of
Myanmer. Bangla speaking
people live all over the world.
Eangalee Poet Rabindranath
Tagore received Nobel Prize in
1913 for his classic poem
‘Gitanjall’. Kazl, Narul Islam,
Jasimuddin, Jibananda Das,
Farrukh Ahmed are prominent

t of Bania literature, Their
iterary works have also been

translated into many interna- .

tional languages.

At present the official lan-
uage of the United Nations are
hinese, English, French, Rus-

slans and Spanish; Arabic has
been added as an official lan-
guage of the General Assembly,
the Security Council and the
Economic and Social Council.
In any consideration Bangla
can be included as an official
language of the United Nations.
More than 300 million people
speak Bangla in Bangladesh,
India and the people scat-
tered in different parts of the
world. The number of Bangla
speaking people in the world is
more than Arabic or Spanish
speaking people. Bangla must
be included as an official lan-
guage of the United Nations
which may need amendment to
its Charter. The UN Charter
may be amended by a vote of

)
[
, A

two thirds of the members of ’

the General Assembly and rati-
fication by two thirds of

members of the United Na g 2 4

including the five perma

members of the Security Coun-
cil. _
Bangladesh's election as
non-permanent member of the
UN Security Council for the

term 2000-2001 is also another

success for Ban
ple. Bangladesh Is
the Security

spea
m:ﬁnr

Council for the

second time in its 25 years of

membership of the United Na-
tions. It also reflects respect
and confidence for Ban

speaklnF pcoFlc from the inter- |
national circ

e. Finally, r
nition of February 21 byeﬁ: RS
ESCO as International Mother

Language Day 1is a great

achievement for Bangla speak-

ing people and it also revealed
abnfidence of the world com-
munity upon them.

The government should take
necessary steps for inclusion of
Bangla as an official langu'$¢
of the United Nations. We
humbly request all member
countries of the United Nations
to come forward in favour of
Bangla as an official
of the UN as a symbol of respect
for their own mother tongue. At
the same time government must
take initiative so that Feb
21 can also be observed as a
day along with the Interna-
tional Mother Language Day.

The writer is a special corre-
spondent,
tional (Magazine), UK; and a
correspondent, GEMINI News
Service, UK

The value of language and the language

by Syed Nageeb M Ali

E HAVE FOUGHT for
Bangla. We have made
plays in Bangla. We

have created fountains of
literature in Bangla that bring
tears to the eye and joy to the
heart. And yet, I think, we come
up with the worst reasons to
value our language.

There have been many rea-
sons offered for valuing our
mother language. all of which
seem to miss the point. One line
of reasoning goes as follows:
linguistic diversity is a globai
communal good that is to be
valued, and thus, we should pre-
serve Bangla so as to promote
vanetys Another argument goes
down the road of saying that if
we do not learn Bangia well, we
will not be able to learn foreign
languages. And then of course,
there's the protectionist view
that we need to protect Bangla
to defend ourselves from cul-
tural imperialism. I wish to ex-
amine each argument in turn,
showing how these really
should be the roads not taken,
but first let me offer you an
analogy.

Let's say I meet you walking
down Bailey Road after many
years. You're striding down
with a most wonderful family,
children with beaming smiles,
and you yourself ebullient with
the joys of settled life, Now, if |
were to ask you why you valued
your family and you responded

that you loved your family be-
cause they are yours, that your
life would be unimaginable
without them, that they are a
part of who you are, I would go
my way, and wish for you the
very best. But if you told me
that you loved your family be-
cause you think the world with
more families is better, or that
loving your family will make it
easier to love someone else's
family or even worse, that you
love your [amily because they
protect you from other families,
| would stop in my tracks, be-
wildered and puzzled wondering
which brick fell off the wall an

knocked your-head.

So what I am getting at - to
put all my cards on the table - is
that we should value our lan-
guage because it is owrs and has
over time provided sensible
waR's of referring to our lives.
Belore | get ahead of myself and
put positive arguments for this
point of view, let me show wh
the other roads lead to dead-
ends.

The argument promoting
linguistic diversity is very
much an external argument for
Bangla, that may appeal to the
linguist, but has little reason to
move the non-linguist. The lin-
guist however would have on
this basis as much reason to
value Bangla as she would to
promote the resurfacing of an-
cienl Aramaic or teaching

Latin. On the basis of linguistic
variety, we would have little to
argue specifically for Bangla.
This is not to say that I op-
ose linguistic variety. Mother
Em;au ages are valued objects be-
cause they have evolved over
time to provide references for
the lives of the people that
speak them. It would be diffi-
cult for anyone to argue that
thought does not influence lan-
guage. and even harder to argue
that our lives do not influence

our thoughts. Thus, the Bengali
may find useful Banila expres-
sions to understand his life. the
Welsh may have a handy ex-
pression to ress hers an’ so
on and'so forth. The differer:ces
that we face do provide good
grounds for having our own
mother languages, though the
cosmopolitan spirit of creating
Esperanto (a language that was
devised to be universal) may be
commended, the notion of
having one world language to
express all that we go through is
rather ridiculous. Of course,
different languages may be as
good as one another at reflect-
X}g some human «ommonality.
te

r all, we all do need nutri-

tion, and we all yearn for a cer-
tain level of freedom. Yet, de-
spite all the human commonal-
ity, there are context-specifics
that we face as human beings
living in different potholes on
this rather large rock.

Let us turn to the path on the
crossroads - we should learn
our language because otherwise
we could not learn others. Let
us ask this: will learning
Bangla well really help us be
multilingual? Each language
provides us with a syntax and
vocabulary and it is with these
two that we put combinations of

(some European countries have
education systems that do this
with splendid efficacy). Now
memorizing the entire works of
Tagore, | truly doubt will ever
help tne master Portugese. At
the same level, | would never
apprdach a Shakespearean
scholar thinking that his expo-
sure to the slings and arrows of

Opposition to cultural imperialism of-
ten leads to ethical relativism. This
would seem to imply that our values
are the right one to have given our cir-
cumstances and that other values do
not make sense in Bangladesh. But
actually, cultural relativism is an even
weaker argument in the space of val-
ues — what it means is more along the
lines that “we” have the right to form
our values the way “we” want to, and
that there isn’t a concept of right or
wrong to be attached to those values.

)

~words together to express our

joys and sorrows, to be as brief
or hopelessly verbose as we
should ever desire. Now those
who are most comfortable with
varieties of syntax and vocabu-
lary are rarely the same people
who have mastered one lan-
guage and gone to another.
Most multi-lingua: people that |
have met have learned their
languages simultaneously

wonderful literature would

make learning Bangla any :as-.

ier for him. I don't mean tu be
churlish, but do we really think
that we should learn Bangla so
that we may be multilingual?
Well, now that we've reached
two dead-ends, let's take the
third road - the one that pro-
tects Bangla from cultural im-
perialism. This road in itself
stops rather quickly as one is

of value

forced to understand why we
should protect ourselves from

cultural imperialism. Opposi- :

tion "to cultural imperialism
often leads to ethical rela-
tivism. This would seem to im-
ply that our values are the right
one to have given our circum-
stances and that other values do
not make sense in Bangladesh.
But actually. cultural rela-
tivism is an even weaker argu-
ment in the space of values ~
what it means is more along the
lines that “we” have the right to
form our values the way “we”
want to, and that there isz='L a
concept of right or wrong L~ be
attached to those values. On the
face of it, this may be innocuous
but there are some disturbing
components of this belief.

For one, when it is said that
“we” have the right to form our
values, who is the “we” that is

being relerred to? There is al-
ways some level of dissent in
ours. or for that matter, any so-
ciety, and it -is hard to know
whose values (o take as “ours”.
[s it the values of the majority,
the elite or all baldi men with
moustaches? Even if we could
ascertain the values of the ma-
jority (a rather unlikely propo-
sition), there are few fates suf-
fered by minorities that are
worse than tyranny at the
hands of the majority. So what
[ am saying is that the defences
of cerlain values as being Ben-

gali is nonsensical; there is re-
ally no way to back up the
statement, "X is a Bengali
value”, or for that matter “Y is a
value of culture Z.© We ma
speak of Bengali laws (though
many of these are British laws
historically), and even standard
norms of conduct. but we really
cannot speak of objects being
considered right or wrong by
Bengalis pro tanto.

For another, ethical rela-
tivism really weakens any ethi-
cal statements we make. To
make any fact or value culture-
specific weakens the veracity of

at fact. For example, to say
that the foree of gravity works:
in our culture but not in others,
is to ascribe to an extremely
weak concept of gravity. Addi-
tionally, to say that “Women
are equal to men” qualified by
“in our culture” would weaken
the concept of equality. When
we condemn the treatment of
the Kosovars or Checnyans, we
are not asserting statements
qualified by our culture.
Rather, we are making asser-
tions of how human beings de-
serve to live and to be treated
globally. Similarly. assertions
that we may make about how
elders should be treated with re-
s})cct and warmth, by no stretch
of iImagination do we mean that
it is only Bengali elders who de-
serve Lhis.

Thus, ethical relativism

!wnh

isn't the way we want to go, be-
ing fairly nonsensical. It
makes sensc for us to protect
ourselves from “cultural impe-
rialism™ if the institutions we
have make sense. For example,
if we want to protect our belief
in Allah, a way in which we
construct our world, it makes
sense for us to protect these. Af-
ter all, we do have the right to
our own theological beliefs. But
on the other hand, if what we
want to protect is child labour
or for that matter, child abuse,
or women's subordination, the
road to justification is fraught
tholes and difficulty.

TNTw, Fheds it {s time for me

~ to shed some light on the avenue

that hopefully will not lead to &
dead-end. 0? course, this is the
most obvious route, but in our
recent discourse, this has been
the road not taken. The reason
we should value Bangla really is
that it is ours. Itisal

that
references to communicate to
one another about our daily
lives in a way that other
lan%uages do not. We have
lovely words for our six seasons
that differ from the English
“Fall” and “"Autumn”;
that through repeated use come

alive in our minds with vivid

imagery. Our literature is filled
with poignant accounts of brav-

Continued on page 19
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