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Marma artists performing an open-air dance, with Chittagong Hill Tracts alphabets in the background.

BEYOND BANGLA

A cultural team from the tea gardens performing on stage.
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Why Bangladesh's other languages matter
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A Garo family in conversation at a family adda, comfortably using their mother tongue. Photo: Philip Gain

and have no written form. Today,
they are spoken primarily by elderly
members of the community, while the
younger generation is no longer able to
speak them. One such example is the
language of the Koch, which has no
written script.

In the tea gardens, a language known
as “Jangli” illustrates the severity of
the crisis facing the mother tongues
of marginalised ethnic communities.
Bound to the labour lines of the tea
estates and living in conditions akin
to servitude, these communities face
the gradual erosion of their linguistic
heritage.

Some of the languages spoken
by very small ethnic communities
are strikingly beautiful. One such
community is the Chak, also known as
the Sak, in the Bandarban Hill District.
With a population of fewer than 4,000,
the community possesses a distinct
language called Chak. Concentrated
in 21 remote jungle villages in the
Naikhongchhari and Bandarban Sadar
upazilas, the Chak people maintain a
linguistic identity that is uniquely their
own.

The power of their enchanting songs,
dances, and music is deeply rooted in

communities in the Chittagong Hill
Tracts—the Lushai—with a population
ol 380, hasits own language. Because of
their small population and geographic
isolation, the Lushai, speakers of the
Mizo language in Bangladesh, depend

preserve their languages. Both smaller
and larger ethnic communities face
challenges in sustaining their mother
tongues while also navigating Bangla as
their second language.

The languages that Indigenous
communities of Bangladesh speak
provide them with distinct identities
and add colour to their lives, as
demonstrated in their rituals, festivals,
cultural performances, attire, and
social behaviour.

The language and cultural diversity,
particularly in the Chittagong Hill
Tracts, has been vividly noted by
a  Swiss-German ethnologist and
academic known for his extensive
fieldwork among the Mro and Khumi.

“If there is anywhere on ecarth
where one can find within an area of
a few square miles several different
ethnic groups exhibiting distinctly
different cultures, then it is in certain
regions of the southern Chittagong
Hill Tracts. Here, within one and
the same mouza, one may find four
groups speaking completely different
languages, building different types of
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Robbins Burling

has been little or no engagement from
state bodies such as the International
Mother Language Institute (IMLI). For
many of these languages, there are no
comprehensive lexicons, basic word lists,
or grammar books.

There are, however, notable
examples of high-quality linguistic
research on some ethnic languages of
Bangladesh. Foremost among them is
The Language of the Modhupur Mandi
(Garo): Grammar by Robbins Burling, a
professor at the University of Michigan,
who devoted much of hislife to studying
the language, culture, and society of the
Garo people in Modhupur and India.
The book provides a detailed analysis of
Mandi (Garo) phonology, morphology,
syntax, and dialect variation, and is
written for speakers, learners, and
linguists alike. It is complemented by
additional volumes, including a word
list, glossary, and lexicon.

Baboharik  Garo  Obhidan by

Himel Richil is a 495-page dictionary
compiling words used in everyday
Garo speech. Together with Burling’s
word list and lexicon, it offers a strong
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and linguistic explanations, aiming to
support both learners and researchers.
The book also provides an introduction
to Manipuri phonetics, scripts, and
grammatical features—often using the
International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA)—
to clarify pronunciation and structure
for Bangla readers. Overall, it serves
as an important reference work for
preserving, studying, and standardising
the Manipuri language in Bangladesh.
Similar studies of other languages
would be a significant step forward in
preserving those that are threatened.

Bangladesher Nanan Vasha by
Muhammad Habibur Rahman (former
Chief Justice of the Supreme Court)
provides an overview of the linguistic
diversity of Bangladesh, discussing the
historical origins, scripts, sounds, and
social contexts of Bangla alongside many
Indigenous and minority languages.
Through concise chapters on languages
such as Arabic, Urdu, English, Khasi, and
others, the book explains how migration,
religion, education, and state policy have
shaped language use in the country.
Overall, it highlights Bangladesh as a
multilingual society and underscores
the cultural value and vulnerability of its
lesser-known languages.

The studies on languages other than
BanglaspokeninBangladeshmentioned
above are indeed noteworthy. However,
there are many other linguistic and
ethnographic studies that still need
to be examined and undertaken.
There is little doubt that systematic
research on these languages remains
limited. In the interest of safeguarding
languages, cultures, histories, and the
very existence of smaller communities,
it is essential that academia and
learners receive proper orientation and
sustained support. In this regard, state
authorities and relevant institutions
bear a particular responsibility.

Philip Gain is a researcher and
director of the Society for Environment
and Human Development (SEHD).
He can be contacted at philip.gain@
gmail.com.



