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Language Policy and Planning for Bangla in the Current Context
of Bangladesh: Possibilities and Constraints

Mohammad Arshad Ali'®

Abstract: Language 1s a resource and like all other resources it
needs planning with a view to deriving the maximum profit and
pleasure through its optimum utilization. Since the very beginning
of human civilization language has had a vital role in the hife of 1ts
speakers as they, of necessity, use it to interact among themselves
while living in society Language planning is interlinked with the
development of a nation since language, nation and country have
become almost synonymous. Bangla language plays a key role in
the life of the Bangladeshis as it has a glorious history of language
movement which culminated in the liberation of the country
ultimately serving in 1971 as an identity for the nation. The paper
deals with the existing language planning and policy of Bangladesh
to examine whether it is appropriate or not visavis the current
condition of the Bangla language with the constraints it 1s faced
with. The article considers the perceptions or attitudes of speakers
of the language towards the language policy. The paper focuses on
some of the limitations or constraints in the use of language in
different spheres of national life. Investigation 1s also carried out to
diagnose whether the practice of other languages is baneful to our
mother tongue. The paper concludes by offering some suggestions
as to how to implement the existing language policy properly and
how to raise the status of Bangla in different spheres of national
life and in the international arena at large.

Keywords: Language policy, language planning, lingua franca,
national language, official language.

Introduction

A resource as language is, it is necessary to plan it as all resources
call for planning for their optimum utilization to the all-round benefit
of the stake-holders. In addition, language stands for the identity of a
nation and it is more so for Bangladeshis as language acted as the
greatest stimuli in our liberation movement. In 1952, we had to launch
the Language Movement which accompanied by waves of popular
demands and aspirations culminated into a nine month long Liberation
War in 1971 eaming for Bangladesh the sovereign status of an
independent country. Though considered a monolingual country in
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which more than 98% of the population speak Bangla, there are,
however, more than ten languages in a small country like Bangladesh
— Monipuri, Urdu, Chakma, Santali, Garo, Rakhain, Tipra, etc. And
because of globalisation and socio-geographical situation people often
mix languages, e.g. English, Hindi with Bangla consciously or
unconsciously for the purpose of communication not only in daily life
but also in media, advertisements, newspapers, books and so on.
English also has gained special status in the country, notwithstanding
the Government formulated Bangla Procholon Ain, 1987, The policy
enunciated in the Bangla Implementation Act (Bangla Procholon
Ain) needs evaluation with regard to its performance which involves
an examination of the current status of Bangla language that has both
constraints and possibilities and calls for efforts to find out ways
that will pave for improvement.

Background of the Study: Glorious Movement for Bangla language

Beginning ostensibly in 1948 Language Movement climaxed in the
killing of Bangla language Martyr on 21 February 1952, and
consummated in the adoption of Bangla as one of the state languages
of Pakistan in 1956. The question as to what would be the state
language of Pakistan may be said to be twin born in the very year of
its creation in 1947. The central leaders and the Urdu-speaking
intellectuals of Pakistan declared that Urdu would be the state
langauge of Pakistan just as Hindi became the state language of India.
Pitted against it were the students and intellecuals of the then East
Pakistan, who demanded that Bangla must be accorded the status of
one of the state languages of Pakistan. The first Rastrabhasha
Sangram Parishad (State Language Action Committee) was constituted
towards the end of December with Professor Nurul Huq Bhuyian of
Dhaka University as its convener. On 11 March, 1948 a country wide
general strike was observed in East Pakistan in protest against the
exclusion of Bangla from the the languages of the Constituent
Assembly of Pakistan. Strikes were extended upto 15 March.

Muhammad Ali Jinnah, the founder and Governor General of
Pakistan, came to visit East Pakistan on 19 March, In the two
meetings he addressed in Dhaka he voiced his strong refutation
against the popular demand for Bangla. He reiterated that Urdu alone
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would be the state language of Pakistan. The declaration encountered
instant protest, consequently spreading the Language Movement
throughout the length and breadth of East Pakistan. The Dhaka
University Language Action Committee came into being on 11 March
1950 with Abdul Matin as its convener. Their movement gained
unabated momentum and by the beginning of 1952, the matter came
to a head. Both Mohammad Ali Jinnah and Liaquat Ali Khan had
been in their graves — Jinnah on 11th of September, 1948 and Liquat
Ali Khan (killed) on 16 October, 1951, Khwaja Nazimuddin had
succeeded Liquat Ali Khan as Prime Minister of Pakistan. With the
political crisis ceaselessly aggravating, the economic condition in East
Pakistan also deteriorated. A sense of deprivation and exploitation
intensified in East Pakistan and there grew a realization that Pakistani
colonialism and cultural invasion were going to replace British
imperialism. The Language Movement received an added momentum
on 27 January 1952 when addressing a meeting at Paltan Maidan,
Khwaja Nazimuddin declared that the people of East Pakistan might
choose the language for their provinee, but only Urdu would be the
state language of Pakistan. Instantaneous, strong and refuting came
the response with the slogan, 'Rastrobhasha Bangla Chai' (we want
Bangla as the state language) from the audience.

An All-Party Central Language Action Committee was formed with
Kazi Golam Mahboob as its convener.The Language Action
Committee decided to call a hartal and organize demonstration and
processions on February 21 throughout East Pakistan. The
Government imposed Section 144 in Dhaka, banning assemblies and
demonstrations of all discriptions. The students, determined to violate
Section 144, held a meeting at 11.00 am. on 21 February on the
Dhaka University campus, at a location close to the present Dhaka
Medical College Hospital. then Arts Faculty of Dhaka University.
Thousands of students from different schools and colleges of Dhaka
thronged in the university campus while armed police waited outside
the gate. The students came out in groups shouting slogans and the
police, unable to control the agitated students, fired upon them as they
were heading on procession towards the Assembly Hall (at present
October House of Jagannath Hall, University of Dhaka). Three young
men, Rafiq Uddin Ahmed, Abdul Jabbar and Abdul Barkat, an MA
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student of Political Science, were fatally wounded. Many injured
persons were admitted to hospital. Among them Abdus Salam, an
attendant at the Secretariat, subsequently succumbed to his injury.

Similar to the previous day, 22 February was equally a day of public
demonstrations and police reprisals. The people held a janaza (prayer
service for the dead) and brought out a mourning procession on which
the police and the army jointly launched attacks resulting in several
deaths, including that of a young man named Shafiqur Rahman. Many
were injured and arrested. On 23 February. a memorial was erected at
the spot where students had been killed. This temporary structure was
replaced by a concrete memorial, the Shaheed Minar (Martyr's
Memorial) in 1963.

The East Bengal Legislative Assembly (the provincial legislature)
adopted a resolution recommending for according Bangla the status
of one of the state languages of Pakistan, The language movement
had, however, to continue till 1956 when its final victory came with
the Pakistan Constituent Assembly obliged to adopt both Bangla and
Urdu as the state languages of Pakistan.

International Mother Language Day

The UNESCO in its resolution at its headquarters in Paris in
November 1999 proclaimed that 21st February be observed as
International Mother Language Day throughout the world to
commemorate the martyrs who sacrificed their lives on this very day
in 1952 — surely a profound homage and glowing tribute paid by the
international community to the language martyrs of Bangladesh.
Following this declaration UN member countries around the world
observe 21st February as the International Mother Language Day, thus
globalizing the glorious sacrifice of Rafig, Salam, Jabbar. Barkat and
other martyrs as well as of those who suffered torture and repression
in the hands of the authoritarian government of Pakistan for
championing the cause of their mother tongue.

The Language Policy of Bangladesh

Language planning in Bangladesh is of paramount importance because
language is not only a resource but also an emblem of national culture
and tradition, solidarity and integrity. This crucial importance of the
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Language necessitates careful and conscious planning.

Secession and consequent independence from Pakistan in 1971
generated a wave of nationalism which not only demolished Urdu but
also dislodged English, conferring on Bangla (the first language)
precedence at all levels of bureaucracy, education, administration and
judiciary. The constitution which was written in Bangla declared, "The
state language of the Republic is to be Bangla" (Part 1, Article 3). In
1987 the Government passed Bangla Procholon Ain, 1987 (Bangla
Implementation Act) - a law to enforce the use of Bangla in all
spheres of national life. The law provides that government offices
must use Bangla in all their works thereby according Bangla with the
status of national-official language of Bangladesh. English will be
used as lingua franca in communication with foreign countries. Thus
the Government promoted: The learning use of the mother tongue to
give students, people an anchor in their ethnic and cultural traditions,
thus avoiding the excesses of westernization and hopefully preventing
deculturalisation (Gopinathan 1998: 21).

Status of English in Bangladesh: Past and Present

Through colonization English which is a native language of England
spread over the world and emerged as the single important
international language, The Britishers ruled over the  Indian
subcontinent as their colony for nearly two hundred years and
introduced English as the medium of education, administration and
commerce. Learning English was tantamount to achieving special
social status. English continued to enjoy this status till the partition of
India into India and Pakistan. The Language Movement in 1952 not
only restored Bangla but also upraised using English virtually in the
official activity to avoid language clash. The blood shedding
Liberation War of 1971 earmed independence for Bangladesh as well
as a unique status for Bangla that replaced both Urdu and English.
English lost its previous overriding importance. The Bangla
Implementation Act, 1987 circumscribed the scope and use of English
in socio-cultural domain but at the tertiary level English was allowed
to continue parallel with Bangla as the language both of instruction
and examinations. Now English is taught in primary, secondary,
higher secondary and tertiary levels.
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English is considered as a foreign language in Bangladesh. On the
other hand, though officially it is not recognized by the government as
a second language, English does serve as a second language for the
people pursuing higher education and social status. Even as a foreign
language, English takes on a special importance in the national
educational policy. Though not officially enjoving the status of an
official language for communication, it gradually became single most
important language in Bangladesh so far as academic affairs and job
placements are concerned, virtually becoming a tool for social
advancement and economic development.

The people of Bangladesh who are acquainted with English often mix
it with Bangla in their social discourse. Elite Bangladeshis tend to
speak English words abruptly in their communication — a significant
evidence of use of English along with Bangla through code mixing
and code switching, and it has become a part of the socio-cultural
milieu in Bangladesh.

The State of the Art

Though language planning has been going on for centuries, it has
been the subject of intensive study only since the 1960s. Weinrich was
first to use the term 'language planning' for a seminar held at
Columbia University in 1957 as narrated by Haugen who himself
introduced the term, ‘language planning' in 1959 to signify a collective
effort by Norway in shaping her national language. Haugen
(1966:133) defines language planning as "the activity of preparing a
normative orthography, grammar, and dictionary for the guidance of
writers and speakers in a non-homogenous speech conmunity”, The
term language planning was, however, popularized by Rubin and
Jernudd (1971) in their book, Can Language Be Planned?

Since then the term has been continuously used in literature by
scholars like Fishman, Ferguson, Rubin, Das Gupta, Nahir, Kloss,
Neustupny, Ruiz, etc. These scholars framed their theoretical
formulations on the basis of their cross-national studies of language
planning. The fact that more than a dozen of definitions of language
planning were advanced afier the publication of Haugen's article bears
testimony to a lack of consensus or a universally accepted definition of
the concept. A few definitions by different scholars are quoted below:
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1. "As I define it, the term Langauge planning includes the normative
work in language academies and committees, all forms of what is
commonly known as cultivation ... And all proposals for language
reform or standardization”. (Haugen, 1959)

2. "Language planning is deliberate language change; that is changes
in the systems of language code or speaking or both that are
planted by organizations that are established for such purpose
solving and 1s characterized by the formulation and evaluation of
alternatives for solving language problems to find the best (or
optimal, most efficient) decision”. (Rubin and Jernudd, 1971: 211)

3. "Language planning is an attempt to interfere deliberately with a
language or one of its varieties: it is human intervention into
natural processes of language change, diffusion, and erosion. That
attempt may focus on either its status with regard to some other
language or variety or its internal condition with a view to
changing that condition, or on both of these since they are not
mutnally exclusive. The first focus results in status planning; the
second results in corpus planning”. (Wardaugh, 2010: 379)

4. "Language planning refers to a set of deliberate activities
systematically designed to organize and develop the language
resources of the community in an ordered schedule of time". (Das
Gupta, 1973: 157)

5."The term language planning refers to "the organized pursuit of
solutions to language problems, typically at the national level”,
(Fishman, 1974:79)

6. Language planning may be defined as "government authorized,
long term sustained and conscious effort to alter a language itself
or to change a language's functions in a society for the purpose of
solving communication problems". ( Weinstein, 1983:37)

7. Language planning is "a problem solving activity concerned with
deliberate language change for specific aims, which may be social,
political or educational (or a mixture of all three)”. (Kennedy,
1983 cited in Roy-Campbell and Gwete, 1983:208)

8. "Langunage planning is deliberate efforts to influence the behavior
of others with respect to the acquisition, structure, or functional
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allocation of their language orders.” ( Cooper 1989:45)

Types of Language Planning

There are three types of language planning: Corpus planning, status
planning and acquisition planning. Corpus planning and status
planning are two interrelated components — they are twin in respect of
their origin. Acquisition planning is their 'later born.'

Status Planning

Status planning implies the allocation of functions to a language or
languages. Status planning involves assigning specific roles to a
language or languages. primarily by the government, and secondarily
by other interested institutions and organizations. Status planning
mainly focuses on the formulation of language policies, enacting laws
or framing rules to give a language or languages their particular
official status. Status planning. therefore, deals with the functional
allocation of a language as official national language or second
language or foreign language.

Official language: a language that is used for government,business
and other formal purposes within a country, Whether this is an
international  language such as French, English or Portuguese, or an
African language like Kiswahili . ..National language: cither (a) an
African Language that is also an official language, or (b) a language
that has been decreed 1o be a national language of a country
(Mkanganwi, 1992:10 - Mkanganwi dealt with the case of Zimbabwe
in Africa).

It, therefore, follows that the form of planning which includes
decisions about declaring one or more languages as official is
regarded as status planning, Usually it is the government that makes
decisions, implicit and explicit, with regard to status planning.
Language policy decisions are actually political decisions that can
only be taken by national governments. Thus, status planning is not
divorced from overall national planning processes or social policies of
the state. Status planning also includes decision as to whether a
language is to be used as a regional, local language as in case of the
provinces of India or whether it will be the medium of instruction in
educational institutions or whether a language would be replaced by
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another, It may also relate to the question of revival of a dead
language or strengthening of an extinctive one,

We impart knowledge and skills almost exclusively in the Foreign
language while the majority of our people, farmers and crafismen,
perform their daily tasks i Yoruba, Hausa, Ga, Igbho, Bambar
Kiswahili, etc... The question is: why not help them to improve their
social, economic and political activities via the mother tongue? Why
insist on their learning English or French first before modern
technology could be introduced to them? In most developing
countries, a few towns and cities operate in English, French,
ete..while many rural villages and hamlets operate in the mother
tongue. (Roy-Campbell and Gwete, 1997:107),

Corpus Planning

Wardaugh (2010) says, "Corpus planning seeks to develop a variety of
a language or a language, usually to standardize it, that is, to provide
it with the means for serving every possible language function in
society”.  Corpus  planning involves  standardization, lexical
modernization, terminology unification, stylistic simplification,
purification, reform and graphization. Thus, corpus planning refers to
the development of different facets of a language that enfold lexical
development, codification and standardization or harmonization of a
language, creation and updating of terminology as well as the
structure of a language so that it may meet all the typical requirements
of a standard language that is used in official domains, in higher
education and in philosophical, scientific and technical discourses.
What the lack of corpus planning causes is sadly manifested in the
following excerpt:

" the current state of Bangla pronunciation reflects a very sad picture
as heard even in the utterances of educated people. Some of the
examples are (a) an age-old practice of mispronouncing Bangla letters
and their phonic sounds, e.g., ebong (aebong), kebol (kaebol),
shamanno (shamainno), broto (brot), mon (mwan). (b) The latest fad
of pronouncing 'chhe’ as used in the present perfect tense of verbs as
'sach' that creates words like bolesach, koresach, etc., sound most
weird particularly when heard on audio and audio-visual media. Such
an attempt to modernize Bengali pronounciations is absolutely
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