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Introducing English as a Common Language of
Hill People in Chittagong Hill Tracts
S. Chakma Suhrid

Having been asked to vontribute on a time-betitting issue ol
Chittagong Hill Tracts, 1 have been hunting for a theme
drastically for a couple of days. But | could not define a suitable
one. The durarion | was given to prepare the said articie is about
1o be over whereas | am yet to settle such a topic. | have been
burning with indecision for not lack of topic other than opting for
a much-lelt one. There are 4 greal number of plots for articles
before me. None of them is less significant. Conseguently, it is
rather difticult for me to find vut a preper Lopic at the moment.

Chittagong Hill Tracts is a problem-stricken region. Men of
different status namely students. teachers, businessmen,
politicians, intellectuals, lawvers, workers, however. are

undergomy problems and trying to have access to a decemt
outcome through discussion, motivation, campaign and by other
means of expression. Seminar, mecting, symposium, debate ete.
are being held by different quarters in the civil socicty
concerning Chittagong Hill Tracts. Many of them are even
availing themselves of the opportunity te have Ph. D. Degree on
CHT-relaled research work. Most of the individuals and quarters,
of course, in the emphasis on political situation. But it is not to
be supposed that the socio-economic condition of Chittagony
Hifl Tracts is ignored. Also many articles and books were

published based on naturat resources and prospects of the region,
If the development plans and initiatives adopted here so far are
reviewad, it may be obvious that the development packages.
which were brought by passing hill people and their expectation.
were proved ineffective and unsustainable. Past experiences of
development initiatives show that no development cftort in
Chiteagong Hill Tracts is fruitiod until and uniess it is pro-people.
‘The Chittagong Hill Tracts Development Board in collaboration
with numerous donor and funding agencies designed and lastly
implemented a large number of projects aiming at improving the
way of life of local people. In the same way and purpose, some
other institutions also did so. Wevortheless, local people. for
whon the projects were, did not seem to be benefited in o woe
sense. Those days are no more. The background of Chittagong
Hill Tracts has been chanped to some extent after the Chittagong
Hill Tracts Accord, 1997 being formally signed between GOB
and PCISS. Hence, everyvthing is to be assumed in consistency
with the converted surroundings.

It is an outstanding fact that the topography, {lora and fauna,
regular norms and life-style of Chittagong Hill Tracts as a whole
are as different as administrative system from other parts of the
country. This contrast has heen in existence since lime
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immemorial. Similarly, socio-economic condition and overall
way of living are of a distinguished characteristics. Having a land
area ol 5,093 square miles, Chittagong Hill Tracis is the ancestral
abode of 11 different ethnic ethnic groups - Chakma, Marma,
Tripura, Tanchangya. Lusai, Pankho, Mro. Bawm, Khumi, Chak
and Khivang. It 1s a matter of great astonishment that a language
of particular ethnic group is not comprehensible to another one.
They have to depend on either standard Bangla or Chittagonian
vernacular to communicate with each other. Eventually. this
difference of language remains as an obstacle in case of shaping
inter-community relationship that must not be neglected. Because
there is_a unity in variety of them and that is the culture and
socio=economic lifestyle resulted from living in the hills and on
Jum Cultivation, a common productive system. And there grew
the Jumma Nationalism up based on this culture, lifestyle and

productive system that went a Jong way to stand in the attitude of

restoration of their existence with cultural and cthnic identity.
This mutual relationship would be firmer if there had been a
common language as a means of inter-communication for 11
ethnic groups. As | said earlier, they use Bangla not only in case
of making a conversation but also in case of correspondence. It
has both its merit and demerit. The prime complexity is that in
spite of being the state language Bangla is not the mother tongue
for any of the communities living in Chittagong Hill Tracts. [t
cannot be over stated that communication in a language other
than mother tongue may not cause inconvenience for a certain
person but it is much troublesome for mass people especially
people living in grass root level.

[ think the subject "Primary education through mother toungue”
was added to the existing subjects in the Rangamati/
KKhagrachari/ Bandarban Hill District Council (amendment) Act,
1998 keeping this drawback of learning in mind. It is, in deed,
praiseworthy. In this coniext what | want to mean is children
will learn through mother toungue. There should also be a
common language that will lead them to an inter-community
unity, We should choose such a language by learning which we
will be able to gain a greater achievement, In this case, | believe
that it will be wise to opt for English. Its immediate advantage is
that English is not a language of a particular nation or state. It is
simultaneously used with vast popularity all over the world and
recognised as international means of communication. Learning
English witl pave the children the way o enter the profound
realm of knowledge and will get them acquainted with advanced
culture as well as civilisation at home and abroad. They will be
able to adjust 1o progress.

In addition to this, most of the research work and publication of
higher education were conducted in English. Multi-cultured
country India has already made much headway in various fields
accepting English as a national and state language. Indian
citizens are attaining success in different faculties of their
intellect. They are coming [irst in international arena even in
cultivating literary work in English. Ms Arundhuti Roy who got
a hold of "Booker Award” recently is a citable example in this
respect. There lies another important factor of increasing
necessity of learning English all over the world and that is the
concept of globalisation. This language is likely to be spoken by
most of the people around the world for the sake of commerce or

establishing supremacy among the world nations ia near future as
United States of America is trying to do at present. Free market
or open economy whatever it is called is out of this wend. The
availability of technology especially information revolution is
gearing it up. Now the entire world is considered to be a global
village.

In this age of globalisation and various forms of polarisation, it is
a crying nced to introduce English in Chittagong Hill Tracts as 2
common language of hill people. 1 am in a strong optimism that
this initiative will bring about a new dimension in the existing
selfrule system. It is to bear in mind that it will take a long time
to be completely effective. Privileges may not be achieved
overnight. The effort should be designed centring round the new
generation of Jumma people. That is to say, it is the coming
generation who will enjoy the advantages.

This is to be mentioned here that introducing English language
does not mean excluding or neglecting Bangla. As Bangla is
taught and used all spheres in the country. it is believed that
Bangla will not be interfered at all on account of introducing
English. Learning English stands for a greater plus point for hili
people. Long ago, it was taught as a compulsory subject upto
higher class of academy in our country. In the meantime, it was
made optional one aiming at introducing Bangla all spheres in
the country. It is true that doing this, we are able to glorify and
establish Bangla to a great extent but at the same time we had an
irreparable loss, for which we have to suffer severely every
moment. We could not keep pace properly with the changing
world for lack of English proficiency. It has been, of course,
made compulsory again. But it is too late and the loss is yet to be
met. Now English is a panic itself for most of the students except
those who are taught in English medium schools and colleges or
some aristocratic educatioral institutions in the country. A large
number of students fail in the board exams every year. One of the
root cause of their failure is nothing but English. One cannot
think of taking higher education and competitive tests in abroad
without having an excellent command of English. Apart from
this, there is also an acute crisis of efficient teachers due to a long
pause of learning English. Skilled teachers qualifying to teach
English are rarely found.

However, the task of introducing English as a common language
in this region will not be so uncomplicated. 1t is a time factor but
is a must in the current global ground and above all in the effort
of strengthening the inter-community unity and solidarity of
different ethnic groups in Chittagong Hill Tracts. The Hill
District Councils are to play the key role (o put the proposed idea
into action and all professionals have to come forward .0 make
the effort successful side by side. There is an immense challenge
of surviving hill people in Chittagong Hill Tracts with dignity
and cultural distinctiveness. They have to be equipped with
various prerequisites as well as qualifications to face the
challenge. It is relevant to note that hill people have a glorious
tradition of struggle against oppression and injustice. A common
language of international prestige will be supportive in creating
awareness and integrity among them. It will accelerate their
spirit, broaden their outlook and the initiative, in the lomg run,
will be a followable instance for all multilingual ethnic groups
scatiered across the globe.
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