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Brief History of Language Movement
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The period between 1947 and 1958 covered one of the maost
significant chapters of our history when development of political events
saw escalation in the struggle for Bangla as a state language of Pakistan.
The 200-year British rule in the Indian sub-continent had ended less than
a year before, creating Pakistan and India as separate states. Absurd
though it was, the two wings of Pakistan, East and West, would be
separated by the uneasy wedge of one thousand miles of Indian territory.

Nearly 55% of Pakistan's population lived in the eastem wing,
known as East Bengal until 23 March 19586, when it would be officially
named East Pakistan in the first constitution of the country. However, East
Bengal was alrsady being referred to as East Pakistan in many written
and spoken comimunications. The people of East Bengal were sthnically
Bengalis and Bangla was their language, whereas the people of West
Pakistan spoka several languages, Punjabi, Sindhi, Beluchi, and Poshtu.
But the influx of Urdu-speaking Muslims after the partition of India figured
this language to prominence in Pakistan. The rulers ef Pakistan, who
were mainly from the West Pakistan, decided that Urdu was going to
become the state language of Pakistan.

One month before the creation of Pakistan, Dr. Ziauddin, Vice-
Chancellor of Aligarh University in India, had floated the idea of making

" Urdu the state language of Pakistan, He said, “As Hindi is going to be the

state language of India, Urdu should be the state language of Pakistan®.
Dr. Muhammad Shahidullah, a Professor of Bangla at the Dhaka
University, instantly challenged this remark by Dr. Ziauddin, and claimed,
“As the language of the majority of people, Bangla should be the state
language of Pakistan. If the need arises to adopt a second language,
Urdu can be considered for that purpose”.

In 1947 Dr. Kazi Motahar Hossain, another renowned professor and
litterateur, wrote an essay tiled State Language and the language
problem of East Pakistan. "It was not going to work if Urdu was imposed
on the Bengali Hindus and Muslims by force, because seething
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discontent created by it could not be suppressed for a long time”, he
wrote. His conclusion was that if that should be the case then it was only
going to force the East to break away from the West. Within 24 years of
the creation of Pakistan, this conclusion proved right like an infallible
prophecy.

The first organized demand for making Bangla one of the state
languages of Pakistan had already started on 1 September 1947 when
Tamaddun Majlis under the leadership of Abul Kashem, a professor of
Physics at Dhaka University, adopted the following resolutions:

1. Bangla shall be used as the medium of instruction in East
Pakistan, as the language of courts in East Pakistan, and as the
language of offices in East Pakistan.

2. The central govemment of Pakistan shall have two state
languages: Urdu and Bangla.

3. Bangla ought to be the main language of the educalional
institutions in East Pakistan, while Urdu shall be the second or
inter-provincial language, and English shall be the third language
orinternational language of East Pakistan.

4. Both Bangla and English could be used for a few years until
necessary reforms in Bangla language were completed to make
it more suitable for administrative work and scientific education.

But things were maoving in the opposite direction elsewhere. In
December 1947, a resolution was adopied in the Education Conference
held in Karachi to make Urdu the sole state language of Pakistan. It was
also decided in the same Conference that Bangla would be dropped from
all govemment stationeries, including money-order forms, envelopes and
postcards, which would be printed only in Urdu and English.

The news of this resolution drew sharp criticism in the East Pakistan
as people learned about it through radio and newspapers. On the midday
of 6 December 1947, a protest meeting was held on Dhaka University
campus with Professor Abul Kashem in the chair. Muneer Choudhury, a
lefiist student leader, addressed the meeting, and Farid Ahmed, the Vice-
President of Dhaka University Central Student Union (DUCSU), read out
the resolutions.

The first direct movement for the Bangla language started on the
122nd day of the creation of Pakistan, in a teacher-student meeting at the
Aamtala (under the famous mango tree) near the old Aris Faculty of
Dhaka University (currently part of Dhaka Medical College). After the
meeting, a protest rally gathered in front of Bardhaman House (now
Bangla Academy), the official residence of the then Chief Minister of East
Bengal, Nurul Amin, and in front of the office of Moming News, which was
the official newspaper of the ruling party, the Muslim League.

The state language issue was first tabled on 24 and 25 February and
2 March 1948, in the second session of the Commitiee for the
Regulations of the Pakistan Constituent Assembly. The firstdiscussionon
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the state language of Pakistan was held in the newly formed Constituent
Assembly of the country in March 1948.

The government brought a resolution for inclusion of Urdu side by
side with English by amending the Sub-rule 29 in Rule 1 of the Indian
Govemnment Act of 1935. Dhirendranath Datta, member of the Congress
Parliamentary Party elecled from Comilla, suggested an amendment to
the government resolution, “That in the Sub-rule after the word 'English' in
line 2, the words 'or Bengali’ be inseried.”

While speaking in support of this amendment, Dhirendranath Datia
said in the Pakistan Constiluent Assembly, "What should be the language
of the staie? The state language should be the language which is used by
the majority of the people of the state”. *I consider that Bengali language
is the lingua franca of our state.... if English can have an honoured placs
in rule 24, the proceedings of the assembly should be conducted in Urdu
or English, why Bengali, which is spoken by four crore forty lakh people,
should not have an honoured place?” he added. He also claimed that
Bangla should not be treated as a provincial language and that it should
be treated as the language of the state and therefore, he said "I suggested
after the word English the words ‘or Bengali’ be inserted in rule 24."

The amendment proposed by Datta was opposed and rejected by
the ruling party. In the meeling of the Constituent Assembly, the Urdu-
speaking Prime Minister of Pakistan, Nawabzada Liagat Ali Khan, an
immigrant from India, said,” Pakistan has been created because of the
demand of the hundred million Muslims ... Pakistan is a Muslim state and
it must have as its lingua franca the language of the Muslim nation... It is
necessary for a nation to have one language and that can be no other
language but Urdu.”

As a reaction to the opposition of Dalta's propasal, the direct action
program for state language slarted in Dhaka. The first “State Language
Action Committee” was formed in a mesting of teachers, students and
intellectuals at the office of Tamaddun Majlis, then located in the Rashed
Building adjacent to the old Aris Faculty of Dhaka University. Professor
Nurul Haq Bhuiyan, one of the leaders of Tamuddun Majlis, was made its
Convener. The State Language Action Commitiee also included as its
members Professor Abul Kashem, Syed Nazrul Islam, Mohammad
Toaha, Farid Ahmad, Shamsul Alam, Abul Khair, Oli Ahad, Shawkat Ali,
Aziz Ahmad, Abdul Matin Khan Choudhury, Akhlaqur Rahman, Abdul
Wahed Choudhury, Naimuddin Ahmed, and many other student and
youth leaders.

On 2 March 1848, student leader Shamsul Alam became the new
Convener of the State Language Action Committee. The boycott of
classes, meslings, rallies, publication of statements and distribution of
leafiets had been going on everyday since 28 February 1948. On 6 March
1948, a mesting on the Dhaka University old Arts Faculty campus called
upon the pesople, the student and the youth community to observe a
general strike on 11 March 1948. The strike was called in protest against
the police action in the offices of Insaf and Fariad, two newspapers, and
the Communist Party.
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The 11th of March 1948 went down in history as the Rashtrabhasha
Dibash (State Language Day), and all educational institutions including
Dhaka University observed the strike, while picketing was done in front of
the High Court and the Secretariat. Most of the members of the Students
Action Committee and the student leaders participated in the protest.

The police made futile attempts to suppress the protest by reckless
lathi-charges and indiscriminate arrests. Many student leaders and
general students were arrested. The agitating students assembled on the
Dhaka University campus and in a protest meeting chaired by student
leader Naimuddin Ahmed, they condemned police action and demanded
the resignalion of the members of the Pakistan Constituent Assembly
elected from East Bengal. Many govemment officials came out of their
offices in protest of the police atrocities in front of the Secretariat. About
fifty injured students were admitted in Dhaka Medical College Hospital.
Unruly Muslim League supporters, on the other hand, ransacked and set
fire on the offices of Railway Workers' Union and the District Communist
Party. The library of the National Book Agency was looted.

The student leaders who were arrested on 11th March included
Shamsul Hag, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, Oli Ahad, Shawkat Ali and Kazi
Golam Mahbub. In a statement published in The Daily Azad on 13 March
1948, Sher-s-Bangla A K Fazlul Haq protested against the police action
saying, "All members of the Conslituent Assembly should resign in
protest against these events. | hereby publicly declare that I will be the
first one to resign in protest of the police attack on the unoffending
students in Dhaka.” Since most of parliament members belonged to
Muslim League, there was notmuchresponse o Sher-e-Bangla’s call.

The mavement for state language spread out across the eastem
province of Pakistan. On 15 March 1948, the student leaders called fora
non-stop strike. The session of the East Bengal Legislative Assembly was
scheduled to begin on that day in the Jagannath Hall auditorium of Dhaka
and the Govemor-General of Pakistan, Mohammad Ali Jinnah, was to
arrive in Dhaka in a few days' time. Khwaja Nazimuddin, Chief Minister of
East Bengal, found himselfin a difficult situation. He staged a retreat after
his meeting with the leaders of the State Language Action Committee by
signing an eight-point agreement with them on 15 March 1948, Khwaja
Nazimuddin signed the agreement on behalf of the government, while
Kamruddin Ahmed signed on behalf of the State Language Action
Committee. Before the signing, Kamruddin Ahmed went to Dhaka Central
Jail on behalf of the State Language Action Committee to get the draft of
the 8-point agreement endorsed by the imprisoned student leaders,
Shamsul Haq, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, Oli Ahad, Shawkat Ali and Kazi
Golam Mahbub.

The 8-point agreement, which was signed, read as follows:

1. Those who were arrested on 29 February 1948 on the question of
Banglalanguage would be freed.

2. The Chief Minister would himself investigate into the police
excesses and issue a statementon his findings within a month.
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3. The Executive Council of the East Bengal government would
table a special proposal in the first week of April 1948 to make
Bangla one of the siate languages of Pakistan and to give it an
equal status with Urdu as the language of central government
recruitment examinations.

4. In April, a proposal would be brought to the Executive Council to
the effect that, Bangla would take the place of English as official
language immediately after the latier was withdrawn. Besides,
Bangla would be the language of instruction in academic
institutions. However, in general, the medium of instruction in
schools and colleges would be done in the mother tongue of the
majority of students.

5. No action was going to be taken against those who had taken part
in the movement.

6. Ban on newspapers was to be lified.

7 Seclion 144 would be withdrawn from those places where it had
been promulgated since 28 February 1948.

8. The Chief Minister was convinced, afier talks with the State
Language Action Commitiee, that enemies of the state did not
instigate its movement.

The imprisoned student leaders were freed on the basis of this
agreement in the evening of 15 March 1948, although the agitation
conlinued even on the following day.

On 21 March 1948, Mr. Mohammad Ali Jinnah addressed a huge
gathering in the Racscourse Maidan, now known as Suhrawardy
Uddyan. Mohammad Ali Jinnah gave his speech in Urdu, and said, " |
would like to tell you in clear terms that the slate language of Pakistan
shall be no other language but Urdu. If anybody tries to mislead you, he
will be an enemy of Pakistan. Without one state language no nation can
survive in a firmly united manner. Therefore Urdu, and only Urdu shall be
the stale language of Pakisian.” The student leaders, who were presentin
Jinnah's meeting, protested by shouting “No”, *No”.

On 24 March 1948, Quaid-e-Azam Mohammad Ali Jinnah repeated
his stance in the Convocation Address at Curzon Hall of Dhaka University.
“There can be only one state language, ifthe constituent units of this state
are to go forward united, and that language, in my opinion, can only be
Urdu®, he said.

Again the students, who were present in the convocation protested
by shouting, “No", “No". A delegation of the State Language Action
Commitiee met Jinnah and gave him a memorandum demanding Bangla
as one of the staie languages of Pakistan. The members of the delegalion
were Abul Kashem, Tajuddin Ahmed, Shamsul Haq, Syed Nazrul Islam,
Oli Ahad, Kamruddin Ahmad, Naimuddin Ahmed, Shamsul Alam and the
DUCSU VP, Arabinda Guha. Jinnah tured down their proposal.
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The 8-point agreement signed between the State Language Action
Committee and the Chief Minister of East Bengal was rendered
meaningless by Jinnah's intransigence. In the meantime, two resolutions
were passed in the East Bengal Executive Council on 8 April 1948,
recommending that Bangla be treated purely as a provincial language.
Meanwhile, the State Language Action Committee was reorganized with
Abdul Matin as its Convener.

Earlier on 7 February 1948, Education Minister Fazlur Rahman had
proposed the intraduction of the Arabic alphabet for all the languages
spoken in Pakistan. The Constitutional Select Committee of the Pakistan
Constituent Assembly, formed on 12 March 1948, submitted their report
on 18 September 1950 recommending only Urdu as lhe state language of
Pakistan.

The university and college teachers held a conference in Camilla on
16 and 17 March 1951, where Dr. Muhammad Shahidullah asked people
to rise in revolt against the imposition of any language other than Bangla
as the medium of instruction. He said should that happen, it would be
tantamount to the "genocide of Bengalis™. The 'State Language Day’ was
abserved with greater fervour all over East Bengal on 11 March 1951.

Five years elapsed since the independence of Pakistan before the
Constituent Assembly drew up a constitution for the newly formed nation
in February 1852. By that time many changes took place on the political
scene of Pakistan. Mohammad Ali Jinnah had earlier died in September
1948, and Khwaja Nazimuddin, Chief Minister of East Bengal, became
the Govemnor General of Pakistan. Shortly after the death of Jinnah,
Nawabzada Liagat Ali Khan, Prime Minister of Pakistan, was
assassinated in a public meeting in Rawalpindi, the military Head Quarter
of Pakistan. Again, there would be a change in the power structure of
Pakistan. Khwaja Nazimuddin, an Urdu-speaking member of the Nawab
family of Dhaka, became Prime Minister, while a crippled but shrewd
bureaucrat named Ghulam Mohammad, who had migrated from India,
became the new Governor-General of Pakistan.

On 26 January 1952, Nazimuddin re-opened the debate on
language by announcing in a meeling of All Pakistan Muslim League,
convened in Dhaka that, “Only Urdu shall be the state language of
Pakistan™. His declaration once again ignited the fire of the language
movement.

An All-Party worker meeting, chaired by Maulana Abdul Hamid Khan
Bhashani was held in Dhaka Bar Library Hall on 31 January 1852 at the
initiative of a new Action Committee. A new commitiee was formed with
more than 40 members to lead the state language movement. Delegates
from East Pakistan Muslim Students League, Tamaddun Majlis, Islamic
Brotherhood, Youth Forum and Pakistan Mchajer Samili were presentin
that meeting. Politician Abul Hashim, Students League leader Khaleq
Newaz Khan, former Finance Minister Hamidul Haq Choudhury, General
Secretary of Awami League Shamsul Haq, Professor Khairul Bashar, and
Eden College student leader Mahbuba Khatun addressed the meeting.
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Kazi Golam Mahbub was made the Convener of the Working Commitiee
of the State Language Movement.

Prime Minister Khwaja Nazimuddin held a press conference at the
Govemor House on 3 February 1952. He said that although he had only
repeated the words of the Quaid-e-Azam Muhammad Ali Jinnah, the final
power to decide on the state language issue rested with the Constituent
Assembly. But in reply to a question he said, °I firmly believe in the
principles of Quaid-e-Azam”.

This reply from Khwaja Nazimuddin added fuel to the fire. On 4
February 1952, a “Protest Day™ was observed very successfully underthe
auspices of the University State Language Action Committes.
Widespread student demonstrations were held, a student slrike was
observed, and a rally of more than 10 thousand students paraded the
streets of Dhaka.

After a student meeting chaired by Gaziul Haq on the campus of
Dhaka university, a huge rally of students chanting slogans like * We want
Bangla as the state language®, “Bangla must not be written in Arabic
alphabet™ etc., marched in Dhaka. As the rally passed by the Dhaka
Central Jail, the slogans chanted by the political prisoners mingled with
those chanted by the students in the rally. The whole city resounded with
their roaring voices like peals of thunder.

The Flag Day was successfully observed from 11 to 13 February
1852, and itwasresolved 1o observe the “State Language Day” on 21stof
February 1952. The call had already gone out from a student meeting on
the Protest Day observed on 4 February 1952 to lay siege on the
Legislative Assembly during its budget session, and to observe a general
strike on 21 February 1952.

On 10 February 1852, the Nurul Amin government banned the only
opposition English daily, The Pakistan Observer, and harassed its owner,
Hamidul Haq Choudhury and its editor, Abdus Salam, by arresting and
denying them bail. On 16 February 1952, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, the
interned joint secretary of the Awami Muslim League and one of the
leaders of the language movement of 1948, and his fellow prisoner,
Mahiuddin Ahmed, staried a hunger strike in Dhaka Central Jail. Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman would be transferred to the Faridpur Jail soon
afterwards.

The government now looked for ways to prevent the observance of
the State Language Day on 21st February, which fell on the first day of the
budget session of the Legislative Assembly. It clamped Section 144 inthe
afiernoon of 20th February and banned mestings, rallies and protest
marches for one month. This measure only aggravated the already tense
situation. An emergency meeting of the All-Party State Language Action
Working Committee presided over by the aged politician Abul Hashim
was held on 20th February at the Awami League office at 94 Nawabpur
Road. Fifieen representatives from different organizations attended the
meeting. It failed to reach a consensus on the issue of whether or not to
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violate Section 144 on 21 February 1952.

Oli Ahad and Ahdul Matin, two students of Dhaka University, and
Golam Mowla, a student of Dhaka Medical College, voted for violation of
Section 144, while 11 participants voted against it. Mohammad Toaha
refrained fram voting. Since the meeting could not end with a consensus,
the chairman of the meeting, Abul Hashim, accepted a proposal put
forward by Abdul Matin of the University State Language Action
Committee. It was resolved that both the opinions of the All-Party
Commitiee would be presentad in the student meeting at the university on
the following day. Abul Hashim gave this ruling: “If the sludents give
opinion against the decision of the majority members of the All-Party
Aclion Committee, i.e. ifthey are in favour of violating Section 144, the All-
Party State Language Action committee will be deemed defunct and non-
existent.” Next day, it was unanimously resolved that Section 144 would
be violated, and thus the All-Party State Language Committee virtually
ceased to exisl. The leadership of the Language Movement passed into
the hands of the students of Dhaka University and Dhaka Medical
College.

The reason why 21 February 1952 became one of the shining
chapters of Bangladesh's history was the steadfast aftitlude of the
students and the unparalleled determination and sacrifices of both
students and people. From the dawn of that day, the armed police and
members of the East Bengal Rifles surrounded Dhaka Medical College,
Dhaka University Arts Faculty and Jagannath Hall auditorium, which were
located near the venue of the East Bengal Legislative Assembly.

Students from various halls started pouring into the Dhaka
University Aris Faculty campus from the wee hours of the morning of 21st
February. They were carrying banners and placards. Students went on
strike in the schools and colleges, and then gathered at the Aamtala in
small groups. The air filled with slogans like, “We defy Section 1447
“Violate Section 1447; “We demand Bangla as a state language®, etc.
Around 11 am, the historic student meeting of 21st February started with
the student leader Gaziul Haq in the chair. In the beginning of the meeting,
Shamsul Haq, a politician, called upon the students not to violate Section
144 and urged them to continue their movement peacefully. But being
harassed by questions from the students, he, along with his colleague
Khondaker Moshiag Ahmed, left the meeting.

What happened afterward could be leamnt from the words of Abdul
Matin, the Convener of the University Student Action Commitiee. I
praposed that we assembled in the yards of Dhaka Medical College after
the meeting and the procession, and lhen went to Jagannath Hall
auditorium where the Legislative Assembly was in session” he said. He
further added, “1 also said that we would force the Legislative Assembly to
pass a resolution declaring Bangla as one of the state languages of
Pakistan, and build up a countrywide irresistible movement on the basis
of that resolution. | further said that we could make Bangla a state
language of Pakistan only through the correct implementation of this
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program. Therefore our duty would be to violate Section 144 and not to
accept the misleading and extremaly harmful proposal of the All-Party
State Language Working Commitiee.”

The assembled students greeted Abdul Matin's proposal with
applause and slogans. According to a proposal by Abdus Samad, groups
of 10 students were formed for the purpose of defying Section 144. They
took their position at the main gate of the old Arts Faculty, where the Vice-
Chancellor of Dhaka University urged upon the students not to violate
Section 144. The students palitely refused to abide by his request.

The chains and locks of the main gate could not hold the students
inside the Aris Faculty compound for long. Around 12 noan, groups of ten
students crossed the main gaie one by one chanting slogans, “We want
Bangla as a state language™. The police started to attack the students with
clubs and hurled teargas shells at them. The whole of the Aris Building
compound and the road in front of it, Dhaka Medical College compound
and the Dhaka University playground tumned into battlsfields. On the one
hand, the police were using clubs and teargas. On the other hand, the
students hurled brickbats and threw back the teargas shells at the police.

Gradually, the police retreated from the road in front of Dhaka
Medical College to reassemble al the sirest crossing between the gale of
Dhaka Medical Callege Hostel and the Jagannath Hall. There the units of
the East Bengal Rifies (EBR) had put up a machine-gun post and a
blackade. From late momning up to midday, an unequal fight was waged
between the police and the students on the Arts Faculty campus, Dhaka
Medical College campus and the Dhaka University playground. The iron
fences around the Aris Faculty and Medical College campuses were
removed, and the whole area up to the end of the Medical College hostel
on the opposite side of Jagannath Hall auditorium, went under the control
of the students and the people.

Habibur Rahman Shelly, a brilliant student of history, led the first
group of studenis defying Section 144. The person who first broke
Section 144 was the renowned football player of Fazlul Haq Hall, Abdul
Jalil Sarkar. Abdus Samad Azad and Ibrahim Mohammad Taha led the
second group, whereas Anwarul Haq and Obaidullah led the third group.
The fifth group comprised ten female students of the university including
Sufia Khatun, Sufia Ibrahim, Halima Khatun, and Rowson Ara Bachchu.

As the group ofthe female students advanced along the Eucalyptus-
lined avenue in front of the Medical College, the police ferociously
swooped on them. This attack on the female students enraged the
students as a whole and some of them even snatched away the clubs
from the hands of the police. At that moment a sergeant blew his whistle.
An indiscriminate lathi-charge and huding of leargas shells on the
studenlsbegan.Thepo!icaarrestadmanyofmemon{haspot

It was afternoon by then and the time of the first session of the
Legislative Assembly was drawing near. The batilefield of Ekushey had
by then transferred from the old Aris Faculty campus to the Medical
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College campus as well as to the crossroads behind it. The students
assembled in the Dhaka Medical College campus, while the police and
the EBR barricaded the crossroads near the Medical College Hostel.
Dhaka District Superintendent of Police Idris, the City SP Masud, and
District Magistrate Quraishi led the attacks by police and EBR. The fight
between the students and the police continued unabated. Students
stopped one or two Assembly members, who were on their way to the
Assembly House, and requested them to see how students and innocent
peaple were brutally attacked by the police.

Around 4 o'clock on that day, the police opened fire an the students
from the crossroads without any waming. Rafiquddin, a student of
Manikganj Debendra College, was killed on the Medical College campus.
The bullet had hit him right in the head, blowing away a part of his skull.
Many students and ordinary people were injured; twenty amongst them
with serious bullet injuries were admitted in the Dhaka Medical College
Hospital. On the verandah of Barrack No. 20, Abul Barkat, a final year
student of Political Science at Dhaka University, who was walking
towards his classmate Shamsul Bari alias Mia Mohan, suddenly
collapsed on the ground. The palice had stepped into the Medical College
compound and fired straight into the crowd of students. Bullets hit Barkat
in the lower abdomen and thigh, and he died in the operation theatre on
the same night, becoming the second martyr of 21 February 1952.

Those seriously wounded and admitted in the Dhaka Medical
Hospital on 21 February 1952 were Anwarul Islam (24, Salimullah Muslim
Hall); A R Faiwaz (19, Jagannath College); Sirajuddin Khan (22, Dhaka
University); Abdus Salam (27, a peon of the Customs Depariment, who
later succumbed to his injuries); M R Motaleb (14); Elahi Baksha (45);
Monsur Ali (14); Tahzul Islam (19); Masudur Rahman (16); Abdus Salam
(22); Akhtaruzzaman (11); A Razzak (17); Mozammel Haq (23); Sultan
Ahmad (18); A Rashid (14) and Mohammad. Abdus Salam, the peon of
Customs Department, died in the hospital, becoming the third martyr of 21
February 1952.

The government press note acknowledged 3 deaths and 2 injuries,
although the actual number of casualties was much higher. The police
had concealed several dead bodies, which is the reason why there is no
grave of any other martyr of that day other than Abul Barkat. Several
Muslim League and opposition Congress members informed the
Assembly that evening that they had visited the Medical College Hospital
and seen the victims with their own eyes. But Chief Minister Nurul Amin
refused to admit in the session of the Legislative Assembly that any
occurrence of shooting or killing had taken place.

The news of this cold-blooded shooting by the police on the
protesting students and people, and the killings on the campus of Dhaka
Medical College spread like wildfire. All offices, courts, shops, factories,
even the radio and the railway stations were instantly shut down. People
poured out on the streets, and the whole country seethed with anger and
outrage. Students continued to demonstrate by setting up microphones in
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Dhaka Medical College Hostel, Salimullah Muslim Hall, Fazlul Haq Hall
and Dhaka Engineering College Hostel.

On the moming of 22 February 1952, black flags were hoisted atop
the Aris Faculty and all student halls. Students wore black badges as a
sign of moumning for those who were killed. The EBR and the army took
control of Dhaka. At 10 am, the biggest namaz-e-Janaza (funeral prayer)
in the known history was held on the Dhaka Medical College campus in
the presence of Sher-e-BanglaAK Fazlul Haq. At the end of the namaz,
the Imam said in his prayer, "O Allah, let our dearest shaheeds (martyrs)
sleep in peace, and Ist those who have killed our dear sons be destroyed
and erased from the face of this earth.” These words of the Imam echoed
the heartfelt grief of thousands of people participating in the janaza. After
the funeral, a huge mourning procession of over one hundred thousand
people started. Such a mammoth rally was unprecedented in Dhaka or
whole of East Bengal. The rally carried black fiags, and the bloodstained
clothes of the mariyrs. When it reached the street between the old High
Court and Curzon Hall, the police began to lathi-charge heavily and
opened fire.

The assault came on the middle portion of the rally, splitting it into
two. One part reassembled on Nawabpur Road, where the police opened
fired on it. Shafiur Rahman, an official of the High Court, was hitby a bullet
and died on the spot. Widespread agitation took place in the city
throughout the 22nd of February. The police, the EBR and the army
lobbed teargas shells and fired upon the crowd at different places in the
city, killing and injuring many. Many dead bodies were scurried away by
the security forces, never to be found again. When the agitated maob tried
to set fire on the offices of pro-Muslim League English daily, Moming
News and Bangla daily Sangbad, the security forces started lo fire again,
leading to many more casualties.

According to a report published in The Daily Azad on 23 February
1952, 4 people had died on 22nd February, while more than a hundred
had received bullet wounds. The newspaper also reported thata 7-hour
curfew had been clamped on the city and a spontaneous hartal had been
observed. Abul Kalam Shamsuddin, a noted litterateur and the editor of
The Daily Azad, resigned from the Legislative Assembly in protest of the
atrocities of 21 and 22 February. Besides, his newspaper also published
stories of people who had received bayonet injuries from the army.

Ovemight the Dhaka Medical College students built a 10-foot high
Shaheed Minar (Martyrs' Monument) in the memory of the language
martyrs, according to the plan of the Medical College student Sayyid
Haider and bearing the inscription by Badrul Alam. It was built in front of
Dhaka Medical College Hostel, right on the spot where the blood of the
first martyr of the Bangla language was spillad. Abul Kalam Shamsuddin,
the editor of The Daily Azad formally inaugurated the Minar on 23rd
February. Scores of people visited that Shaheed Minar on 24, 25, and 26
February until the police demolished it in the afternoon of 26 February
1952.
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On 24 February 1952, the Dhaka University Executive Council and
the teachers met separately to condemn the shootings and pay respectio
the language martyrs. Professor Muneer Choudhury and Professor
Mozaffar Ahmad Choudhury and others spoke on that occasion. Evenon
25ih February, the fifth day of the language movement of 1952, full hartal
was observed in Dhaka. Under the Peaple's Security Act, the police
arrested Abdur Rashid Tarkabagish, Khairat Hossain, Monoranjan Dhar
and Gobindalal Bannerii, the members of the Legislative Council, who
had protested in the Assembly against the firings and killings. The police
also amested Moulana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhashani, President of the
Awami Muslim League, and Abul Hashim, who was the last General
Secretary of the Muslim League of the undivided Bengal.

On 26th February, the security forces entered Salimullah Hall and
arrested 30 students. It should be noted that the members of the Muslim
Hall Athletic Club were conducting the movement under the leadership of
Ekramul Amin Asad, a brilliant student of Physics and a Tennis Blue of
Salimullah Muslim Hall.

Atthe dawn of 26th February, the palice arrested Professor Mozaffar
Ahmad Choudhury, Muneer Choudhury-and P C Chakrabarty of Dhaka
University, Professor Ajit Kumar Guha of Jagannath College and Satin
Sen, a political leader from Barisal. Dhaka University was closed sine die
and students were ordered to vacate the halls. Simultaneously, arrest
warrants (hulia) were issued against nine student leaders including
Shamsul Hag, Md. Toaha, Oli Ahad, Khaleq Newaz Khan, Abdul Matin,
Kazi Golam Mahbub, S M Nurul Alam, M A Awal and Aziz Ahmed. Eight of
these student leaders were amested from a clandestine meeting in a
house at Shantinagar in the night of 9 March 1952. It was rumoured that
the police was able o arrest them being tipped off by a treacherous
student.

The events, which took place in Ramna and other areas of Dhaka
between 21 and 26 February 1952, were most unusual, unprecedented,
epoch-making and significant in the history of East Bengal. The
Language Movement not only spread out in Dhaka but also in the other
towns and villages of the province. There were strikes in Dhaka from 21
February to 5 March 1852. There was virtually no rule of the govemment
in the capital city of Dhaka. People obeyed whatever was being
announced through the mikes placed in the student halls of Dhaka. The
Daily Azad and several other daily newspapers strongly criticized the
government. Maulana Abdur Rashid Tarkabagish and many other
leaders and workers resigned from the Muslim League.

Curfews were promulgated in Dhaka at night. At the same time, the
government staried to persecute the leaders and workers of the
Language Movement. Thousands of language aclivists were arrested
throughoutthe province.

In the end these oppressions led to a new awakening. People
started erecting Shaheed Minars all over the country. The directinfluence
of the Language Movement fell on the elsctions of 1954 in East Bengal,
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which almost obliterated the existence of Muslim League. In that elaction
Nurul Amin, the former Chief Minister of East Bengal was badly defeated
by a student activist of the Language Movement.

Afier that it took a little more time before Bangla was recognized asa
state language. Despite the repression and opposition from the
government, the claim for Bangla as a state language was made through
the observance of Shaheed Day on 21st February until 1856. The same
yearboth Bangla and Urdu would be recognized as slate languages in the
first constitution of Pakistan.

The indirect resulis of the Language Movement were far-reaching
and profound. The movement had brought about a new awakening in the
minds of the people of East Bengal. According to historians and political
analysts, it was the Language Movement that helped germinate the seed
of national aspirations in East Bengal, later East Pakistan. As a
consequence, Bangladesh emerged as a free nation in 1971 through an
armed struggle against the ruthless Pakistan army.

On 17 November 1999, UNESCO declared 21st February as the
International Mother Language Day, thus bringing worldwide recognilion
for the sacrifices made by the valiant sons of this country, who coloured
the sireets of Dhaka red with their blood, in order to eamn the rightful place
for theirmother language.

Professor Rafiqul Islam
Language Activist





