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Chronology on the “language movements” in Pakistan

MAMIYA Kensaku*

Pakistan became independent from British Raj on August 14t 1947. After the
independence, the Government of Pakistan started to try to make Urdu the National
language. Although Urdu is the mother tongue for only seven percent of the total
population, it is widely used and understood in Pakistan, particularly by immigrants from
India, without any particular regional preferences. Since other languages in Pakistan such
as Punjabi, Sindhi etc. had clear linkages with specific regions or ethnicities so that
choosing one language as National language may have caused regional or ethnic conflicts,
the officials at Independent Pakistan thought Urdu could avoid such conflicts and represent

the “Pakistani identity”.

The Constitution of 1973 declared Urdu as “National language” of Pakistan and said
that Urdu should become official language before 1988. More than 80% of the population
can understand Urdu other than their mother language at present. However Urdu is not an
official language yet. The federal government has been unable to submit any policy to
achieve this objective and English is still widely used in the government documents. In

short Urdu is functioning as the liaison language in Pakistan.

On the other hand, the existence of different languages and gaps in social and

* Senior Researcher Institute for World Politics and Economy
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economic status among different language speaking groups have resulted in the struggle for
their identity defined by the ethnicity or language. For example, Sindhis in Sindh province
has been claiming autoriomy using Sindhi language as a symbol of their identity against
Urdu speaking Muhajirs. Muhajir who started to live in Sindh province such as Karachi and
Hyderabad based on the federal government's policy after independence became powerful
in the fields of politics and economy of the country. Sindhis regarded Muhajirs as invaders
to their homeland * “Sindh”. They started acting against Muhajirs and the federal
government calling that Sindh should belong to Sindhis. G.M.Syed is regarded as one of
prominent personalities for this movement in Sindh. His movement was called “Jaye

Sindh”.

The following chart shows the chronology of the language movements in Pakistan
including West Bengal now called Bangladesh. As seen above, each language has its own
history of struggle for the identity. I hope that this chart will help understanding the

movements and their backgrounds of the nations living in Pakistan.

— 144 —





