I ~ Santhali bodies file N

petltlon

KOLKATA, July 22 — The
Santhali Literacy and Cul-
tural Society, All India San-
thali Welfare and Cultural
Society and five others had
filed a writ petition chal-
lenging the state govern-
ment’s decision introducing
“Ot Chiki” script for teach-
ing Santhali language in
government institutions.
Appearing for the peti-
tioners, Mr  Sukumar
Ghosh and Mr Tapas Ku-
mar Chakravarty -argued
that during the British re-
gime Roman script was

a1ns

used for teaching Santhali
langnage. There were 1.7
million Santhals in 'the
state. They feared that if Ol
Chiki was used the Santhal
community of the state
would be alienated from
the Santhals living in other
states.

Appearing for the state

Mr Debasish Kargupta, ad-

ditional government plead-
er and Mr Somnath De
submitted that the NGOs
had made a representation
to the chief minister. After
that the government in-
formed them that it was a

policy decision of the .gov-

ernment based on the rec-

{ state”

ommendation of a commis-
sion headed by Dr Pabitra
Sarkar.

The commission had rec-
ommended that Ol Chiki
should be used for publica-
tion of text books in the
Santhali language for gov-
emment educational insti-
tutions. The government
did not prevent the use of
the Roman script in other
organisations.

The Division Bench of
Chief Justice Mr VS Sir-
purkar and Mr Justice
Asok Ganguly was not in-
clined to interfere in the
matter. No order was
passed. '
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Bengah scr pt

loses

(. LprSo s o

« its only outpost .-

KHELEN THOKCHOM

Imphal, May 15: The Ben-
gali script will die in the
only place outside Ban-
gladesh and Bengal where
it is used as the medium of

After nearly 300 years,
Meitei Mayek, the script of
the majority Meitei commu-
nity in Manipur, will replace
Bengali with the cabinet in

the northeastern state taking

the decision in the wake of
three months of agitation.

Meitei Mayek will come
back into textbooks from the
next academic session, the
government of Okram Ibobi
Singh decided last night.

Over 270 years ago, Bengali
replaced the indigenous script
on a decree by the then king
Pamheiba (1709-48), who burnt
all scriptures and other books
written in the Meitei script.
8ince then, Manipuri has been
written in the Bengali script.

The king’s action was in-
fluenced by Santidas Gossain,
a Bengali missionary who
came from Sylhet, now in
Bangladesh, to spread Vaish-
navite ewlture. Many protest-
ed. The pmteﬁ;ers were either
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killed or exiled.

This time, too, the chief
minister’s decision has fol-
lowed protests and threats
from organisations that want-
ed Meitei to return.

A month ago, demonstra-
tors burnt down Manipur’s
oldest library in the state capi-
tal. Lakhs of Manipuri text-
books written in Bengali were
torched.

Last week, a team of lead-

ers of the language movement
met Ibobi and gave him seven
days to take a decision.

Ji yas nobeasy for gy sov:.

ernment to make up its mind
as there was strong opposition
from other sections of the pop-
ulation to the move, which
they saw as imposition of
Meitei on them.

To pre-empt another round
of agitation from non-Meiteis,
the government decided to use
the Roman script for Manipuri
textbooks for students from
these communities, who are
tribalsliving in the hills. Meit-
eis are plains people who live
mostly in the Imphal valley,
constituting over 50 per cent of

Manipugs populatian.

THE TELEGRAPH

Meitei will replace Bengali
in classes I and II from the
2006-07 academic session, mo-
ving up to higher classes every
year till the university level.

The implications of the
move are stupendous since
new books have to be written
in the Meitei script. The cabi-
net resolved to finish tran-
scription from Bengali to
Meitei by October to make
books available ahead of the
start of the academic session.
Schoolteachers will undergo
orientation programmes to be-
come familiar with the script.

Still not fully satisfied, the
organisation spearheading
the agitation has demanded a
white paper on the cabinet de-
cision.

“We are yet to get a clear
picture of the decision. The
government should present a
clear picture by Wednesday,” it
said.

Following an appeal by lan-
guage activists, all local Mani-
purilanguage papers have sta-
rted using the local script in at
least one news item every day.

The Manipur Assembly
passed a resolution in 1980 to
replace Bengali but no action
had besn taken until now.
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By Pracip Pharjoubem \

he violent agitation by
Tthe MEELAL

(Meiteis Erol Eyek
Loinshillon Apunba Lup, or
the United Forum for
Safeguarding Manipuri
Script and Language) in the
valley districts of Manipur
exposed among other things,
the law and order vacuum in
the state.

The burning of the
Manipur State Central
Library which destroyed
more than 1,45,000 books on
13 April, 2005, is eloquent
testimony to this. In the run

up to this atrocious event,
MEELAL activists have also

textbooks in Bengali script
and making bonfires of
them. :

All the while, the Okram
Ibobi Singh-led Congress
government has been merely
“waiting and watching” in
the hope that the storm
would eventually spend
itself. But it has refused to
subside. MEELAL wants
the “immediate” replace-

ment of the Bengali script by

the indigenous Meitei
Mayek and all school text-
books in the latter script
from the current academic
session.

Disregarding  appeals,
MEELAL intensified its
campaign and added an eco-

— Eastern Projections

nomic blockade over and
above its textbook burning
spree. A dozeh or so freight
trucks that entered Imphal
against the blockade call
ended up in ashes, in the
heart of the capital, in full
public view and under the
very nose of the government.

At one stage, MEELAL
issued a diktat that all ver-
nacular dailies should begin
using Meitei Mayek by 1
March. The newspapers ini-
tially refused, provoking
MEELAL activists to raid
newspaper distribution cen-
tres and intimidate hawkers.

In protest, newspapers in
the state stopped publication
for three days until a settle-
ment was negotiated under
which MEELAL was to
allow the distribution of
newspapers if the vernacular
newspapers reserved some
space on the front page for
news written in Meitei
Mayek. The government
continued its watching game.

All except one daily .com-
plied with the agreement,
but many were compliant
and even used the entire
front page for news written
in Meitei Mayek. -

The government did noth-
ing again when a faction of
the Kangleipak Communist
Party imposed a five-day
bandh on the state, begin-
ning 10 April and concluding
on 16 April, in a show of sol-
idarity for MEELALs de-
mands.

The party has now issued a
death threat to legislators
and senior executives of the
education department.
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The State Central Library in Imphal, set ablaze by suspected Meitei Mayek activists, is destroyed.

MEELAL, too, has threat-
ened it would begin sabotag-
ing essential services. The
burning of the Central
Library stirred the govern-
ment a little and two Addi-
tional Directors-General of
Police were penalised for
negligence. Not long after
them, two Superintendents
of Police of Imphal West and
East districts, too, have been
shunted out.

MEELAL:S passion is akin
to a fundamentalist thirst for
revenge on history. Their act
of torching books written in
Bengali is, by their own
admission, symbolic reprisal
for the burning of ancient
Mecitei Mayek manuscripts
called Puyas, in 1726, by
King Pamheiba (rechris-
tened Garib Niwaz) after he
made Vaishnavism the state
religion.

Many of these books, it is
said, were occultist in con-
tent, enumerating magic
rites, oracular predictions
and tantric medicinal tradi-
tions. Others were records of
events. There was resistance
from those who refused the
new religion, and many of
the books and scholars went
underground or into sclf-
imposed exile.

There is broad agreement
among Meitei underground
organisations and a majority
of Meiteis, that the scripts
must be switched, although
not many agree with the
manner in  which the
demand is being pressed,
violently and with such
unreasonable obduracy.

Many creases remain to

be smoothed out in the
script, which has not been in
use for nearly all of three
centuries. :

For instance, the officially
recognised Meitei Mayek
has 27 alphabets, but there is
another group of activists
and scholars who say it
should contain 36. A district
court recently ruled the 36-
script is the older of the two.

The Manipur Legislative
Assembly, on 21 February,
shot down by a voice vote
majority a private member’s
resolution for the immediate
switch of scripts, althougt
the government gave a com
mitment for a phasec
changeover.

A Cabinet meeting agail
failed to arrive at a tangibls
decision on the issue, sup
posedly on account of man
technical hurdles.

There are other hurdle:
too. The high-pitched clim
of Meitei nationalism i
making non-Meitei commu
nities in the state uneasy
Organisations  like  the
ANSAM, (Al Naga
Students’” Association Mani-
pur) and ATSUM (All Tribal
Students” Union Manipur)
have openly expressed fears
that the script may come to
be forced on them.

While a majority of the
Meiteis, if not all of them,
would not want the Meitei
Mayek dead and forgotten,
the general reading is that
the other communities
would not be all too pleased
if it was to be made the com-
pulsory written medium in
schools and colleges. And
why would they not be?

Minus its symbolic value
as an identity landmark,
which is important for the
Meiteis but unlikely to be
held as passionately by the
others, what advantage
would they or for that matter
the Meiteis have from the
switch in a globalised world?

The words of Ludwig
Wittgenstein, rings familiar:
“The limits of my language
are the limits of my world.”
Thankfully most Meiteis
realise beyond the limits of
their language, they have to
hitch a ride on other lan-
guages with greater reaches.

(The author is editor, The
Imphal Free Press)
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