
Statement to the 18 th Session of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII)

Traditional knowledge: Generation, transmission and protection 

Madam chair,

On the behalf of ICIPCHT, CHTCC and IPDFF, I would like to make a statement on the significance of

oral traditions, identity and culture for Chaktma people of the Chittagong Hill Tracts of Bangladesh.

Over the years, growing up abroad in Canada, I learned about my Chakma history and traditions

from books, poetry, legends, folk songs, and stories I heard from my relatives who live in the

mountainous region of Bangladesh. Among the eleven indigenous groups in the Chittagong
Hill Tracts, I am a member of the Chakma community. I connected with my homeland on its most
basic level through our language since it revealed a wealth of information about the social relations

in my community and gave me a sense of belonging.

Our social beliefs are often constructed and held in place by collective practices through our

language and oral traditions that embody our belief systems and reflect our worldviews. The oral

traditions of indigenous people also reflect the traditional knowledge that is based in living on and

with that land.

However, many indigenous groups around the world have been conquered by people who are

racially, ethnically or culturally different from themselves. The indigenous Chakma people are
conscious of how their linguistic and cultural rights have been eroded over time due to their political

marginalization and overwhelmed by the dominant culture.

Threats to culture are also threats to particular perspectives on life and loss of knowledge.
Knowledge of ancestral languages opens windows into past ways of knowing and being in the world.

Indigenous languages have been preserved by the CHT communities so far allowing for the

continuity of cultural transmission, and for the understanding of cultural systems. Our indigenous

language gives us a space away from the ruling power, and a place to develop and re-form our own
identity.

However, the Chakma people face increasing challenges in maintaining their language and culture.

Although some community members actively practice the culture by wearing their traditional

clothes and speaking the language, there are many transformations that have occurred over time.
Culture is very dynamic and less tangible in terms of what is passed down to the next generation so
it is necessary to examine the influencing forces that cause cultural change.

Over the years, many Chakma families abandoned their traditional way of life in order to integrate in

the larger society by moving to urban areas where they were heavily influenced by Bengali language

and culture. The middle class rejection of the language is an important factor causing the demise of
the Chakma language since the indigenous languages are perceived to have less currency or social

capital.

It is encouraging that educational programs using 5 indigenous languages are currently being
implemented for indigenous students in government public schools. However, the educational

materials are not appropriately developed and the teachers are not well equipped to teach this new
curriculum. Given the overall lack of resources in schools for minority students, Indigenous

co munity members have to find alternative models of education in and outside the school



system to serve the current needs of indigenous children, l am encouraged by the efforts made by

UNESCO and United Nations for the commemoration of International Year of Indigenous Languages

2019 because it will help us address issues of language preservation and learn about some language
maintenance strategies that can be useful for all the eleven indigenous communities in CHT.

As indigenous people, we should be unified to protect and preserve our distinct culture, dress,
music, food, language and traditional knowledge. We can affirm our identity by wearing our
traditional dress, singing our traditional songs, eating our native foods and take pride in our

indigenous identity. Knowing where we come from, respecting our land and the languages of our
ancestors will give us the strength to go forward with our education and uplift our communities.

When we speak our diverse languages, we need to be very conscious about how our languages are
being transformed over time due to the encroachment of the dominant culture and language. As

these languages are eroded, there is a real danger of a breakdown of our relationships, culture, and

the indigenous way of life. Keeping our language alive is therefore a matter of survival because our
language embodies our worldviews and how we define ourselves.

Thank you,
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