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Preface

For me being asked to write a preface to a book on
Shina is a great honour, though an undeserved one
because | have done very little work on Shina and
even that little draws for data on work done by the
Summer Institute of Linguistics or, more precisely,
Carla Radloff (Radloff 1992: 89-203). But now that
| have promised the author, Shakil Ahmad Shakil, |
will introduce the book to the best of my ability.

Shina is one of the minor languages of Pakistan
which the census of 1998, the latest one in the
country, lumps together as ‘other languages’. These
represent 4.66 per cent of the population which, in a
country of over 160 million people, comes up to a
figure of 7.5 million. However, there are about 55
languages under this heading (Rahman 2006:85) so
that Shina is only a small part of this group. The
number of Shina speakers, according to informed
estimates, totals up to 871,260 in the Shina-
speaking areas and 252,614 migrants in the rest of
the country (Kohistani 1998:11; Schmidt 1984;
Gordon 2005). It is an Indo-Aryan language of the
Dardic group and most of its speakers live in Gilgit,
Astor, Chilas, Tangir-Darel, Indus Kohistan, lower
Hunza, upper Neelam and Dras valleys. Some are



found in Chitral (Palula and Sawi) and Ladakh
(Brokskat) and even in the Swat and Dir areas.

This book is about the writing of the language and
the author, one of the activists of the language, has
spent a lot of time and effort to create a writing
system for the language. Such efforts have a long
history which has been described by the present
author earlier (Rahman 1996:218-219). The
orthographies devised by M. S. Namus (1961),
Amin Zia (1986), Abdul Khalig Taj (1990);
Kohistani and Schmidt (1996) are still available for
use. Indeed, when Shakil Ahmed Shakil wrote his
book of Shina folk tales with their Urdu translations
entitled Dadi Shiloke (Shakil 2001), he took help
from this pioneering work.

The present work is an attempt to expand upon
thoughts which were expressed in the brief prologue
Shakil wrote for the folk tales. This book is,
therefore, about the way a writing system could be
created and disseminated in the Shina-speaking
cultures of Pakistan. He has considered questions of
the script, the possibility of using the Unicode in
order to make Shina a computer language, and to
create uniformities between it and Urdu, the
national language of Pakistan. In this context, very
appropriately, he has paid attention to the attitudes
of the speakers towards their language: whether



they think it should be preserved? and
strengthened? should it be used in schools? in jobs?
or should it be replaced by other languages in the
formal, public domains such as the administration,
judiciary, business, media and entertainment. These
are very sensitive, and ultimately political and
economic, questions and it is because of these
reasons that Shina came under discussion in my
book on language politics in north India and
Pakistan (Rahman 1996). A cursory glance at the
data provided by other researchers about Pakistani
languages shows that many of them are under
pressure from Urdu and English and are getting
weaker or dying out (Rahman 2006:81-83). A study
of the reading material available in the minor
languages of the country—primers, word lists etc.—
suggests that this is available in only 22 minor
languages out of 54 (excluding Persian which is a
minor language in Pakistan but a major one in
Afghanistan and Iran though the varieties used in
those two countries differ from those used here)
(Rahman 2006:93-95). Thus, any addition to this
meager reading material is to be greatly welcomed.

Whether this reading material will actually be used
depends on a number of factors. The author has
written about the attitude of the speakers towards
their language. This is important, of course, but



even more important in my view is whether the
state creates and implements a policy which
promotes the mother tongues of the people or not.

The language policy of Pakistan has promoted Urdu
as the language of wider communication (LWC) in
the country. It is used in education, media and
commerce to the exclusion—or only symbolic
inclusion—of the mother tongues of the people.
While the speakers of major languages, such as
Bengali, Sindhi, Balochi, Pashto and Siraiki, have
resisted this domination of Urdu and language-
based assertions of ethnic identity have been
witnessed (Rahman 1996), the speakers of smaller
languages have tended to accept these realities
pragmatically and to acquire the languages of
power. In doing so they have acquiesced to the loss
of their languages especially in the wake of the
construction of the Karakoram Highway (KKH)
which has brought the speakers of Shina, as well as
the other languages of this area, in contact with
Urdu.

In addition to that, the media—radio, T. V and
newspapers—has brought Urdu and English right
into Shina-speaking homes. Thus, among other
changes, the ‘hujra and baithak are becoming
drawing rooms, and babu and aji are becoming
mummy and papa’ (Kohistani and Schmidt



2006:154). Tourism, though decreased since Nine
Eleven, also tends to strengthen Urdu and English.

It is in reaction to these squeezing tendencies that
some language activists, like Shakil, are writing
works to promote their mother tongues. | believe
they are important because they are pioneers of
what Joshua Fishman calls Reversing Language
Shift (RLS) (1991). One RLS strategy is ‘anything
is better than nothing’ (Fishman 2001:474) and this
is what this kind of work really is. While it would
be too optimistic to hope that the mere presence of
such work will actually save threatened
languages—the title of Fishman’s 2001 book—it
will add to printed material in that language. If the
policy towards the mother tongues changes, as the
UNESCO wishes it to do so (UNESCO 2003), there
will at least be material which can be immediately
used.

This kind of work is part of a major trend of
preventing the 6000 plus languages of the world
from becoming extinct. This phenomenon, or
language death as it is called, is being written about
by many linguists (Crystal 2000; Nettle & Romaine
2000; Skutnabb-Kangas 2000). It has not, however,
attracted the attention of Pakistani policy makers or
linguists. Indeed, the conservative opinion in this
country believes in a linguistic hierarchy with



English at the top followed by Urdu. The other
languages come after that in this hierarchical order
(Mansoor 1993). Those in which language-based
identity has been mobilized—Sindhi, Pashto,
Balochi, Brahvi and to some extent Siraiki—
manifest varying degrees of pride in their
languages. However, even they are certain about the
pragmatic value of investing in English and Urdu
for their children’s education. But the speakers of a
major mother tongue, Punjabi, and the minor
languages of Pakistan show neglect or even
contempt for their languages. This attitude brings
about language death which some call ‘murder’
(Skutnabb-Kangas 2000) precisely because of such
an attitude and the linguicidal policies it supports.

Many of the supporters of globalization also support
one global language—English. This, they argue,
will make communication easier and cheaper. So it
will, but will it be in the interest of English-using
business empires or the ordinary people in the
world? That is a question which we must ponder
over with reference to our understanding of cultural
diversity, identity and notions of selfhood. If our
languages and cultures are taken away will we not
become second rate clones of other people? Will we
not look down upon our ancestors, our roots and our
way of life? Will we not lose our cultural and



literary heritage? These are possibilities which we
must look at before answering such complex
questions.

My own answers are scattered all over my writings.
To summarize, | believe that the mother tongues of
the people of Pakistan must be preserved and
strengthened. They should be taught in schools and,
at least at the primary level, be used as the medium
of instruction. Urdu and English should be added to
them but not in a way that makes students forget
their mother tongues (Rahman 2002; 2004). For
such a policy to be implemented it is imperative that
works like this book by Shakil Ahmed Shakil
should be encouraged and welcomed. | hope the
writer writes more of such works and lives to see
them become a part of every Shina-speaking child’s
school curriculum.

TARIQ RAHMAN Ph.D
Distinguished National Professor of
Sociolinguistic History,

National Institute of Pakistan Studies,
Quaid-i-Azam University,

Islamabad.
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