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Documentation of the Himachali Pahari languages
as a step towards language maintenance 1

-Julia Mazurova, Evgeniya Renkovskaya,
Anastasia Krylova

1. The project on documentation of Himachali Pahari languages

The project on documentation of Himachali Pahari languages was launched in
2014 in the Institute of Linguistics, Russian Academy of Sciences. Kullui, an
Indo-Aryan language spoken in the district of Kullu (Himachal Pradesh, North
India) was chosen as a starting point of the study. This choice was based on several
factors. First of all, this area is linguistically diverse, but little-studied. Secondly,
this region has close and long-standing ties with Russia – International Roerich
Memorial Trust (IRMT) founded in 1993 by Svetoslav Roerich is located in
Naggar (Kullu district). Nowadays this place is one of the focuses of the RussianIndian cultural cooperation.
In our research we use the methods of the linguistic fieldwork. The speakers of
Kullui reside in the Kullu district of Himachal Pradesh, India. Our team of linguists
comes regularly to the Kullu district (usually for several weeks) and collects all
kinds of linguistic material including lexicon, grammar questionnaires and natural
speech texts. We also make observations on the sociolinguistic situation in the
region and conduct small-scale sociolinguistic surveys. Four linguistic expeditions
to Kullu district have already taken place – in 2014, 2016, 2017 and 2018.
2. Himachali Pahari group
The main objective of the current project is developing a grammatical description
and creating a dictionary of the Kullui language. Kullui belongs to the Himachali
Pahari group – genetic group of the Indo-Aryan languages also known as Western
Pahari. We agree with other scholars (Hendriksen1986: 199; Zoller 2011: 3) who
put in question the existence of the genetic group of “Pahari languages” divided
into three subgroups – Western (languages of Himachal Pradesh and neighboring
states), Central (Garhvali and Kumaoni) and Eastern Pahari (Nepali, Palpa, Jumli
and other). This threefold division, which first appeared hundred years ago in
“Linguistic survey of India” by G. A. Grierson, has historical and geographical
reasons, but does not have enough linguistic evidence. All the languages of the
mountainous area were unified under the name of “Pahari” in the Grierson’s work
(Grierson 1916) and this group was divided into three subgroups according to the
administrative borders of that time. However, for the time beingthe linguistic data
on Pahari is not enough to make conclusions on the nature of the genetic relations
1

The research is supported by Russian Foundation for Basic Research, project 19-012-00355
“The investigation of the Kullui language based on the oral text corpus”.
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between all these languages. For this reason we prefer to regard “Western” Pahari
separately and to call it “Himachali Pahari” or “Himachali” – after the name of the
state where the most number of speakers reside. Beside Himachal Pradesh, the
speakers of the languages and dialects of this group can be found in Uttarakhand
and Jammu and Kashmir. According to (Zoller 2011: 199) about 6 million people
speak Himachali Pahari languages.
Himachali Pahari group is a dialectal chain which consists of quite different
and not mutually intelligible idioms. The number of these idioms is unknown.
Fundamental linguistic research and a lot of fieldwork is required in order to
obtain a dialectal map of this region. There is no standardized language in this
group that can be considered more prestigious than others. All these languages
and dialects serve as means of oral communication with family and neighbors. The
dominance of rural population in Himachal Pradesh (more than 90% according to
the Census 2011) favors the vitality of the minority languages. The lingua franca
of the region is Hindi which is used in education, administration, mass media and
also in communication between speakers of different languages.
As our preliminary results show, that variation between the Himachali Pahari
languages is substantial even within Kullu district: the speech of residents of
different villages demonstrates differences at all linguistic levels – in phonetics,
grammar and lexicon. The languages of the settlements situated far from each
other are not mutually intelligible.
3. Kullui
The speakers of the Kullui dialectal cluster live in the Kullu Valley – in the town of
Kullu and the villages along the Beas river. According to the Census 2011, 196 295
people named Kulvi (Kullui) as their mother tongue. In fact it is impossible to
carry out accurate estimation of the number of speakers in a dialectal continuum
considering the fact that the majority of people of Kullu district (and Himachal
in general) are multilingual and many of them speak several Himachali dialects
and/or other languages in addition to Hindi (and English sometimes). In the
same time, the notion of “mother tongue” is not self-evident and depends on the
interpretation by the enumerators and local people.
4. Language vitality
Our linguistic data demonstrate variation in phonetics, grammar and lexicon
depending on the age, gender, social level, education and personal history
of the speakers. The reasons for that are quite natural. On the one hand, the
language is not standardized and is used by communities in many villages in oral
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communication only that gives way to all kinds of variation. On the other hand,
Kullui has been changing fast under the influence of Hindi recently – which is a
common situation for a minor language in a globalizing world. Most of the young
and middle-aged speakers are bilingual in Hindi and Kullui, some young people
use Kullui only in communication with their grandparents and Hindi (or English)
in all other situations (Mazurova 2018).
The evaluation of the vitality of Kullui varies according to different sources.
Ethnologue counts Kullui Pahari as Vigorous (EGIDS 6a – The language is
unstandardized and in vigorous use among all generations), see Ill. 1.

On the contrary, UNESCO Atlas of the World's Languages in Danger puts Kullui
among the Definitely endangered languages, see Ill. 2.
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This contradiction is understandable as these languages in general are underinvestigated and very few reliable data on the modern sociolinguistic situation is
available. Our fieldwork observations together with some fieldwork data we have
collected with the help of sociolinguistic questionnaires indicate that Kullui has
vulnerable status according to UNESCO framework, see Ill. 3.

In the course of our fieldwork we have encountered children who are full speakers
of Kullui and also children who do not speak any local language. Unfortunately,
many parents nowadays – especially those of high social position and with good
education – choose not to speak local language with their children. They make
this decision under the wide-spread misconception that learning minor language
may impede the acquisition of more economically advantageous languages like
Hindi and English. Although many scientific studies have demonstrated the
positive effects of the natural bilingualism on the cognitive development of a
child, these ideas have not reached the popular mentality yet. The misconceptions
against bilingualism and minor languages create a lot of harm to the language
transmission in the families and facilitate the rapid extinction of minor languages
all over the world.
Multilingualism is a typical feature of the sociolinguistic situation in Himachal
Pradesh. The languages fulfil different functions according to their status. Hindi is
a lingua franca of the region, language of school education, official organizations,
state government, language of communication inurban environment. English is
a language of international and Internet communication, language of education
in some private schools, the second language of official organizations, state
government. It is also used as a language for writing (especially in virtual space)
even by those who prefer Hindi for speaking. Local languages are used for the
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oral communication in the villages, they are important for folklore, traditional
activities (songs, tales, legends) and some religious practices.Some people also can
understand and speak to some extent the languages of the neighboring states and
countries – Punjabi, Urdu, Nepali, Dogri.
The most common cause of language shift (abandoning one language in favor
of another) is a dominance of a major language in a region. The main factors
that endanger minor languages of Himachali Pahari group are economic, cultural
and attitudinal. The dominance of Hindi in education and administration leads
to the low prestige of local languages. They become associated with poverty,
illiteracy and hardship, while Hindi and English are associated with progress and
better economic future. The migration to towns for getting job and education
is quite common. Internal and international touristic flows to this region also
support the status of Hindi and English as means of interethnic and international
communication.
Our preliminary research reveals a clear tendency for language vulnerability –
young people prefer to speak Hindi or English in many everyday situations and
some parents refuse to speak local languages with their children at all. Still, there
are also positive factors for maintenance of the minor languages in Himachal:
most people live in villages, not in towns, grandchildren often live with their
grandparents or nearby and have to learn and use local languages at least with the
older generation if not with parents. Some religious practices and local traditions
also help to maintain minor languages. There are language activists among
educated people, who understand the value of their native language and are ready
to do something for language maintenance and development.
5. Contributions from endangered languages to typology and linguistic theory
A major goal of linguistic typology is to understand what is possible and what is
impossible in human languages, and through this to understand the potentials and
limitations of human cognition as reflected in language. It is important to obtain
scientific information about endangered languages, for if they are lost without
documentation, we will lose valuable information about the full range of human
languages. The data we have been collecting during our fieldwork research have
value for the linguistic typology, comparative historical linguistics, proto-language
reconstruction, general classification of the Indo-Aryan languages, areal linguistics
and linguistic diversity. Kullui has interesting typological and areal features such
as phonetic system (valuable for comparative historical research and language
reconstruction), grammatical features like imperative construction, mirativity
category, genitive marking, numeral systems, word order specifics (Renkovskaya
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2018a; 2018b; 2018c; Krylova 2017b; Krylova, Renkovskaya 2018). Old words
in lexicon can show traces of contacts with speakers of other languages and can
throw light upon the history of people of Himachal (Krylova 2017a). As many
Kullui speakers are bilingual or multilingual, the data of the language can also
contribute to investigation of the contact-induced changes.
6. Language maintenance and language documentation
Different steps can be taken in order to maintain minor languages. A government
can introduce a minor language as a subject at school for small children. Educated
native speakers play a significant role in the language development by writing
poems, novels, articles and also collecting songs, proverbs, fairy tales and folklore
in their local languages. The scholars can also make a contribution in revitalizing
endangered languages, for example, by preparing dictionaries and teaching
materials. Language documentation comprises collection, processing and archiving
of linguistic data – for example, texts, word lists, recordings of conversations.
Language documentation has two main objectives. On the one hand, linguists
carry out research in order to describe and preserve linguistic heritage. On the
other hand, they should help the community to maintain and promote their
language and culture.
On the first stage of our fieldwork research we have developed a grammar sketch,
compiled a dictionary (more than two thousand words), recorded some texts.
The next step will be developing an audio on-line corpus of texts in Kullui using
modern linguistic tools like Fieldworks Language Explorer (FLEx) and ELAN.
At the same time, when we were working with Kullui speakers, we tried to
reveal the value of minor languages to the mand explain some misconceptions
about languages, like prejudice against bilingualism. We also have established
connections with language activists and local authorities.
The local languages are important for the culture and history, they are markers of
local identification and essential part of traditions, rituals and religious practices. In
many cases Kullui and other local languages are the best means of communication
with elderly people, which makes them a bridge for transmission of traditional
way of life.
Maintenance of a minor language is a completely different task from linguistic
description. However, scientific results of the linguistic research can find practical
use. A number of measures can be taken for promoting local culture among
speakers, like production of teaching materials for children in print form accessible
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for school teachers, on-line materials for language learning (dictionary with audio,
video recordings of narratives of different genres – fairy tales, life stories, legends).
The medium language of these materials should be Hindi, not only English. The
existence of the accessible materials will increase the status of minor languages,
make their value evident for the speakers.
7. Conclusion and perspectives
In the course of the fieldwork we have gathered sociolinguistic information,
grammatical materials, and we also have recorded texts and compiled a dictionary.
Our research reveals the dynamics of the sociolinguistic situation. Monolingualism
is quite rare and can be found among the older generation (mostly women),
who speak only a local language. Middle-aged people are predominantly bi- or
multilingual, knowing Hindi, local language(s) and sometimes English. Besides,
some people know Punjabi, Urdu, Nepali due to the migration, geographical
position and the history of Himachal Pradesh. The beginning of the language shift
to Hindi can be attested among the young generation. The young people basically
speak or at least understand Kullui, however the domain of the language use is
often restricted to the communication with their grandparents and old people.
The most popular means of communication among the children and young people
is Hindi and in some cases English.
The detailed documentation of the minor Himachali Pahari languages with the
help of the modern methods and instruments (audio dictionary, glossed texts,
audio and video recordings) is essential right now, as they still keep their linguistic
peculiarities. Modern methods and tools should be used for the documentation.
The scientific research should benefit not only linguists but also the community of
native speakers. We should help the young generation to preserve their linguistic
heritage.
Bibliography
Grierson G. A. The Linguistic Survey of India. Vol. IX. Part IV. Calcutta, 1916.
Hendriksen, H. Himachali Studies. III. Grammar. København, 1986.

Krylova A.S. Leksikostatistika novoindoarijskih jazykov: vzgljad polevogo lingvista
[Lexicon statistics of the New Indo-Aryan Languages: Prospective from fieldwork
linguistics] // Voprosy jazykovogo rodstva, 2017a, 15. 290–299.

Krylova A.S. Cardinal numerals of Kullui language [Kolichestvennye chislitel'nyejazyka
kullui] In: Problemy jazyka: Sbornik nauchnyh statej po materialam Pjatojkonferenciishkoly «Problemy jazyka: vzgljad molodyh uchenyh». M.: Institut jazykoznanija
RAN, Kancler, 2017b. P. 217-225.

156 		

Language Endangerment and Language Revitalization in Himalaya

Krylova A., Renkovskaya E. Documentation of the Kullui language: problems, results,
prospects // Vaak Manthan, 3 (1), 2018. P. 5-11.

Mazurova Ju.V. Malye indoarijskie jazyki Severnoj Indii: jazyk Kullui // Vestnik RFFI.
Gumanitarnye i obshhestvennye nauki, 2018, 4. P. 82-91.
�Renkovskaya E.A. Imperativ v Kullui [Imperative in Kullui] // Trudy Instituta
vostokovedenija RAN. Vyp. 6: Problemy obshhej i vostokovednoj lingvistiki: Jazyki
Juzhnoj i Jugo-Vostochnoj Azii. Moscow, 2018a. P. 168–173.

Renkovskaya E.A. Mirativnaja konstrukcija v jazyke Kullui [Mirative construction in
Kullui]Problemy jazyka. Sbornik nauchnyh statej po materialam shestoj konferenciishkoly «Problemy jazyka: vzgljad molodyh uchenyh» (12-14 March 2018)». M.Jaroslavl': "Kancler", 2018b.

Renkovskaya E.A. Genitive marking of arguments in Kullui (Indo-Aryan). 51st Annual
Meeting of the Societas Linguistica Europaea. Tallinn University, Tallinn, Estonia.
29.08– 01.09.2018. Tallinn, 2018c. P. 204-206.
Zoller K.P. Pahari jazyki // Jazyki mira: Novye indoarijskie jazyki. [Pahari // Languages of
the World: New Indo-Aryan Languages] M.: Academia, 2011.

Abstracts
Language Endangerment
and Language Revitalization
in Himalaya

174 		

Language Endangerment and Language Revitalization in Himalaya

education included in the MLE program. Nowadays this program is spreading
mostly in the state of Odisha. After research on MLE program in Odisha we want
to discuss its possibility in the Himalayan region. And our main focus will be on
how the Himalayan languages should be used in education.
Documentation of Himachali Pahari languages as
a step towards language maintenance
Anastasia Krylova, Julia Mazurova and Evgenia Renkovskaya
Different steps can be taken in order to maintain minor languages. A government
can introduce a minor language as a subject at school for small children. Educated
native speakers play a significant role in the language development by writing
poems, novels, articles and also gathering songs, proverbs, fairy tales and folklore
in their language. The scholars can also make a contribution in revitalizing
endangered languages, for example, by preparing dictionaries and teaching
materials. Language documentation comprises the collection, processing
and archiving of linguistic data – for example, texts, word lists, recordings of
conversations.
Our project on documentation of Himachali Pahari launched in 2014 in the
Institute of Linguistics, Russian Academy of Sciences. In our research we use the
methods of linguistic fieldwork. The main objective of the project is grammatical
description of the Indo-Aryan language Kullui. Kullui belongs to the Himachali
Pahari group. The speakers of Kullui reside in the Kullu district of Himachal
Pradesh, India. Three linguistic expeditions to Kullu district have taken place – in
2014, 2016 and 2017. We have gathered sociolinguistic information, grammar
material, and have recorded texts and lexicon.
The description of the sociolinguistic situation includes the types of bilingualism,
the domains of the use of Kullui, Hindi, English and other languages of the
region, the linguistic specifics of the generations. Our research reveals the
dynamics of the sociolinguistic situation. Monolingualism is quite rare and can
be found among older generation (mostly women), who speak a local language
only. Middle-aged people are predominantly bi- or multilingual, knowing Hindi,
local language(s) and sometimes English. Besides, some people know Punjabi,
Urdu, Nepali to some extent due to the geographical position and the history of
Himachal Pradesh. The beginning of the language shift to Hindi and English
can be attested among the younger generation. The young people basically speak
or at least understand Kullui, however the domain of the language use is often
restricted to the communication with their grandparents. The most popular
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means of communication among the children and young people are Hindi and
in some cases English.
Our preliminary research reveals a clear tendency for language vulnerability –
young people prefer to speak Hindi or English in many everyday situations and
some parents refuse to speak local languages with their children at all. Still, there
are also positive factors for maintenance of the minor languages in Himachal:
most people live in villages, not in towns, grandchildren often live with their
grandparents and must learn and use local languages at least with the older
generation if not with parents. Some religious practices and local traditions also
help to maintain minor languages.
The detailed documentation of the minor Himachali Pahari languages with the
help of the modern methods and instruments (audio dictionary, glossed texted,
audio and video recordings) is essential right now, as they still keep their linguistic
peculiarities. It is important to keep in mind that the result of the research
should benefit not only linguists and scholars, it should also be open and easily
understandable by the community of native speakers – websites and podcasts in
Hindi (not only in English), on-line grammars, teaching materials, dictionaries,
text corpus with audio and video recordings should be created that can excite the
curiosity of the community, especially young generation.
Language Technology in Himalayan Languages Case Study: Garhwali
Arushi Uniyal
The estimated number of languages in the world presently is close to 6000
(Gorden 2005). Among these, the Catalogue of Endangered Languages (ELCat)
Project has declared 3716 in the ‘endangered’ category. A significant number of
these languages are spoken in the Indian subcontinent and the Himalayan regions.
Garhwali is a Central Pahari language of the Indo-Aryan language family and
is spoken in a geographical area comprising of the Garhwal region of the state
of Uttarakhand (Chamoli, Dehradun, Pauri, Rudraprayag, Tehri,and Uttarkashi
districts). Although spoken by about 24,82,089 people (Census 2011), it continues
to be one of the under-resourced languages and the ‘UNESCO Atlas of the
World’s Languages in danger’ has classified it in the ‘vulnerable’ category. There
are 16 recognized varieties of Garhwali namely Srinagariya, Tihriyali, Jaunsari,
Badhani, Deassaulya, Lohabbya, Majh Kumaiya, Nagpuriya, Rathi, Salani,
Ranwalti, Bangani, Parvati, Jaunpuri, Gangadi and Chaundkoti. Among these the
Srinagariya variety is regarded as the standard variety.

