Linguistic genocide —Saroop Ijaz
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A litigant in the Pakistani courts is often left bedazzled by the use of Latin words like habeas corpus and petitions being dismissed in limine. The consequence of continuing these and similar practices in contemporary times is that the courtroom has become an arena that consciously and deliberately seeks to alienate the litigant or the accused

The Khyber Pakhtunkhwa cabinet has formed a committee on linguistic reforms in the educational system. As per the recommendations of that committee, Pashto will be included as a compulsory subject in 17 districts, from Class I to XII, while in the remaining seven districts they would include the mother tongue as a compulsory subject in the curriculum. Pashto and other mother tongues including Hindko, Seraiki and Khowar will be included as a compulsory subject from classes VII-XII.

Less optimistic expert estimates claim that 90-95 percent of the present languages may be extinct or no longer transferred from parents to children around the year 2100. There are two basic paradigms explaining why languages become extinct. The first one describes the disappearance as a consequence of social evolution. The other paradigm asserted by Skutnabb-Kangas is that languages do not disappear naturally. According to him, languages do not commit “suicide”, i.e. in most cases speakers do not leave them voluntarily for instrumental reasons and for their own good. Instead, languages are “murdered”. Most disappearing languages are victims of linguistic genocide.

Traditionally, in colonial settings or where a dominant culture has sought to unify a region under its control, the primary instrument used was the imposition of a common and often foreign language. An example is that in the Far East, Tibetan and minority Chinese dialects have been replaced by Mandarin Chinese amongst scores of examples in the contemporary world. The fear of everything native and indigenous by the Pakistani establishment and people is a manifestation of our colonial hangover. 

The measure taken by the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa cabinet is definitely a step in the right direction. The language question is not restricted to Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, rather it is one that needs to be addressed at the national level and various regional levels. Pakistan is incredibly rich linguistically, just as it is rich in terms of cultural diversity. Yet we are bent upon killing this diversity, along with various languages and cultures.

The issue is not merely the introduction of native languages as compulsory subjects but rather that the medium of instruction ought to be changed to keep these languages alive. According to a 2001 census, only 7.57 percent of the population of Pakistan considers Urdu their mother tongue. Research has shown that educating children mainly through the medium of a dominant foreign or second language (English or Urdu) instead of indigenous languages fosters mono-lingualism in dominant languages, not high levels of multilingualism. This is the practice primarily responsible for most of the linguistic genocide in schools in Pakistan. Potohari or Seraiki (or any other regional language) speaking children should have the right to have their education mainly through the medium of their own languages, with good teaching of the dominant language as subjects at primary level, and then can gradually move onto systems having different mediums of instruction.

An example of a peculiar colonial practice outside the educational system is in the courtrooms of Pakistan. A country in which less than one percent speak and comprehend English, the court room proceedings (at least in the superior courts) are conducted in English with a liberal use of Latin phrases by gentlemen (for the most part) dressed in black suits (even during the summers) and antiquated gowns. The practice made utilitarian sense in colonial times when the judges were British and the lawyers, for the most part, were British educated and the natives were considered not significant enough. In 1999, Lord Woolf, the then Master of the Rolls of the UK, introduced court rules which ushered in a new era of plain-speaking by abolishing some legal Latin. Lord Woolf also identified other Latin words that he wanted removed from the legal lexicon, including pro bono publicus and amicus curiae. Since the Woolf Reforms, the use of Latin in English courtrooms has become fairly minimal. However, a litigant in the Pakistani courts is often left bedazzled by habeas corpus and petitions being dismissed in limine. The consequence of continuing these and similar practices in contemporary times is that the courtroom has become an arena that consciously and deliberately seeks to alienate the litigant or the accused. The inability of the common man in Pakistan to comprehend the courtroom proceedings and documents creates the information asymmetry legal practitioners thrive on.

My arguments should not be interpreted as arguments against the use of Urdu or English, both of which are languages with glorious literary traditions. Neither am I opposed to Urdu as a unifying national language; however, my contention is that it is imperative to maintain a balance so that we do not end up killing more of our indigenous languages. 

The writer is a lawyer based in Lahore and can be reached at saroop_ijaz@hotmail.com
