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Abstract: The aim of this study was to explore the influence of Urdu on Pashto, with special attention to the
relexification of Pashto. To achieve this aim, the study was conducted in two phases. The first phase aimed at
measuring the proficiency of the participants in Urdu and Pashto, and data were collected through a
questionnaire. The second phase focused on exploring contact-induced language change and the relexification
of Pashto due to the influence of Urdu. Data for this phase were collected through a translation test consisting
of 200 tokens presented in English sentences for translation into Pashto. Data were collected from 546
undergraduate students enrolled in BS English programs at various public sector universities across four districts
of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, including Dir, Malakand, Mardan, and Peshawar. The collected data were analyzed
quantitatively using SPSS statistical software. The results revealed that young, educated Pashto-speaking
individuals were highly proficient in Urdu alongside Pashto; however, they lacked proficiency in the written
skills of Pashto, particularly reading and writing. Furthermore, the findings indicated that the Pashto language
had undergone considerable relexification due to the influence of Urdu, with a large number of Pashto words
being replaced by Urdu equivalents. The study highlights the growing influence of Urdu on the vocabulary of
Pashto among educated young speakers. The researchers recommend that language planners, policymakers,
education policymakers, curriculum designers, educational institutions, and parents take serious measures to
revitalize Pashto, with particular attention to preserving and restoring Pashto words that have been replaced
through relexification.

Keywords: Contact-Induced Language Change, Urdu-Pashto Language Contact, Language Influence,
Relexification, Lexical Replacement/Loss

Introduction

Background of the Study

Language contact is a sociolinguistic situation in which two or more languages co-exist, typically within a
single bi/multilingual speech community (Bussmann, 1996), and the plurilingual speakers of those languages
use each language according to the appropriateness of the situation. Although many scholars consider
language contact as a source of bilingual competence and language development (Ansaldo, 2009; Filppula,
2010; Salmons & Purnell, 2010), generally, it brings about certain changes in a language with the passage of
time (Poedjosoedarmo, 1982). However, the changes adopted by a language from other languages depend
upon the frequency and nature of its contact with other languages. Trudgill (2004) holds that small and
isolated speech communities, the members of which have strong social connections with one another and
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limited contact with other linguistic groups, are more likely to retain their linguistic norms and transfer
complex language structures to their younger generations. These communities are more linguistically
conservative and, as a result, have more linguistic complexities and irregularities and slower rates of linguistic
change. In contrast, communities that are frequently in contact with other languages are more likely to
experience linguistic simplification and thus lead to changes in and loss of linguistic items (Ahmad, 2026;
Trudgill, 2004). The same is true of the Yousafzai variety of Pashto, which is the concern of the present
research study. Out of all the dialects of Pashto, the Qandahari Pashto (also known as the Western dialect,
Henderson, 1993) has been the most isolated one and “it therefore seems likely that it is the most conservative
variety” (Henderson, 1998, p.596). Conversely, the Yousafzai variety (also known as the Eastern Dialect,
Peshawari or Nangarhari) has been more closely in contact with Urdu (the official language of Pakistan) and
thus has been influenced by Urdu more than the other varieties of Pashto.

According to Millar and Trash (2015) and Ahmad (2026), contact-induced language change and the
influence of one language on another may be of three types: (i) in substrate contact, a subordinate language
influences a dominant one, (ii) in adstrate contact, languages of the same status influence each other, and
(iii) in superstrate contact, a dominant language influences a subordinate language. The last type of language
contact is the most common one, and as stated earlier, it involves the modification of a language of a minority
group brought by the language of a powerful group. In addition, Grant (2019) suggests that the depth of the
historical relations of two languages with each other and typological and genealogical factors may influence
the linguistic ecology of a language. Furthermore, the intensity of contact in terms of the comparative size of
two speech communities, the length of the duration of contact between them and the consistency of prestige
and dominance of the speakers of one language over another may further influence the linguistic ecology of
a language. Gracia (2003, as cited in Nyaigoti, 2019, p.9) adds another significant aspect and holds that
“when coupled with schooling that pays no attention to teaching reading and writing in the ethnic home
language”, the speakers of the ethnic home language find very limited opportunities to receive and interact
in their mother tongue, and consequently, the productive skills of the speakers in their mother tongue may
decrease.

Kikelomo (2011) argues that the contact between two languages, particularly a superstrate language and
a substrate language, results in various sociolinguistic phenomena, including language convergence,
borrowing, phonemic loss, code-switching, lexical change, lexical loss, attrition and relexification. phonemic
loss, lexical change, lexical attrition, and relexification, to name a few. Relexification is a type of language
change (Kwon, 2020) that refers to “the process of vocabulary substitution" (Muysken, 1981, p.61) in a
situation where the language of a subordinate community stays with a dominant language and the speakers
of that language keep using the dominant language for decades (Edwards, 2013). Among the sociolinguistic
phenomena mentioned above, relexification is said to be the most serious phenomenon with reference to the
maintenance and survival of a language (Ahmad, 2026). Usually, it is loan-translation which is regarded as
a threat to the linguistic purity of a language; however, Wexler (2002) holds that relexification is different
and more serious than loan-translation because, in contrast with loan-translation, in relexification, the
existing words of a subordinate language are “replaced” [my emphasis] by those of the superstrate language.
According to Wexler (2002), “loan translations tend to be atomistic and quantitatively limited; in
relexification, there is an attempt to lift almost the entire lexicon from the lexifier language” (p.22). In
addition, relexification is more serious than another seemingly identical phenomenon which Putnam et al.
(2019) refer to as lexical attrition. Lexical attrition takes place when, because of the decrease in the use of a
person’s L1 (Cook, 2003), the person partially or completely loses his/her language, and this phenomenon is
often individual and requires psycholinguistic exploration. Relexification, on the other hand, is a kind of
language change which takes place as a consequence of collective subtractive bilingualism (Lefebvre, 1986,
2001).

It has been observed that the speakers of Pashto in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa have remained in longstanding
contact with the speakers of Urdu, and since Urdu belongs to a socio-politically, economically and culturally
dominant community, this contact has brought a number of changes in the linguistic structures of the Pashto
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language. Pashto is one of the four provincial languages of Pakistan and the mother tongue of the majority
of people living in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (Abbas & Bidin, 2022; Rahman, 2006). According to Pakistan Bureau
of Statistics (2024), Pashto is spoken by 43.6 million speakers in Pakistan, which makes up 18.14% of the
total population of the country. Similarly, it is spoken by 32.92 million people in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, which
is 81% of the province’s total population. Ahmad (2018) adds that it is the mother tongue of a well-known
nation called Pashtuns (or Pathans), and it serves as a source of Pashtun identity (Rahman, 2006, 2007). In
contrast, Urdu, the national language of Pakistan, is used as an official language and lingua franca in the
country (Khanum & Erum, 2021; Mahmood & Gondal, 2017; Kamran, 2017; Bari, Ahmad & Tabassum, 2020;
Roistika, 2019; Aslam & Dar, 2022; Mansoor, 2004; Raja, 2014; Abbas & Bidin, 2022). Naqvi (2017) is of
the view that, as compared to the regional languages of Pakistan, Urdu is considered a more prestigious and
civilized language. Being the national language of the country and a mutually intelligible language, Urdu
serves as the main medium of instruction and is taught as a compulsory subject in all private and public sector
schools and colleges in the country. Naqvi (2017) further holds that that because Urdu the language of print
and electronic media and is the language of magazines, newspapers, radio and television, and the majority
of Pakistani children get exposed to it in their early childhood, that is why, they acquire some basic listening
and speaking proficiency in it before they start going to school. Thus, “it is not a completely new language
for the students before going to school and beginning to learn it as a second language” (Naqvi, 2017, p.389).
In the urban areas of the country, almost every Pakistani can also speak Urdu along with their mother
language, and it is “so extensively widespread that it is like the first language of all Pakistanis” (Naqvi, 2017,
p.387).

Although Urdu is the mother tongue of not more than eight percent (Kamran, 2017; Mahmood & Gondal,
2017; Abbas & Bidin, 2022), to be specific, the mother tongue of “7.57% of the urban population” of Pakistan
(Bari et al., 2020, p.324), yet it is still the national language of Pakistan. Being a national lingua franca and
a source of cohesion and unity among the various sociolinguistic groups in Pakistan, Urdu has been promoted
excessively, which has “led to downplaying indigenous languages' roles” (Abbas & Bidin, 2022, p.90).
Rahman (2007) also criticizes the undue importance given to Urdu and holds that it has been promoted at
the cost of the other languages of the country. As a result, the speakers of the local and regional languages,
and particularly those of the provincial languages, i.e., Punjabi, Balochi, Sindhi, and Pashto, “feel deprived
because their languages have not been provided equal growth opportunities” (Abbas & Bidin, 2022, p.91).
Due to the excessive importance and growth of Urdu and the lack of equal growth opportunities, many
substrate languages have been influenced by Urdu. This is particularly true of Pashto. Because of the
dominance of Urdu over Pashto and the longstanding contact between these two languages, the Pashto
language has undergone relexification, and a large number of Pashto words have been replaced by Urdu
words. This research study explores the influence of Urdu on the Pashto lexicon and the extent to which
Pashto has been relexified by Urdu.

Research Questions
1. How has the Pashto language spoken in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa been influenced by the Urdu language?
2. To what extent has the Pashto language been relexified due to the influence of Urdu?

Research Methodology

Grounded in post-positivist philosophical paradigm, this research study adopts a quantitative survey design
for exploring the relexification of Pashto due to the influence of Urdu. In this research study, the researchers
collected data from 546 Pashtun undergraduate students enrolled in the Department of English at various
public sector higher education institutes of the four districts of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, namely Dir, Malakand,
Mardan and Peshawar. The students from the said institutes were selected based on “convenience and
availability” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p.212) using convenience sampling technique, also called
“availability sampling” (Saunders et al., 2023, p.325).
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This study was conducted in two phases, and the data were collected through two research tools. In the
first phase of the study, which served as a prerequisite for the second phase and aimed at exploring the
proficiency of the participants in the four skills of Urdu and Pashto, the data were collected through a self-
administered questionnaire consisting of various proficiency levels for each skill. The participants were asked
to rate their proficiency level in each skill of the said two languages on a 5-point Likert scale. In the second
phase, which aimed at exploring the actual contact-induced language change of Pashto, the data from the
participants were collected through a self-administered translation test (also called translational
questionnaire; Dash et al., 2023). According to Dash et al. (2023), a “translational questionnaire usually
consists of lists of words, multiword units, and phrases whose translation into an indigenous language is
supposed to reveal various lexical, morphological, and semantic properties of the language” (p.22). So, two
hundred tokens (Pashto words potentially relexified by Urdu) for the translation test were selected on the
basis of categories in “questionnaire for lexical data” proposed by Dash et al. (2023, pp.29-30) and each
token was presented in a short and easy English sentence. The participants were asked to translate the given
two hundred sentences from English into Pashto. In doing so, they were very categorically instructed, both
verbally and in written form, to use only Pashto words in their writing, and the rationale behind these
instructions was to delimit this study to the relexification of Pashto and distinguish it from other forms of
language influence, including borrowing and code-switching. In addition, they were also instructed to use
Pashto script for writing, preferably; however, Urdu and English scripts were also allowed to be used, so as
to ensure the participation of those who also could not write in Pashto script. In the next step, the collected
data was first cleaned and then analysed statistically using the statistical tool SPSS software (version 25).

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for this study comes from the combination of two theories, namely (i) Contact-
Induced Language Change by Lucas (2015) and (ii) the Relexification Hypothesis (Wexler, 2002). These
theories are briefly discussed below:

Contact-Induced Language Change (Lucas, 2015)

The underlying theory which serves as the primary roadmap of this research study is Contact-Induced
Language Change proposed by Lucas (2015). According to Lucas (2015, p.520), “a contact-induced change
has occurred whenever the whole or some subgroup of a speech community has adopted a speech habit which
owes its existence, again, to the presence of some form of bilingualism in that community.” Taking the
terminology of ‘transfer’ from Van Coetsem (2000), Lucas (2015) opines that one language, particularly a
superstrate language, may have a certain influence on the linguistic structure and form of another, typically
a substrate language. The language which influences another language is referred to as ‘source language’
(SL), whereas the language which gets influenced by the source language is called the ‘recipient language’
(RL). Lucas (2015) divides transfer into two types, and this division is based on the dominance and
proficiency of the agents of transfer; it is called ‘imposition’ if the agents have higher command over the SL,
whereas it is called ‘borrowing’ if they are more proficient in the TL (Lucas, 2015, p.522).

Relexification Hypothesis (Wexler, 2002)

The analytical framework for exploring the Pashto words relexified by the Urdu lexical items comes from the
Relexification Hypothesis proposed by Wexler (2002). The term "relexification", first coined in the 1950s in
Creole studies, holds "the process of vocabulary substitution in which the only information adopted from the
target language in the lexical entry is the phonological representation”" (Muysken, 1981, as cited in Wexler,
2002, p.10). Lefebvre (1981, as cited in Wexler, 2002) argues that “relexification is the process by means of
which phonetic strings of the vocabulary of the superstratum language are substituted into the existing lexical
entries of the substratum language” (p.12). Matras (2009) puts it as “the insertion of a word form of one
language (Urdu here) into the syntactic blueprint of another language (Pashto here). Muysken (1981) comes
up with a simpler definition of relexification and holds that it is “the process of vocabulary borrowing in
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which the borrowed element adopts the meaning and use of the element in the receptor language for which
it is substituted” (p.55). Lucas (2015) argues that though the phenomenon of relexification has traditionally
been associated with creole formation, it is the same phenomenon found in non-creole languages also. It is
important to note that “for relexification to occur, the only requirement is that source and target language
lexical entries share some semantic features; other common features are not required, although they will
often be present” (Muysken, 1981, p.65). It is further argued that “the process should not affect the definition
of a lexical entry but only its phonetic representation: thus, it would not be expected to involve the creation
of new syntactic categories, or any other drastic changes in the grammar of the substratum language being
relexified” (Lefebvre, 1986, as cited in Wexler, 2002, p.13).

Data Presentation and Analysis
The data collected from the participants was first coded into SPSS software, then cleaned and finally analyzed
using descriptive statistics. The results of the analysis are first presented and then discussed in detail below.

A. Phase 1: Establishing the Contact between Urdu and Pashto
The first phase of the study aimed at exploring the contact between Urdu and Pashto. The results of phase
are presented and discussed below.

Phase 1: Analysis of the Questionnaires
In the first phase of the study, data was collected from the participants to check their proficiency in the four
skills of Urdu and Pashto. The results of the analysis are as follows:

Table 1

The Proficiency of Participants in Urdu
Urdu Proficienc Least —_ Average Ve Most

Y Proficient D e Proficieicy Proficri{:nt Proficient HetE

Listening Skill 2.2% 1.5% 2.8% 17.8% 75.7% 100.0%
Reading Skill 2.4% 1.7% 2.4% 24.3% 69.3% 100.0%
Speaking Skill 2.2% 2.0% 7.5% 29.2% 59.0% 100.0%
Writing Skill 2.8% 1.3% 5.9% 23.7% 66.4% 100.0%

The results presented in Table 1 demonstrate the proficiency of the research participants in the four skills
of Urdu. The results illustrate that the participants were highly proficient in the receptive skills of Urdu, i.e.
listening and reading, and comparatively less proficient in the productive skills of Urdu, i.e. speaking and
writing. The overall analysis shows that they were significantly proficient in Urdu, and it implies the high
level of Urdu-Pashto bilingualism of the participants and the high level of contact between these two
languages. Lucas (2015) proposes that these two factors (bilingualism and language contact) are compulsory
requirements for contact-induced language to take place. Lucas (2015) further adds that the level of contact-
induced language change depends upon the level of these two factors, typically within a single state (Busman,
1996). The contact-induced language change of Pashto due to the influence of Urdu is discussed later in this
study.

Table 2
The Proficiency of Participants in Pashto
Least g Average Ve Most
Pashto Proficiency Proficient DL G ProficieElcy Profiiiint Proficient HetE)
Listening Skill 1.3% 0.9% 0.7% 5.3% 91.7% 100.0%
Reading Skill 19.3% 22.4% 13.2% 10.8% 34.2% 100.0%
Speaking Skill 1.3% 0.9% 0.4% 5.0% 92.5% 100.0%
Writing Skill 29.2% 19.3% 14.0% 14.2% 23.3% 100.0%
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Table 2 represents the proficiency of the participants in the four skills of Pashto, and the results emphasize
that they were highly proficient in the oral skills of Pashto; however, their proficiency in the written skills
(reading and writing) was found to be surprisingly low. These results imply the preferences and tendency of
the Pashto-speaking people towards the use of their mother tongue (L.1). Rauf, Shakeel and Qaisar (2024)
argue that “Pashto language competence among generations that have been schooled in Urdu or English-
language schools is noticeably lower” (p.218). These results emphasize high level of contact between Urdu
and Pashto, and potential influence of Urdu over Pashto may be anticipated from these results.

Phase 2: Analysis of the Influence of Urdu on Pashto
The aim of this phase was to explore the contact-induced language change of Pashto due to the influence of
Urdu. The following is the analysis of the data collected from the participants using the translation test.

The Script Used for Translation

During the collection of the data, the research participants were instructed to use Pashto script primarily for
writing the translation of the given sentences; however, they were given three options: Pashto, Urdu and
English (Romanized Pashto). The frequencies of the scripts used by the participants are given below:

Table 3

Script Used for Translation
Script Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Pashto 67 12.3 12.3 86.4
Urdu 350 64.1 64.1 74.2
English 55 10.1 10.1 10.1
Multiple 74 13.6 13.6 100.0
Total 546 100.0 100.0

Table 3 demonstrates the frequency of each script used by the participants for writing the Pashto translation
of the given sentences. It is evident from the table that out of the total participants, 12.3% used Pashto,
64.1% Urdu, 10.1% used English (Romanized Pashto) and 13.6% of participants used multiple scripts (Pashto
and Urdu) in their writing. These results emphasize the influence of Urdu on the linguistic repertoire of the
Pashto speakers in their L1, as the majority of them could not write in their L1 and instead used Urdu script
for writing in their L1. The frequencies of the use of these scripts by the participants are graphically
represented in figure 01 below.

Figure 1
Analysis of Script Used for Translation
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The Relexification of Pashto by Urdu
In the translation test, the participants were required to translate the given 200 sentences into Pashto and it
aimed at exploring the relexification of Pashto words. The results are given as follows:

Table 4

Frequency of the Relexification of Pashto
Language Used Pashto Urdu English Pashto Alternative Other Total
Percentage 11.33% 77.86% 2.66% 5.22% 5.93% 100%

Table 4 exhibits the relexification of the 200 Pashto words under the influence of Urdu. The statistics illustrate
that while translating the 200 tokens from English into Pashto, 11.33% participants used Pashto words,
77.86% participants used Urdu words, 2.66% used English words, 5.22% used some Pashto alternative
expressions, whereas 5.93% participants provided irrelevant responses. The following is the graphical
representation of these statistics.

Figure 2
Frequency of the Relexification of Pashto by Urdu
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Discussion

The statistical results presented above prove the influence of Urdu over Pashto. They emphasize that because
of the influence of Urdu over Pashto and their high exposure to Urdu, Pashto-speaking people are unable to
write in their L1. This finding of the study is supported by the study carried out by Rauf, Shakeel and Qaisar
(2024) who hold that the “Pashto language competence among generations that have been schooled in Urdu
or English-language schools is noticeably lower” (p.218).

In addition, the results also highlight the influence of Urdu over the Pashto lexicon and prove that the
Pashto language has undergone a great level of relexification due to the influence of Urdu and a large number
of Pashto words have been replaced by those of Urdu. As the statistics presented above exhibit, only 11.33%
participant could use Pashto words for the 200 tokens given to them, despite having been categorically
instructed, both verbally and in written form, to use Pashto words in their writing. It signifies that these
words have been replaced by Urdu words. For instance, the majority of participants used the Urdu word ¢\S»
instead of the Pashto word 3 /3'ta1/, the Urdu word <_k instead of the Pashto word ¢ /3'tax/, the Urdu
words Ul )l and/or ¢aisl instead of the Pashto word <)) /oz'mi:xt/, and the Urdu word 24 in place of
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the Pashto word L4 /ba:'tur/. Similarly, they replaced the Pashto words ! /da:'ls1/ and 4 /'barxs/ by
the Urdu words ~a3 and ~=>, the Pashto words x> /tfonys'1a/ and s+ /tfon'yo:l/ by the Urdu equivalents
i and s _si&is, the words wsidu » /barja:lr'to:b/ and «is« s /parmax 'tag/ by their Urdu alternatives s\S
and &5, and the Pashto words 43 s » ! /lmar pre:wa:'ta/ and 43& ! /lmar xa:'ta/ by the Urdu words «_ s
and <. These words, along with a large number of other such words, are not known to the young educated
Pashto-speaking people.

Above are a few examples quoted from the data, and the analysis of the entire data proves that the Pashto
language has undergone relexification due to the influence of Urdu. The Pashto-speaking people are very
frequently in contact with Urdu; even since their very childhood, the Pashto-speaking children get exposed
to Urdu through electronic media, textbooks and classroom instructions. Naqvi (2017) argues that “it is not
a completely new language for the students before going to school and beginning to learn it as a second
language” (p.389). In the urban areas of the country, almost every Pakistani can also speak Urdu along with
their mother language, and it is “so extensively widespread that it is like the first language of all Pakistanis”
(Naqvi, 2017, p.387). The exposure of the Pashto-speaking children from rural areas of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
is also very high, and this high exposure has a significant effect on the Pashto-speaking children’s proficiency
in their L1, as Mohiuddin (2011, p.6) claims, “if children are forced to switch abruptly or transition too soon
from learning in their mother tongue to schooling in a second language, their first language acquisition may
be weakened or even lost”.

These findings justify the basic assumptions of the theoretical orientation of the study, i.e. contact-
induced language change. Stapert (2013) holds that contact-induced language change occurs in a situation
in which speakers from different speech communities come into contact with one another and their languages
affect each other, remain in longstanding contact with one another, and consequently influence one another’s
languages. Similarly, according to Lucas (2015), “a contact-induced change has occurred whenever the whole
or some subgroup of a speech community has adopted a speech habit which owes its existence, again, to the
presence of some form of bilingualism in that community” (p.520). These assumptions are true of Pashto: as
the results discussed above suggest, the Pashto language has remained in prolonged contact with the
superstrate language, Urdu, and consequently, has undergone relexification and a considerable number of
Pashto lexical items have been replaced by those of Urdu. Its manifestation can be seen in the young Pashto
speakers’ inability to read and write in their L1 and in their use of Urdu words instead of Pashto words.

Conclusion

The Pashto language has been in longstanding contact with the superstrate language, Urdu, and resultantly,
has undergone a significant level of relexification, and a large number of Pashto lexical items have been
replaced by those of Urdu. Keeping in view the current influence of Urdu on Pashto and the possible
endangerment which Pashto may face in the coming decades, it is recommended that various stakeholders
should play their role to revitalize the relexified words of Pashto. Firstly, the language planners, policy makers
and education policy makers of the province of KP owe the primary responsibility: they should implement
Pashto as a compulsory subject at primary and secondary levels in all private and public sector educational
institutes of the areas in KP where Pashto is used as L1. In addition, the language planners and policy makers
should declare Pashto as one of the official languages of the province and should implement it in various
official correspondences. Secondly, the curriculum designers should include lessons in the Pashto books
which focus on the revitalization of Pashto with special attention to the relexified words, and the educational
institutes should also play their role in this regard. Lastly, the Pashtun parents and other elder members of
the society should also play their role in the revitalization and transmission of the indigenous Pashto to the
young Pashto speakers.
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