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Sadaf Munshi-DEL-2009

ARCHIVE OF ANNOTATED BURUSHASKI TEXTS (Ethnologue Code: BSK)

Project Description

1. Project Overview

The primary goal of the project is to create a linguistically analysed and searchable Archive of
Annotated Burushaski Texts (AABUT). The database for AABUT will consist of 15-20 hours of
high quality digitized audio and video recordings of oral literature from different, significantly
threatened, regional varieties of Burushaski, viz., Hunza, Nagar, and Yasin in Pakistan and
Srinagar in India. Following the latest recommendations for language documentation (Bird &
Simons 2003; Simons & Bird 2006; E-MELD 2005a-e and 2006a-b; OREL 2009), the project
team will collect, analyze, annotate, and archive Burushaski oral literature in various genres
including: traditional stories and mythical legends, historical accounts, personal narratives,
formal speeches, conversations, poems, speaker-to-speaker discussions of data, and metadata.
About 8-10 hours of the audio and/or video materials will be provided with time-aligned
transcriptions, multi-tier annotations, morpheme-to-morpheme and free translations into English.
A selection of smaller edited texts will be transliterated into Burushaski with Urdu translations.
A second outcome of the project will be pedagogical materials for promoting language
revitalization; this will be done considering the community’s strong interest in this aspect and the
reviewers’ recommendations for revising the earlier unfunded version of this proposal. The
pedagogical materials will consist of: introduction to the Burushaski alphabet, wordlists, parts of
speech, basic grammar, and smaller texts (e.g. short stories, poems, songs, etc). Transliteration in
Burushaski will be done using a modified version of the Perso-Arabic (Nastaliq) script based
primarily on the Urdu writing system. The documentation materials, including data, description
of data, texts and translations, sound files and video recordings, and metadata, will be archived at
the University of North Texas (UNT) Digital Collections Library. Access to the materials will be
restricted as determined and requested by community members, and materials will be
disseminated to the community in print, online and as other media, such as, CDs, DVDs, etc.

2.0. Language Context: Need for Documentation

2.1. Sociolinguistic and demographic background: Based on the government census figures of
1981, Backstrom (1992: 36) estimates the total number of Burushos in Pakistan as 55,000-
60,000. Of these, 18-22,000 live in Hunza, probably slightly more than that in Nagar, and about
15,000 or more in Yasin. Hunza, Nagar, and Yasin valleys are situated in the Gilgit District of
Northern Areas in Pakistan. Ethnologue (2005) reports 87,049 speakers of Burushaski in



Pakistan. There are significant dialectal differences between the Yasin variety (Werchikwar), on
the one hand, and Hunza and Nagar on the other (Varma 1941). About 300 speakers of
Burushaski live in Srinagar, the capital of Jammu & Kashmir, India, who refer to their language
as misa:ski ‘our language’ or Khajuna. This variety, the JKB, separated from the Nagar variety
in 1890-1 (Hassnain, 1978), and is a distinct variety of Burushaski exhibiting systematic
differences with other varieties (Munshi 2006, 2009).

Burushaski is spoken in a region home to speakers of several language families: Indo-Iranian,
Tibeto-Burman, and Altaic (Anderson 1997). It has been greatly influenced by languages such as
Persian, Arabic, Urdu, Khowar, Shina, Wakhi, Balti and Kashimiri. A majority of the Burushos
(speakers of the Burushaski language) are multilingual in their native language and at least one
of the other regional languages, e.g., the Indo-Aryan Urdu, Shina, Kashmiri, and Khowar, and
the Tibeto-Burman Balti (Anderson 1997, Kohistani & Schmidt 2006, Munshi 2006). Among
these, Urdu has a special status in that it is the /ingua franca of the region and the language of
literacy (Alam 2003). Just like speakers of other minority languages, dominance of Urdu has
resulted in a strong push for a majority of Burushos to shift to Urdu (Saxena & Borin 2006).
With greater means of mobility, more and more people have chosen to move to bigger cities for
education and employment. As a result, they shift to using Urdu as their primary language. Thus,
imperfect knowledge of the language is very common and fluency in Burushaski among the
second and third generation is on a rapid decline. Equally strong factors resulting in language
shift are lack of institutional support and cultural homogenization through education and media.

2.2. Genetic classification — language isolate: Many studies on Burushaski deal with attempts
to trace its linguistic origins (cf. Toporov 1970, 1971; Bengston 1991, 1992, 1996 [1998]; Tuite
1998; Casule 1998, 2009; and others). For example, according to Bengtson, Burushaski would
belong to a “Macro-Caucasic” family under the “Dené-Caucasian” macrophylum (Bengston
1991, 1992, 1996 [1998]) — a proposed, transcontinental branch consisting of Basque, languages
spoken in Daghestan, North-West Caucasian languages, Na-Dene, and Burushaski. Casule
(1998, 2009) has attempted to derive links between Indo-European, more specifically its Paleo-
Balkanic branch, and Burushaski. So far, none of these studies provide conclusive evidence for a
genetic relationship between Burushaski and an existing language. Therefore, the language is
still considered an isolate.

2.3. Typological features: Some typological features of Burushaski which make it a very
interesting language are:

a. Presence of a rich inventory of retroflex consonants (consonants pronounced with the tip
of the tongue curled up) such as ¢, c"l’, §, Z, and y, and uvular stop and fricative consonants
such as, ¢ and y. Some, but not all, of these sounds are found in its neighboring
languages, such as Dardic Khowar, Shina, Kohistani; these consonants are absent in
UrdwHindi, Kashmiri, Punjabi, and many Indo-Aryan/Indic languages spoken further
south and east (Note: Retroflex consonants are claimed to be due to the influence of a



h.

Dravidian substratum in the area. Uvular stop and fricative consonants in some IA
languages, such as Urdu, are only present in lexical borrowings from Persian/Arabic).

A huge number of different plural marking suffixes. For example, -muc, -(v)anc,-einc, -
(im)in, -iSo, -(id)ay, -v, -(v)o,and -koyo,to name a few.

A very rich and complex agreement system; Ergative, Absolutive, as well as Dative
agreement is possible; agreement features for Ergative/Dative as well as Absolutive
arguments simultaneously expressed on the verb when both are present in a sentence.
Distinction into inherently possessed nouns (such as words for body parts and kinship
terms) as opposed to non-inherently possessed nouns (including most other nouns) — a
feature absent in most (if not all) neighboring languages.

A four-fold classification of nouns: [+thuman] vs. [-human]; among humans, [male] vs.
[female]; and among non-humans, [+concrete] vs. [-concrete]. These are differently
expressed in nouns and verbs for agreement patterns — another feature not found in its
neighbors.

Presence of an overt Indefinite Article. The only other language in the same linguistic
area which has this feature is Kashmiri. Consider, for instance, Burushaski dasin-an and
huk-an vs. Kashmiri ku:r-ah and hu:n-ah meaning girl-Indefinite; a/any/some girl’ and
‘dog-Indefinite; a/any/som dog’ (respectively).

Presence of certain postpositions which do not necessarily have exact parallels in its
neighboring languages. For example, postpositions for the adverbials of Time/Duration
and Space/Location are different.

A unique way of signifying kinship terms, very different from the neighboring languages
and cultures, determined by the gender of both the qualifier/possessor and the
qualified/possessee. For example, ecu ‘(his) brother’, mocu ‘(her) sister’, mu:lus ‘(her)
brother’, and yas ‘(his) sister’.

2.4. Available materials: A substantial amount of published literature dealing with Burushaski
language and society in Pakistan exists (See Tiffou 2000). Many linguistic studies are dated (e.g.,
Biddulph 1880, Leitner 1889, Zarubin 1927, Lorimer 1935-8, Varma 1941) and contain various
inaccuracies in the linguistic analyses. Some of the recent studies on the language are: Anderson
(1997, 2003, 2007), Anderson & Eggert (2001), Berger (1974, 1998), Tiffou & Pesot (1989),
Tiffou (1993, 1999), Skyhawk (2003), and Willson (1999). The primary documenation
references on the language are Berger (1998) and Tiffou (1999) on the Hunza-Nagar
(predominantly Hunza) and Yasin dialects of Burushaski (respectively). The studies, however,
are in German and French, and, therefore, inaccessible to Burushaski speakers who are literate in
Urdu and English. The text collections are not linguistically analyzed and only broad translations
are provided.

Recently, scholars working with a local non-government body, the Burushaski Research
Academy (BRA), have produced some pedagogical materials and a Burushaski-Urdu dictionary
based on the Hunza dialect (Nasir Hunzai n.d.-2003). Because of limited resources and lack of
appropriate training, such efforts are yet to produce substantial outcomes. Many of these
materials have substantial room for improvement by trained linguists and language experts.



Secondly, because the organization primarily focuses on serving and promoting the Ismaili
community in Hunza, other Burushos are reluctant to participate in their activities.

2.5. Need for documentation: As a genetically isolated and a typologically very interesting
language, Burushaski makes a strong case for documentation and preservation. There are
extensive dialectal differences in all areas of grammar which have not been addressed in the
previous studies. In order to fully understand some of the most complicated areas of Burushaski
grammar and typology, such as, grammatical case and agreement, studying these differences is
very important. A linguistically analyzed, cross-dialectal study with a large corpus of first-hand
data will bring new insights into some of the theoretical aspects of the language. A
comprehensive cross-dialectal study of the language is the need of the time for achieving a more
rigorous historical and comparative reconstruction of the language and for finding the right place
for Burushaski in the grand tree of languages — a topic of great intellectual debate in many
previous studies.

Burushaski is primarily preserved orally and literacy in the first language is practically non-
existent. The survival of the different varieties of Burushaski is greatly threatened by increasing
and rapid language shift. The langauge has a very rich story-telling tradition which is yet to be
fully explored. Many Burushos have expressed a strong need for the documentation and
preservation of Burushaski oral literature which is feared to be lost when the older generation
passes away. Despite a number of previous documentation efforts, the speakers have been unable
to avail themselves of the materials because most of these are in foreign languages which the
Burushos are not literate in. A substantial amount of available materials on Burushaski are based
on the Hunza dialect, and the other dialects, viz., Yasin, Nagar and Srinagar, are especially in
need of documentation.

A major problem faced by scholars working on Burushaski is the absence of a widely-accepted
writing system for the langauge. Local rivalries have resulted in a number of competing writing
systems and an official consensus about a standardized script is yet to be made. For example,
only in Hunza, at least two variant writing systems exist which were proposed by Nasir Hunzai
(of BRA) and Ghulam Hunzai (See Ghulam Hunzai 1990) — both highly respected members of
the community who have composed a number of poems and other literature in the language.
Furthermore, there are a number of problems with the proposed writing systems which need the

attention of a trained linguist who is also familiar with the writing systems of the region.

Considerring these factors, there is a call for a new and broad-based documentation project
which will address the shortcomings of the previous documentations as well as provide fair
representation to all the dialects. This can only be acheived by a comprehensive cross-dialectal
study involving community members and language experts. As we will see in the following
sections, all the infra-structure for such a project is already in place, except for funding.



3.0. Project Participants

This project proposes to put together a research team which will be composed of: the principal
investigator (PI), two research assistants, and several native speaker consultants.

3.1. Principal Investigator: Dr. Munshi will conduct the overall management of the project and
coordinate and conduct fieldwork in Yasin, Nagar, Hunza and Srinagar. She is uniquely qualified
to carry out this project for several reasons:

The region where Burushaski is spoken is politically sensitive and also traditionally conservative. It
is, therefore, very important that the researcher knows the region well. As a native of Srinagar, Dr.
Munshi is familiar with the cultural traditions of all Burushaski-speaking areas. She has sought
assistance from and established contacts with several highly motivated and sophisticated
Burushaski speakers as well as community organizations and educational institutions across
different dialects of Burushaski. Dr. Munshi has a thorough understanding of the Burushaski
grammar and a working proficiency in the Srinagar variety. She shares at least two languages
with the community, viz., Kashmiri (Srinagar) and Urdu. She has a strong background in other
important languages, including, Sanskrit and Persian. She also knows the writing systems used in
the region, which include different modifications of the Perso-Arabic (Nastaliq) and Devanagri
scripts. An additional advantage is her gender which gives her easy access to female speakers in
a conservative Muslim community which does not welcome male researchers inside the
household unless they are closely related to the family. As the speech of many of Burusho
females is less influenced by contact than their male counterparts, access to data from female
speakers is a must for a documentation project.

This project is the second step in Dr. Munshi’s continuing work on the documentation of
Burushaski. The first step in this regard was her doctoral dissertation, submitted to the University
of Texas at Austin (UT Austin) in 2006 (supervised by Dr. Anthony C. Woodbury). The study
provides a structural description of JKB — a previously undocumented variety of Burushaski
spoken in Srinagar, and analyses the various forms of linguistic interference and language
change in this dialect (Section 6). JKB is a direct descendant of the Nagar dialect of Burushaski
in Pakistan — a dialect which has been fairly underrepresented in most previous studies. Another
outcome of Dr. Munshi’s work on Burushaski is a paper entitled “Contact-induced language
change in a trilingual context: the case of Burushaski in Srinagar” to appear in Diachronica
(2010). The study makes an important contricution to studies on language contact. Data from this
study indicate that lexical borrowing and structural borrowing are two different types of contact
phenomena which can occur independently of each other; the two processes are influenced by
different sociolinguistic factors which may interact in different ways in different contact
situations resulting in different outcomes. Munshi has also presented a number of papers on
different aspects of Burushaski language and documentation at various academic conferences.

































