
 

 

Literacy and the Vernacular in Tajik Badakhshan: 
Research in Rushani, Khufi, Bartangi, and Roshorvi 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Elisabeth Abbess, Katja Müller, Daniel Paul,  
Calvin Tiessen, and Gabriela Tiessen 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SIL International 

2010 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SIL Electronic Survey Report 2010-015, May 2010 
Copyright © 2009 Elisabeth Abbess, Katja Müller, Daniel Paul,  
Calvin Tiessen, Gabriela Tiessen, and SIL International 
All rights reserved 



 

 

2

Contents 
Abstract 

1. Background 

1.1. Language Classification 

1.2. Locations in Tajikistan 

1.3. Populations 

1.4. Sociolinguistic Context 

1.5. Previous Research 

1.6. Education and Literacy 

1.7. Religion 

2. Research goals 

2.1. Domains of Language Use 

2.2. Language Proficiency 

2.3. Vernacular Literacy and Education 

2.4. Language Attitudes 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Locations and Dates 

3.2. Selection of Subjects and Research Tools 

4. Results 

4.1. Domains of Language Use 

4.1.1. Vernacular domains 

4.1.2. Tajik, Russian, and other language domains 

4.1.3. The encroaching vernacular 

4.2. Language Proficiency 

4.2.1. Factors affecting proficiency in Tajik 

4.2.2. Levels of proficiency in Tajik 

4.2.3. Proficiency at school 

4.2.4. Other issues related to proficiency in Tajik 

4.2.5. Proficiency in Russian 

4.3. Vernacular Literacy and Education 

4.3.1. Existing vernacular written materials 

4.3.2. Use of the written language 

4.3.3. The vernacular in education 

4.4. Language Attitudes 

4.4.1. Attitudes to languages 

4.4.2. Attitudes to education and language aspirations 



  

 

3

4.4.3. Attitudes towards using the vernacular in schools 

4.4.4. Attitudes towards vernacular literacy 

4.5. Summary of Results for Research Questions 

5. Discussion 

5.1. The Vernacular 

5.2. Tajik 

5.3. Russian 

5.4. Social and Regional Variation 

5.5. Diglossia in Rūshon 

Conclusion 

Appendix: Details for Table 2 

References 



 

 

4

Abstract* 
This paper presents the results of sociolinguistic research conducted in the summer of 2003 among the 

Rushani, Khufi, Bartangi, and Roshorvi people living in the northwestern part of Badakhshan in Tajikistan. 
The primary goal of the research was to determine whether a standard form of the Shughni-Rushani 
language should be developed and used in literacy. Four areas were examined to answer this question: 
domains of language use, proficiency in Tajik and Russian, the current situation for literacy in the 
vernacular, and attitudes towards the vernacular and vernacular literacy. Data were gathered through a 
series of questionnaires, including questionnaires on language use, attitudes, and proficiency. 

1. Background 
In this paper, we present results of research into Rushani, Khufi, Bartangi, and Roshorvi, four language 

varieties spoken in this administrative region of Rūshon in the northwest of the Gorno-Badakhshan 
Autonomous Province of Tajikistan. The goal of the paper is to examine the needs of the speakers of these 
four unwritten language varieties with regard to written materials. In particular, we attempt to answer the 
following question: Is it desirable for the speakers of these four varieties to have written materials in the 
vernacular? 

1.1. Language Classification 

Rushani, Khufi, Bartangi, and Roshorvi (or ‘the Rushani group’), along with Shughni, make up the 
Shughni-Rushani cluster of Pamiri languages. Shughni is the dominant variety of the cluster, both in terms 
of number of speakers and in prestige. Grimes (2000), like Sokolova (1959), considers the five members of 
the Shughni-Rushani cluster to be a single language. Most Russian scholarship, however, considers 
Shughni and the Rushani group to be closely related but separate languages (Mirzabdinova 1991). All of 
the speech varieties of the Shughni-Rushani cluster are linguistically similar, and for the purposes of this 
paper, we treat them as dialects of one language: Shughni-Rushani. According to Grimes (2000), the 
Shughni-Rushani, Sarikoli, and Yazghulami languages make up the Shughni-Yazgulami [sic] family of 
Eastern Iranian languages. 

1.2. Locations in Tajikistan 

In Tajikistan, Rushani, Khufi, Bartangi, and Roshorvi are traditionally and principally spoken in the 
Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Province (GBAP) in the southeast of the Republic of Tajikistan. This 
region is dominated by the Pamir mountain range and inhabitants of this region are often referred to as 
Pamiri. Speakers of Rushani, Khufi, Bartangi, and Roshorvi are located in the valleys of the western 
Pamirs, along the banks of the Panj River (which forms the southern border of Tajikistan with 
Afghanistan), and its tributaries. 

                                                           
* This report is based on research conducted by a team working under the North Eurasia Group of SIL International. 
We would like to express gratitude to the National State University of Tajikistan, under whose auspices the research for 
this paper was conducted. We would also like to thank Azatsho Nasreddinshoyev, a linguist with Khorog State 
University, who accompanied us on our research, arranged housing and travel, and facilitated our work among this 
language group. 
 This article originally appeared in John M. Clifton, ed. 2005. Studies in Languages of Tajikistan, 187–221. 
Dushanbe, Tajikistan: National State University of Tajikistan and St. Petersburg, Russia: SIL International. This 
volume is available from John Clifton, who can be contacted at <john_clifton@sil.org>. 
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Figure 1: Map of the region of the Rushani group 

Rushani is the largest of the four varieties. It is spoken along the Panj1 River from the village of Shipad 
in the north, through the Shidz and Barushon administrative districts,2 with their villages, as far as the 
regional centre Vomar (also called Kalai-Vomar or Rūshon); then further on to Pastkhuf in the south; also 
along the lower reaches of the Bartang River as far as the village of Jizev. Khufi is spoken in the villages of 
Pastkhuf and Khuf (which is divided into upper and lower villages) in the Khuf valley. Bartangi is spoken 
further up the Bartang River, starting from the village of Khijez, with the principal villages being Siponj 
(also called Bartang), Darzhomch, Razuj, and Basid. Bartangi is also spoken in the village of Ravmed, 
located on a tributary of the Bartang River. Roshorvi is spoken still further up the river, from the village of 
Roshorv through to the village of Ghudara. 

1.3. Populations 

Rogova (2000:209) estimates numbers of speakers (in Tajikistan) of each variety as follows: 

  Rushani – 18,000 (1996 figure), 
  Khufi – ca. 2,380 (1998 figure), 
  Bartangi – 2,425 (1989 census), 
  Roshorvi – 1,950 (1998 figure). 

1.4. Sociolinguistic Context 

Shughni-Rushani is considered to be an unwritten language. The national language of Tajikistan is 
Tajik. Tajik is, thus, the official language and a language of wider communication (LWC) for speakers of 
Rushani, Khufi, Bartangi, and Roshorvi. In addition, since Tajikistan was a part of the Soviet Union until 
1991, the Russian language also plays a role as a language of wider communication (LWC). 
                                                           
1 We follow Ofaridaev (2001) for the spelling of place names in the Pamirs. 
2 Following the Soviet system, a number of villages are organized into a jamoat (selsovet in Russian), referred to 
here as an administrative district, with a single mayor serving the entire district. One of the villages is the 
administrative centre for the district. 
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1.5. Previous Research 

The Shughni-Rushani group is the best studied of all the languages spoken in the Pamirs. Since the 
early twentieth century, linguistic descriptions of the group have appeared and comparative studies have 
been made of the phonological, syntactical, and lexical variations between each of the languages. Such 
respected linguists as I. I. Zarubin, V. S. Sokolova, T. N Pakhalina, G. Morgenstierne, D. Karamshoev, and 
D. J. Edelman have conducted the majority of this research. 

In addition, works specific to each of the four varieties in the Rushani group have been produced. 
Zarubin was among the first to publish on Roshorvi (Zarubin 1914), the most inaccessible and least well 
studied language of the group. Zarubin also produced texts and dictionaries for Rushani, Bartangi, and 
Roshorvi in the 1920s and 30s (Zarubin 1928, 1937). Sokolova published texts and a dictionary of Rushani 
and Khufi (Sokolova 1959) and Bartangi (Sokolova 1960), and Faizov published a linguistic description of 
Rushani (Faizov 1966). In the 1970s, a new drive in Pamir studies saw the publication of Karamkhudoev’s 
description of the Bartangi language (Karamkhudoev 1973), and Kurbanov’s studies of the Roshorvi 
language (Kurbanov 1972, 1976). 

Andreev presents a cultural and historical description of the Khuf Valley (Andreev 1958). More 
recently, Mirzabdinova describes the Khufi dialect of the Rushani language (Mirzabdinova 1983, 1991), 
including details of the linguistic relationship between Khufi and Rushani, as compared with Shughni, 
Bartangi, and Roshorvi (Mirzabdinova (1991). 

1.6. Education and Literacy 

Pamiri people place a high value on education. In schools, the medium of instruction is Tajik, as it has 
been since the beginning of the Soviet era (Bushkov and Monogarova 2000). Pupils in the Pamirs face a 
heavy burden of second-language learning, since not only must they learn Tajik, they also recognise the 
importance of Russian, and now also English, for educational and economic advancement. In addition, the 
Persian language and script is an important school subject for religious and historical purposes. Most 
school children study a minimum of four foreign languages (Tajik, Russian, English, and Farsi) from the 
second or third year of school. Since the Language Act of 1989, the study of the vernacular is also now 
permitted in schools. 

Each of the ethnic peoples in the Shughni-Rushani group has a body of oral literature in its own speech 
variety. Distinct poetic varieties are used for this purpose. 

Literacy rates in Tajikistan are reported to be very high, attaining 98 percent by the end of the Soviet era 
and 99.4 percent in 2003 (Central Intelligence Agency 2004). 

1.7. Religion 

The Pamiri peoples, with the exception of Yazghulami, are Ismaili Muslims, a branch of Shi’a Islam. 
This sets them apart historically and culturally from the other peoples of Tajikistan who are Sunni Muslim. 
The highest spiritual authority for Ismaili Muslims is the Aga Khan, who is revered as the Imam of the Day 
and whose commands are regarded as law. In the Pamirs, the Aga Khan is venerated not only for his 
religious status but also because almost all humanitarian aid to the region is channelled through his aid 
organisations. The Aga Khan’s aid is said to have prevented widespread starvation in the Pamirs in recent 
years, after the break-up of the Soviet Union and the subsequent civil war in Tajikistan in the early 1990s. 

2. Research goals 
As indicated in section 1, the primary question we address in this paper is: 

  Is it desirable for the speakers of the Rushani group of dialects to have written materials in the 
vernacular? 

That is to say, should a standard written form of the Shughni-Rushani language be developed and used for 
publishing materials and teaching practical literacy? We gathered data relevant to this question during 
research conducted in the summer of 2003. We considered four socio-linguistic concepts to be relevant to 
the question of written materials in the vernacular: domains of language use, proficiency in Tajik and 
Russian, the current situation for literacy and education in the vernacular, and attitudes towards the 
vernacular and vernacular literacy. 
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2.1. Domains of Language Use 

In a monolingual society, the language of literacy is most naturally the vernacular, since that language is 
used in all domains and for all functions. But in a multilingual society, such as is found in the GBAP, certain 
functions (such as education and government business) are often performed using a language of wider 
communication (LWC), rather than the mother tongue. Additionally, written materials may not be used in all 
linguistic domains. If the domains of use of the LWC coincide with the functions for which written material 
is used, it may be argued that literacy is best achieved through the LWC. For example, if speakers in the 
Rushani group only use Tajik in official situations, and if written materials are only used in that domain, 
then it would be appropriate to use Tajik for such materials. On the other hand, if speakers use the 
vernacular in domains where written materials are also needed, then it would seem desirable to have 
materials written in the vernacular. For example, if speakers in the Rushani group wished to record 
vernacular poetry or other oral literature in written form, or if teachers used the vernacular in education and 
needed textbooks, then this would require that the vernacular be developed as a written medium. 

The vitality of the vernacular is a further consideration for the question of literary materials. In cases 
where a vernacular is losing its vitality and being used in fewer and fewer domains, literacy in another 
language may be most appropriate for the longer term. However, if it can be shown that use of the 
vernacular is stable or even increasing (being used in domains where previously an LWC was used) then this 
would argue for the provision of vernacular materials. This gives rise to our first research question: 

 1) What are the current domains of use of the vernacular, Tajik, Russian, and other languages spoken in 
the area? 

2.2. Language Proficiency 

In situations where one or more LWCs are in use in a community, variation in levels of proficiency in 
these languages typically occurs. Certain individuals are very proficient in a second or third language, 
while others may have more difficulty, and some may be unable to function adequately in any LWC. If the 
language of literacy is not the vernacular, these latter individuals will not have access to comprehensible 
written materials, and if they form a sufficiently large proportion of the community, this may be expected 
to have a detrimental effect on social and cultural development. In this case, vernacular materials are 
desirable. If, however, proficiency is high across all sectors of a community, vernacular materials will be 
less necessary. 

It is necessary, therefore, to examine the factors affecting proficiency in the Rushani group 
communities, to discover which categories of individuals have lower ability in Tajik and Russian. It is also 
necessary to assess levels of proficiency in these languages. Thus, we have the following research 
questions: 

 2a) What factors affect proficiency in Tajik and Russian? 
 b) How proficient are the various sectors of the population in these languages? 
2.3. Vernacular Literacy and Education 

In approaching the topic of vernacular materials, we do not begin with a blank slate. It is necessary to 
investigate efforts that have been made in the past to promote or provide written materials in the vernacular 
and to see where there is a need for further development. It is also instructive to examine the use of the 
vernacular in education, since this is a primary area from the perspective of literacy and one where a need 
for vernacular materials will be most evident. 

We, therefore, need to ask three research questions: 

 3a) What written materials exist in the vernacular and to what extent are they available? 
 b) To what extent is the vernacular used in written form? 
 c) What is the role of the vernacular in education? 
2.4. Language Attitudes 

The desirability of written materials in the vernacular is not only the result of language use and 
proficiency; we must also take into account attitudes within the ethnolinguistic community towards 
language and literacy. If certain sectors of the community do not value their own language, preferring an 
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LWC, they are unlikely to perceive any benefit in materials written in the vernacular, and are consequently 
unlikely to use them. On the other hand, if speakers themselves value their own language highly and desire 
to see it developed, this would help justify the production of vernacular materials. 

In the investigation of attitudes, it is important to include the sphere of education, since this is a primary 
means through which literacy is attained. Therefore, our research considered the wishes of parents and 
teachers with respect to their children’s education, and more widely, aspirations of individuals as to their 
own future language learning. We also asked specifically about attitudes towards the use of the vernacular 
in education and the development of vernacular literacy. Therefore, we, have the following research 
questions: 

 4a) What are the attitudes of the various sectors of the population towards the vernacular, Tajik and 
Russian? 

 b) What are people’s attitudes towards education, and which languages do people want themselves or 
their children to learn? 

 c) What are people’s attitudes towards the use of the vernacular in education and the development of 
vernacular literacy? 

3. Methodology 
In this section, we will present the methodology we followed in our research. 

3.1. Locations and Dates 

We gathered the data relevant to the main research question over a period of two weeks in August 2003, 
in six locations in the Rūshon administrative region3 in the northwest of the Gorno-Badakhshan 
Autonomous Province of Tajikistan. 

Since this two-week research trip was our first visit to the region, several of the research locations 
chosen were regional centres. This was the most practical option, since it was necessary, in any case, to 
visit these locations in order to obtain permissions to conduct our research. This choice also allowed us to 
interview officials including mayors, school teachers, and doctors, in order to gain basic information about 
the area under study. Thus, four of the six locations visited were the principal administrative centres of each 
of the four dialects under study: for Rushani, the town of Vomar; for Khufi, the village of Khuf; for 
Bartangi, the village of Siponj; and for Roshorvi, the village of Savnob. 

Two further Rushani-speaking locations were chosen, since the Rushani dialect is considerably larger 
than any of the other dialects. Both of these locations are situated at geographical extremes within the 
Rushani area and were chosen in the expectation that any variation in the sociolinguistic situation would be 
most evident in these distant villages. If, on the other hand, no variation was found, it would indicate 
uniformity across the entire Rushani-speaking area. Shipad and Yems were chosen for these other two 
locations. Shipad is located at the northernmost extreme of the Rushani region. Yems is located along the 
Bartang Valley, away from the main road to Khorugh and is the highest-altitude village of significant size 
where Rushani is still spoken, before the start of the Bartangi-speaking area. 

3.2. Selection of Subjects and Research Tools 

The choice of research subjects followed a fairly standard pattern. In each location, we began by 
requesting interviews with specialist individuals, including the regional or local administrator, school or 
kindergarten director, health professional, and religious leader. With each such specialist, sociolinguistic 
questionnaires were used that contained questions specific to each profession or role. Details of which 
specialist interviews were completed in each location are given in table 1. 

                                                           
3 The political unit to which we refer as an administrative region is a nohia in Tajik, or rajon in Russian. 
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Table 1: Number of specialist interviews completed in each location 
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Regional administrator* 1 0 0 0 0 0 
Local administrator 1 2 1 1 2 1 
School director 1 1 1 1 2‡ 2 
Health professional 1 1 2‡ 1 1 1 
Kindergarten director† 1 0 0 0 0 0 
Religious leader 1 0 1 1 0 1 

* Since all the locations visited are in one administrative region, the centre of 
which is Vomar, information for the whole area was collected during the 
interview in Vomar. 
† There proved to be only one kindergarten in the region, located in Vomar. 
‡ The two were interviewed together. 

Following these specialist questionnaires, we moved on to general questionnaires designed to elicit 
information relating to the four research areas of language use, proficiency, vernacular literacy, and 
attitudes. Where possible, (within the constraints of time, availability and appropriateness) one or more of 
these general questionnaires were used with the specialists. We also requested interviews in each location 
with a group of men, a group of women, and occasionally with additional individuals. 

With each of these groups or individuals, one or more of the general questionnaire forms were used, the 
selection of forms being made by the researchers at the time of the interview, based on our judgement as to 
the most needed or interesting data that could be obtained in each case. Altogether, we interviewed sixty-
eight subjects in the six locations. The number of respondents for each questionnaire in each location is 
shown in table 2. The numbers in the final row indicate the number of people who answered general 
questions on various topics not corresponding fully to any of the questionnaires. Totals add up to more than 
the number of respondents (68) since several respondents answered more than one questionnaire.4 

Table 2: Numbers of respondents to general questionnaires 
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Location Description 3 2 2 5 8 1 21 
Language Use 3 1 0 0 2 1 7 
Sociolinguistic Attitudes 4 10 0 1 8 1 24 
Dialect and Attitudes 3 2 3 6 7 5 26 
Proficiency 2 0 1 4 7 5 19 
Personal Information 4 3 3 7 8 2 27 
General Information 1 0 6 4 0 5 16 

The respondents were chosen using a rough form of judgement sampling; that is, we deliberately sought 
out certain types of respondents, according to our expectations of the sociolinguistic patterns in the 
community. In particular, we attempted to speak to individuals of lesser status, education, and mobility 
(often, but not always, women), since the necessity of interviewing specialists naturally resulted in a 
preponderance of higher-status, well-educated and mobile respondents in the data. The gender, age, and 
education levels of the respondents are specified in figure 2. The category ‘young’ corresponds to 
respondents aged 30 or under at the time of interview, while ‘older’ indicates an age of over 55. Education 

                                                           
4 Details concerning gender and how many respondents answered individually and in groups are given in the 
appendix. 
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levels are divided into lower, indicating secondary level schooling or less; and higher, indicating at least 
some technical or university education after secondary school. 

Figure 2: Respondents by category 

As can be seen, the majority of respondents interviewed were of middle age, of which the majority had 
higher education. The largest single category of respondent was higher-educated, middle-aged men. No 
young men and only few young women were found with higher education; this is largely, however, because 
most younger respondents had not yet completed their education and were, therefore, classified in the lower 
category. Few older respondents were found; this may perhaps reflect demographic realities in the 
populations visited. Of those with lower education, more women were interviewed than men, while the 
reverse was true in the case of higher-educated respondents. 

Since interview subjects were not chosen through a random sampling method, the data cannot be 
claimed to be statistically representative of the communities visited and no estimate of statistical error can 
be obtained from the results. However, the extent to which the interview subjects were not only chosen in 
an informed way, but also asked to speak for and about their community, renders the data representative in 
two different senses. First, insofar as we aimed to speak to different types of people, the data may be 
expected to cover the range of possible variation present in the community, and we may claim that it is 
typologically, but not proportionally, representative. Secondly, going on the assumption that the 
respondents are able not merely to give information about themselves, but also about other inhabitants of 
their village or area, we collected general statements that, we suggest, are subjectively representative of the 
community. Thus, no statistical analysis is given in the results presented in section 4, but the range and 
variety of responses are detailed, together with reported data regarding the traits of the general population. 

4. Results 
The results in this section are presented in the order of the four research goals outlined in section 2. 

Within each of these four sections, data relating to each research question is presented in turn. 

4.1. Domains of Language Use 

In this section, we examine the domains of use of the vernacular, Tajik, Russian, and other languages. 
Our data, gathered through interviews and observation, was consistent across locations. Thus, results refer 
to the entire Rūshon region, except where otherwise noted. In some domains, the vernacular is clearly the 
dominant language. In other domains, Tajik, Russian, or other languages are typically used, but the 
vernacular is also frequently used, encroaching on the domains of these other languages. 

4.1.1. Vernacular domains 

It quickly became clear, from the consistent responses obtained during interviews, that use of the 
vernacular is strong and exclusive in certain domains in all locations. First, the vernacular is universally 
used as the main language in the home. It is always the first language learned by children and is, generally, 
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the language of greatest fluency for all.5 The vernacular is always the language used for unofficial 
situations, that is, in normal everyday personal contact not associated with any public occasion or 
regulatory authority. The vernacular is also used between friends and family members, except where a 
relative is from another region, or in the context of work or education.6 The vernacular is used with guests 
who speak it; otherwise the language of the guest is used, whether that is Tajik, Russian, or another 
language. Newcomers to these areas learn the vernacular rather than Tajik,7 and we heard of no one in the 
locations we visited who does not know the vernacular. The low use of Tajik in daily life is attested to by 
the fact that non-Tajik immigrants can live in the area for twenty years without learning Tajik. 

Exceptions to the use of the vernacular as the first language are: 1) a very few Tajik-speaking wives 
who married into the area, and 2) a small number of children from families who previously lived in 
Dushanbe or another Tajik-speaking town, and who returned to Badakhshan (most generally during the 
civil war). Even in Shipad, the village which has the highest level of contact with Tajik speakers, such 
individuals number no more than (by one estimate) five percent of the population, and they all additionally 
speak the vernacular. 

4.1.2. Tajik, Russian, and other language domains 

Tajik is used in official situations, such as in public gatherings or meetings. It is the official language of 
school and government and is, thus, used in the workplace by teachers, government officials, and health 
workers. It is also used in the formal teaching of religion, both in seminars for religious leaders and in 
weekly meetings that take place in all communities. 

Interviewee responses as to which language is most read, or is easiest to read, were divided equally 
between Tajik and Russian, and an equal number of respondents reported difficulties in reading both 
languages (although more reported difficulties with reading the vernacular). Tajik radio was more often 
listened to and more popular than Russian radio, but only a few of our respondents watched much Tajik 
television, and no one preferred it.8 As many respondents sing in Tajik as in the vernacular, and more 
respondents write in Tajik than in either the vernacular or Russian. Most respondents also find Tajik the 
easiest language to write. Tajik numerals are used for counting above ten. 

Russian is used at work and in official situations by a small minority of respondents, such as medical 
staff and teachers of the Russian language, who use it in the classroom and occasionally elsewhere for the 
benefit of learners. It was the language half of our respondents read most and the easiest language to read 
for a little over half of respondents. Until recently, it was the only language in which it was possible to train 
to become a doctor or nurse. It is still the language of most medical literature (although a small amount 
exists in Tajik) and the language of seminars for medical workers. For a majority of respondents, it is the 
most popular language for watching television and the language in which television is most commonly 
watched. A little Russian is added by almost half of respondents when cursing. School directors reported 
that Russian is studied in schools from the second grade. 

Farsi, or Persian, the classical variety of the Tajik language, is the language of much poetry and 
literature and forms part of the cultural heritage of the Badakhshan region. Farsi and Arabic are the 
languages of religion: religious literature in these languages is read aloud by religious leaders in rites and 
ceremonies. School directors reported that the Farsi language and script is studied in schools from the 
second or third grade, while English is studied from grade 2. 

                                                           
5 A minority of older, educated professional people consider their Tajik to be their best language. This is probably 
due to the fact that their work requires them to have a high fluency in Tajik in certain situations, and the vernacular is 
not used in those situations. 
6 In the field of education, another language may be used with children so that they can improve their ability in that 
language. 
7 Indeed, even those newcomers who already speak Tajik often learn and use the vernacular. 
8 This is certainly due, at least in part, to the nature and quality of programming of the respective channels; it also 
reflects the fact that in certain locations there is no reception of Tajik-language transmissions. 
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4.1.3. The encroaching vernacular 

Despite the use of Tajik, Russian and other languages in many domains, our research showed that use of 
the vernacular overlaps the use of these LWCs in several of them. In the first years of schooling, the 
vernacular is used to help pupils understand the lessons; both pupils and teachers of all grades also use it 
between and after classes. (Further details of the use of the vernacular in schools may be found in section 
4.3.3.) Children who attend the kindergarten in Vomar are taught using the vernacular and Tajik. (We were 
also told that they learn some Russian and even English in the form of songs and poems.) Although 
religious teaching, ceremonies, and literature are in Tajik, Farsi, or Arabic, the vernacular is used to explain 
the meaning of these and for informal discussion in religious meetings. Medical workers also use the 
vernacular with their patients and in community health seminars to teach healthcare and to explain the 
meaning of medical brochures (which are in Tajik or Russian). 

The vernacular, Tajik, and Russian are all used for both folk stories and children’s songs. The 
vernacular is the language used for arguing and, together with a little Russian, for cursing. The vernacular, 
together with Tajik and sometimes Russian, is reportedly used for singing, counting, and writing letters. In 
spite of this, none of our respondents find it the easiest language in which to write, nor is it used for reading 
or easy to read. Several respondents mentioned having difficulty in reading the vernacular. (More 
information about reading and writing the vernacular can be found in section 4.3.2.) 

These data about patterns of language use suggest that use of the vernacular is at least stable in the 
community, and perhaps increasing. While the vernacular commonly encroaches on several typically non-
vernacular domains, there were very few signs to suggest that Tajik or other languages are threatening 
domains dominated by the vernacular. 

4.2. Language Proficiency 

In this section, we first examine the factors that affect levels of proficiency in Tajik among speakers of 
the Rushani group dialects. Then, we attempt to categorize sectors of the population with higher and lower 
levels of proficiency in Tajik. Following this, we briefly examine proficiency levels in Russian. 

4.2.1. Factors affecting proficiency in Tajik 

In order to obtain information on factors affecting Tajik proficiency among speakers of the Rushani 
group dialects, we asked respondents to evaluate both their own and others’ levels of proficiency, and for 
opinions as to what accounted for higher levels and lower levels of proficiency. As part of this, we asked 
schoolteachers about their pupils’ levels of proficiency in Tajik. Responses as to the reasons for different 
levels were open-ended, allowing respondents to determine the answers they considered most appropriate. 
During our analysis of the responses, we grouped them into categories according to what, in our judgement, 
were the common themes. Seventeen respondents gave reasons for high levels and the same number gave 
reasons for low levels, but the groups were not exactly the same, since several respondents gave reasons 
accounting for either low levels or high levels, but not for both. In table 3, we present the reasons given to 
account for low levels of proficiency in Tajik. 

Table 3: Reasons for low levels of proficiency in Tajik 

Reasons Number/Percent* 
Person is older  11 65% 
Low contact or travel  10 59% 
Poor education  9 53% 
Person is woman  5 29% 
Unfamiliarity with Tajik  5 29% 
Other  4 24% 
* Total percentage are greater than 100% because 
respondents gave more than one answer. 

As may be seen, three factors were mentioned by a large proportion of respondents as reasons for low 
levels of proficiency in Tajik: age, contact or travel, and education. Two further factors, gender and 
unfamiliarity with Tajik, occur as common reasons for low levels of proficiency. 
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In table 4, we present the reasons given to account for high levels of proficiency in Tajik. 

Table 4: Reasons for high Tajik levels 

Reasons Number/Percent* 
Person has good education or is intelligent  10 59% 
High contact and travel   8 47% 
Good occupation  7 41% 
Person is young woman  2 12% 
Other  2 12% 
* Total percentage are greater than 100% because respondents gave 
more than one answer. 

Three factors were mentioned by a large proportion of respondents as reasons for high levels of proficiency 
in Tajik: education, contact and travel, and occupation. Two of these factors: education, and high contact 
and travel, were also mentioned as major reasons for low levels of proficiency. 

Overall, then, four factors were mentioned by at least seven respondents as reasons for either high or 
low levels of proficiency: education, contact and travel, age, and occupation. We consider these four to be 
major factors affecting levels of proficiency. Three other factors, although mentioned less frequently, are 
also worthy of attention: effects of the civil war (including within the category of contact and travel), 
gender, and unfamiliarity with Tajik. We will discuss these seven factors in turn. 

Education: Taking together reasons for both low and high proficiency in Tajik, one’s level of education 
comes out clearly as the main determining factor in respondents’ minds. Nine out of seventeen respondents 
indicated that low education hindered proficiency in Tajik, while ten of seventeen respondents attributed 
high levels of proficiency to either intelligence or good education. About 40 percent of respondents who 
cited education as a determining factor, referred, in particular, to the presence or absence of higher 
education. 

Contact and travel: The second most commonly-cited reason for high and low levels of Tajik was whether 
an individual had contact with Tajik speakers, or was able to travel out of the village to areas where Tajik is 
spoken. Low contact or travel was given as a reason for poor levels of proficiency by ten out of seventeen 
respondents, while eight out of seventeen considered that high contact and travel was a reason for high 
levels. Destinations of travel that were considered to have an influence included Dushanbe (mentioned by 
20% of respondents), other Tajik-speaking areas (30%), and Khorugh (15%). Living in close proximity to 
Tajik-speaking areas was cited as a factor by one respondent in Shipad, the only village we visited that is 
close to such an area. Travel to Russia, however, is not felt to result in high levels of proficiency in Tajik. 
One respondent indicated that travel to Russia results in low levels of proficiency in Tajik. 

Age: The most commonly reported reason for lower levels of proficiency, mentioned by eleven of 
seventeen respondents, was age. Older people, especially older women without education, are felt to speak 
Tajik poorly, if at all. Simply being younger, however, was not reported as a contributing factor to higher 
levels of proficiency, except where this was also linked to gender: two respondents told us that young 
women speak better Tajik than other people. 

It is interesting that such a large number of respondents mentioned the factor of age, since it is doubtful 
whether age, in itself, can affect levels of proficiency in Tajik. It is more likely that age, in these 
communities, correlates with other factors, such as low contact and travel, since older people frequently do 
not leave their villages; or education, since older women typically had little schooling. Conversely, young 
people will have studied Tajik at school more recently, and so their levels of Tajik are likely to be higher 
than that of people who have not used Tajik since leaving school. Once again, an apparent link between 
proficiency and age may actually be due to a link between proficiency and education. 

Employment: Another major reason given for high levels of proficiency, mentioned by seven respondents, 
is occupation. The occupation most often cited (by six respondents) was that of teacher; other occupations 
included government workers (two respondents), drivers, and engineers. One respondent said that children 
of teachers have higher levels of proficiency in Tajik. 
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It is clear that the use of Tajik on a daily basis in the context of employment would have a direct effect 
on proficiency. In addition, however, this factor may again correlate to some extent with the factors of 
education, and contact and travel, since many of the occupations mentioned require a course of study, 
and/or give rise to the opportunity or necessity to travel and have contact with Tajik speakers. Teachers and 
government workers are typically highly educated, probably mix with Tajik speakers in the course of their 
education, and often need to travel and have contact with Tajik speakers as a part of their work. Drivers 
also need to travel and have contact with Tajik speakers. 

Effects of the civil war: Closely connected to the factor of contact and travel, but only mentioned 
specifically by one respondent, is travel induced by the civil war of the early 1990s. Until this time, many 
Pamiri people worked or studied in Dushanbe and other Tajik-speaking towns. The majority of these 
people, including many families who had lived away for some time, returned to Badakhshan when civil war 
broke out in Tajikistan. According to one respondent, such families and individuals speak better Tajik than 
those who have not left Badakhshan. 

Gender: Five out of seventeen respondents attributed poor levels of proficiency to women. Yet, two 
respondents credit young women with high levels. An explanation for this may be found in the differences 
in education and contact/travel habits of the genders across the generations. It is very common for older, 
married women to stay at home and have little travel or contact with Tajik speakers. On the other hand, 
younger women are far more likely to become well educated now than in previous generations. 

Unfamilarity with Tajik: Five respondents simply said that some people do not speak Tajik well because it 
is a foreign, new, or difficult language. This included the very young, those from another country, or those 
educated through Russian. 

4.2.2. Levels of proficiency in Tajik 

In each location, we collected opinions from respondents regarding the general levels of proficiency in 
Tajik in their community. No standard question was used to elicit these responses: at times, we asked 
respondents to estimate the levels of proficiency, while at other times the information was volunteered. 
Thirteen respondents in all locations contributed information dealing with levels of proficiency. In our 
analysis, we have reinterpreted the data as responses to the following three statements: 

1) A majority/minority of the population has good proficiency in Tajik. 
2) A majority/minority of the population has a general level of Tajik. 
3) A majority/minority of the population has poor proficiency in Tajik. 

The responses are summarized in table 5. 

Table 5: Evaluations of community levels of proficiency in Tajik 

 Majority Minority Total 
Statement 1 4 5 9 
Statement 2 6 0 6 
Statement 3 4 5 9 

Responses seem to be fairly evenly divided as to whether the majority of the population has high or low 
Tajik proficiency. What is clear is that, in the opinion of most respondents (nine out of thirteen), at least a 
minority of the population have low levels of Tajik. Thus, it appears that nowhere in the region are Tajik 
levels uniformly high, and levels may be low in some sectors of most communities. 

An important trend can be observed, however, when these data are divided according to the location of 
the respondent. Out of the six locations visited, four can be said to be more urban: Vomar, Shipad, Yems, 
and Siponj. All these villages are located in well-populated areas, on important traffic routes, and are no 
more than an hour or two from major centres. Data from the nine respondents from these locations are 
shown in table 6. 
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Table 6: Levels of proficiency in more urban communities 

 Majority Minority Total 
Statement 1 4 1 5 
Statement 2 4 0 4 
Statement 3 1 4 5 

In more urban locations, many more respondents claimed that a majority of the population have good, or at 
least general, proficiency in Tajik, and that only a minority have poor proficiency. Very few respondents 
claimed either that the majority of the population had low proficiency, or that only a minority had good or 
general proficiency. 

This result should be contrasted with those from the two more rural locations visited. Savnob and Khuf 
are considered to be more rural, since they are located far from main roads, in areas of low population and 
traffic, and are more than two hours from major centres. Data from the four respondents from these 
locations are shown in table 7. 

Table 7: Levels of proficiency in more urban communities 

 Majority Minority Total 
Statement 1 0 4 4 
Statement 2 2 0 2 
Statement 3 3 1 4 

In rural locations, many more respondents reported that the majority of the population have poor 
proficiency. Also, all four respondents stated that only a minority have good levels of Tajik. No respondent 
claimed that the majority of the population had good Tajik. Thus, it appears that Tajik levels are lower in 
Savnob and Khuf than in other locations. 

4.2.3. Proficiency at school 

Schoolchildren begin school knowing little or no Tajik, and their Tajik comprehension and speaking 
ability improves as they move through school. We questioned thirteen respondents, most of whom were 
school teachers, regarding the length of time required for pupils in their area to attain fluency in Tajik. 
Answers ranged from ‘6 months’ to ‘up to 8 years’. The numbers of respondents indicating each period of 
time are shown in table 8.9 

Table 8: Length of time needed to speak/understand Tajik 
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Urban locations 1 1 3 3   
Rural locations  2 1 1 1 1 

The majority opinion seems to be that, on average, three to five years of schooling are needed for children 
to be able to understand and speak Tajik. Teachers in rural locations gave the highest lengths of time 
needed, while the lowest estimate came from Shipad, a more urban location that is also the closest of all 
villages visited to Tajik-speaking areas of Badakhshan. 

Respondents in most locations also reported that there are some children who do not attain proficiency 
in Tajik even by the end of their schooling. One estimate in Siponj was that two or three out of ten school 
leavers (or perhaps only 10–15 percent; the same respondent gave both figures) know Tajik poorly when 
                                                           
9 One respondent gave two different opinions at different points in the interview, resulting in a total of fourteen 
responses. 
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they finish school. Two conflicting reports were recorded in Savnob; the more confident of which claimed 
that ‘most’ children know Tajik well when they finish school, the other claiming that only 20–30 percent of 
pupils do so. 

Numbers of pupils continuing their education after school vary according to location, as shown in table 
9. 

Table 9: Percentage of school graduates pursuing higher education 

Location Percentage Pursuing Higher Education 
Vomar 66% 
Yems 36–46% 
Khuf 57% 
Siponj 40% 
Savnob 17–25% 

The lowest percentage of school leavers continuing their education is in Savnob, the highest are in Vomar 
and Khuf. This corresponds to the relative position of these locations on the rural/urban continuum, and 
confirms other data indicating lower levels of proficiency correlate with lower levels of education and more 
rural locations. 

4.2.4. Other issues related to proficiency in Tajik 

Information was collected on two other issues related to proficiency in Tajik: the relationship between 
the variety of Tajik learned in school and the variety spoken in the region, and problems in comprehension 
of Tajik. 

On seven occasions, we asked respondents to comment on what, if any, differences there were between 
the variety of Tajik learned in school and that spoken in Tajik-speaking areas. Five respondents reported 
noticing differences between the two varieties. Two out of those five also stated that they had difficulties 
understanding the Tajik they encountered in such areas. But two others of the five, as well as two additional 
respondents, said that they experienced no trouble understanding spoken Tajik when they first heard it. 
These data suggest that the variety of Tajik learned in school (or perhaps the level of language attained) is 
different enough from the spoken variety as to cause difficulties in Tajik communication for some, but not 
all, individuals. 

Regarding problems in comprehension, we were frequently told that during meetings in Tajik, including 
seminars on religious or medical matters, or other public gatherings, certain individuals would require 
explanation in the vernacular. During our interviews, at least one respondent could not understand our 
questions in Tajik, but needed to have questions translated into the vernacular. 

4.2.5. Proficiency in Russian 

We collected a small amount of data on levels of proficiency in Russian. We asked individual 
respondents to comment on their own and others’ proficiency. In addition, we observed the apparent ease 
or difficulty with which individuals communicated with us in Russian. 

Overall, proficiency is lower in Russian than in Tajik. This is probably due to the fact that Tajik is used 
in the educational system. There are, however, some groups of people who have higher proficiency in 
Russian than in Tajik. These include teachers of Russian and others, principally medical staff, who studied 
at the university level in Russian. Another group with higher proficiency in Russian is those men who have 
lived and worked in Russia. Older people generally have better Russian than do younger people, since there 
has been far less use of and promotion of the Russian language since the break-up of the Soviet Union. 
Women generally do not speak Russian as well as men due to differences in their lifestyles: men more 
commonly travel and work abroad, or have contact with Russian speakers or other foreigners. Army service 
in parts of the former Soviet Union also served to improve the Russian ability of many men. 

Some information on levels of proficiency in Russian was gathered during our interviews with medical 
specialists. Nearly all of the respondents who told us about medical information brochures that are given to 
the community said that they have to be explained to people using the vernacular. Even some people who 
have studied Russian have difficulties understanding it in some contexts: half of the respondents who told 
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us about medical seminars for health workers in their community said that the staff have difficulties 
understanding the Russian in the seminars and need explanations in the vernacular. 

We observed that at least a quarter of respondents could not communicate at all in Russian. These 
respondents needed our interview questions to be translated into Tajik or the vernacular. 

4.3. Vernacular Literacy and Education 

In this section, we give the results of our research into vernacular literacy and education. This includes 
the nature and availability of existing vernacular written materials; the current, if limited, use of the 
vernacular as a written language; and the role that the vernacular plays in education. 

4.3.1. Existing vernacular written materials 

Our research indicates that almost all existing vernacular written materials for the Rushani group 
dialects can be categorized as technical or popular. Technical materials include descriptive and/or reference 
works by academic linguists or ethnographers. Although these works are written in either Tajik or Russian, 
they usually contain texts and examples in the vernacular.10 Several of our respondents knew of the 
existence of these academic works. In all but one of the locations we visited, one or more of these books 
are in either the school or the village library. Only one respondent was himself in possession of such a 
book; this individual’s collection was run as a lending library for the village. 

Popular materials include poems, newspaper articles, and other such texts written in the vernacular for 
the general public. Respondents told us that there are artists and poets who write in Rushani in newspapers 
and books. One source told us that religious literature exists in Shughni. Two respondents reported having 
read a book in the vernacular. 

It is possible that a third type of material, teaching materials, exists in the vernacular. One respondent in 
Savnob told us that there is an alphabet book of Pamir languages in the school library, but that it is not used 
in the school. In all other locations, we were told that there are neither textbooks nor alphabet books in the 
vernacular. Overall, it appears that there is very little true written literature or other material in the Rushani 
group dialects. 

Not everyone we spoke to was aware of the existence of any vernacular materials. Some respondents 
claimed that no books exist in the vernacular, or even that the languages have no alphabet and are 
impossible to read or write. In other cases, there appeared to be confusion as to what materials exist. For 
example, in Shipad we were told that there are books in Rushani in the library, but nothing specific was 
named. A respondent in Siponj, mentioned “an academic book about Bartangis in [the] Bartangi 
[language]”, but this is questionable, since another respondent in the same village told us that none of the 
books in the library are in Bartangi. In this case, it is probable that the work in question was an academic 
work containing examples of written Bartangi. 

4.3.2. Use of the written language 

We were interested not merely in the existence (and awareness) of written vernacular material, but also 
the extent to which speakers use the vernacular in written form, either reading or writing it. 

More than one respondent told us that many people read Rushani and Shughni material in booklets and 
newspapers. Others told us that they had seen or read a book in the past. The vernacular is not easy for 
many people to read, however. The above-mentioned materials in the vernacular, by and large, use 
orthographies developed by linguists, which differ in some respects from the Tajik and Russian alphabets 
in that they contain additional characters that are unfamiliar to non-linguists. Several of our respondents 
reported difficulties in reading these orthographies. Additionally, it was reported that difficulties arise from 
the dialect differences: when Rushani people read materials written in Shughni, some words are hard to 
understand. 

                                                           
10 Several of these works are listed in section 1.5. 
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Despite unfamiliarity with the official alphabet, it appears that the vernacular is being written, using 
spontaneous orthographies based on the Tajik alphabet. We were told that a minority of people, mostly 
younger individuals, use the vernacular to write personal letters to other Pamiri. We were even able to 
observe this spontaneous literacy during the course of our research, in the form of a note from a son to his 
father. In this example, the Tajik letter д was used both for the voiced dental plosive /d/ (as in Tajik) and 
also the voiced interdental fricative /ð/. Such use as this is, however, limited to certain individuals. Other 
respondents said that they never write in the vernacular. 

4.3.3. The vernacular in education 

In this section, we focus on the use of the vernacular in education. As mentioned in section 4.1.1, the 
vernacular already plays an important role in the early years of education in Rūshon. It is used to help 
pupils, nearly all of whom enter school knowing little or no Tajik,11 to understand the content of lessons 
that are officially conducted through the medium of Tajik. In recognition of the difficulty of teaching pupils 
through a second language in primary school, an extra year of teaching, known as the ‘preparatory class,’ is 
offered before the normal first year of schooling. This preparatory class is offered at five of the seven 
schools we visited, and our research indicates that the vernacular is the main language used in this year 
(and to a lesser extent in later years). We were told that teachers explain in the vernacular and teach Tajik 
words by translating them into the mother tongue. 

In addition to the use of the vernacular as an aid to understanding, the vernacular is itself also currently 
taught as a subject in five out of the seven schools we visited, and it was taught in one other school until a 
year before our research. We were told that, at least in Rushani-speaking areas, it was common for schools 
to have such classes. The classes are for grades 1–4, except in Lower Khuf, where they are for grades 2–4, 
and are taught for two hours per week (one hour in Siponj) as part of the optional curriculum on Saturday 
mornings. In many places, we were told that all children attend these classes. However, in one location, a 
respondent reported that the school stopped offering such classes, because pupils did not attend and it was a 
burden for teachers. 

The vernacular classes have been in existence for only a few years. According to one source, it has been 
possible to offer the classes since 1992, when the government added them to the curriculum, but not every 
school took advantage of the possibility from the start. We established that only one school had been 
running vernacular classes for five or six years, whereas, two other schools reported starting the programme 
just one or two years previously. Details of the existence of vernacular classes in the seven schools we 
visited are given in table 10. A plus sign indicates that vernacular classes were offered in the year or years 
shown, a minus sign indicates that classes were not offered, and a question mark indicates that no data is 
available for the location in the relevant years. 

Table 10: Vernacular classes in the schools 

Place 97 98 99 00 01 02 03 
Vomar – – – – – + + 
Shipad – + + + + + + 
Yems ? ? ? ? ? ? – 
Khuf (Lower) ? ? ? ? ? ? + 
Khuf (Upper) ? ? ? ? ? + – 
Siponj – – – – – – + 
Savnob ? ? ? ? ? ? + 

The focus of study in the vernacular classes appears to vary from school to school. In one school, we were 
told that the lessons consist of talking in the local dialect; in another the Shughni dialect, but not the local 
dialect, is studied; and in at least two other schools, students study (or studied) the differences between 

                                                           
11 Children who have been to kindergarten can reportedly already understand, but not speak, Tajik by the time they 
start school. But these children only account for approximately 30 percent of the students in Vomar, or perhaps just 5 
percent of the school population in the Rūshon administrative region as a whole. 
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their own and other dialects, including Shughni and Rushani. Sometimes it is not clear whether the 
vernacular is used as the medium of teaching, or is simply the topic of a class conducted in Tajik. Most 
respondents (mostly teachers) told us that there are no teaching materials available for these classes. 

4.4. Language Attitudes 

As mentioned in section 2.4, attitudes prevailing in an ethnolinguistic community towards language, 
education, and literacy affect the desirability of vernacular written materials. In this section, we will 
examine attitudes towards the vernacular and other languages, attitudes towards education and language 
aspirations, attitudes towards the use of the vernacular in education, and attitudes towards the development 
of vernacular literacy. 

4.4.1. Attitudes to languages 

In addition to direct questions on attitudes towards the vernacular, Tajik, and Russian, we asked 
questions based on the Perceived Benefit Model12 to elicit opinions from respondents as to the importance 
of these languages in six activities: communication, earning money, being a good member of one’s family, 
gaining respect, religion, and gaining information about the world. Respondents were asked to evaluate the 
importance of each language for each activity. Results for each language were then collated and analysed. 

Several respondents expressed negative attitudes when asked directly about their attitudes to the 
vernacular. More than once we heard the expression ‘as far as the airport’ with regard to the vernacular, 
meaning that it is only useful in a limited area and has no value outside this context. One respondent told 
us, ‘Rushani gets us nowhere,’ another that ‘Bartangi has no place anywhere but here,’ and another that 
‘Khufi is just a dialect and is not needed.’ Two respondents expressed the opinion that the vernacular is a 
‘dead’ language, that is, that they believed it had no future and would die out in another hundred years. 

These attitudes were reflected, to a limited extent, in questions about the perceived benefits of the 
vernacular. Approximately half of the respondents considered the vernacular not very important or not at 
all important for earning money or for gaining information. The other half, however, considered it 
important or very important for these activities. 

The vernacular was considered much more important for other activities. Every respondent considered 
the vernacular to be important or very important for communication and all but one respondent considered 
the vernacular important or very important for being a good member of one’s family. Most respondents 
also considered the vernacular to be important or very important for religion or for gaining respect. 

At times during the interviews, when asked about the importance of the vernacular, respondents reacted 
to the hypothetical nature of the questions by saying ‘It’s our language.’ That is to say, it seemed obvious to 
them that the vernacular rather than another language should be used. 

One respondent told us that children do not speak the vernacular as they should, that they use ‘street 
language’ and that they are not taught good grammar by their parents. Most respondents, however, told us 
that they believe children speak the vernacular as they should, and that they speak it well.  

Thus, while answers to direct questions on the value of the vernacular resulted in negative opinions, 
questions using the perceived benefit model or other questions revealed that at an underlying level, 
respondents consider their language to be important and value its maintenance among the younger 
generation. 

Shifting our focus to Tajik, most respondents considered Tajik to be very important for information and 
for religion. Many respondents thought Tajik very important for earning money, although a few thought it 
was not so important. Many respondents considered Tajik important for gaining respect and for being a 
good member of one’s family, but some thought Tajik not at all important for these purposes. Opinions 
were evenly divided as to the importance of Tajik for communication. All or nearly all of those who 
considered Tajik less important for communication and for being a good member of one’s family were 

                                                           
12 This model and the methodology based on it are described in Karan (1997). 
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women, while all or nearly all of those who considered it of higher importance for these purposes were 
men. 

Finally, all respondents agreed that Russian is important or very important for gaining information 
about the world, and many thought Russian important for gaining respect. Opinions were divided as to the 
importance of Russian for earning money: while several respondents commented on its high importance 
outside the village and for obtaining employment elsewhere, others referred to its lack of relevance to life 
within the village. Nearly all respondents thought that Russian is not very important or not at all important 
for communication. All the respondents who considered Russian not at all important for communication 
were women, whereas, all the respondents who thought Russian of some importance for communication 
were men. 

4.4.2. Attitudes to education and language aspirations 

Education, and in particular the teaching of languages, is held in high esteem. Several parents 
mentioned their duty to educate their children and to teach them Tajik, Russian, and other languages. Lack 
of parental attention to education is listed as a reason for poor Tajik levels. Religious leaders universally 
seemed to consider a good education as the most crucial need for their communities. Teachers go to great 
lengths to ensure that children are learning, even visiting from house to house in one location. 

We asked nineteen interviewees which language they would like to be able to speak better. English is 
clearly the language that the greatest number of our respondents would like to speak better, with fourteen 
out of nineteen saying they would like to speak it better. Four respondents mentioned Russian, while Tajik, 
German, and the vernacular were each mentioned by two respondents. 

These results differ from answers concerning children’s language. We asked nine respondents which 
language mothers should speak to their children. Eight out of these nine respondents said the vernacular. 
Two out of these eight added that mothers should speak Tajik to their children later, once they are in 
school, so that it will be easier for them; one additional respondent said the same thing. One of these three 
respondents added that mothers should then speak to their children in Russian, then in English, and so on 
with other languages. All nine respondents agreed that children should speak the vernacular first, and four 
of these nine added that children should learn Tajik next after the vernacular. 

4.4.3. Attitudes towards using the vernacular in schools 

Seven out of ten respondents thought that the vernacular should be used more in schools. Reasons given 
were that using the vernacular would improve children’s understanding or help them speak their mother 
tongue better. Six out of these seven respondents were, or had been, teachers. Several of these respondents 
added that it would be difficult (if not impossible) to use the vernacular more in school since the language 
is not written. 

Three respondents thought that it would not be a good idea to use the vernacular more. Reasons given 
included that the language has no use outside the local area, that Tajik should be used, since it is the 
national language, and that there is no need to study the vernacular, as children already know it and speak it 
at home. All three of these respondents were teachers. 

On the slightly different question of whether the vernacular should be the medium of education, there 
was less support for the vernacular: only four out of nine respondents thought that the vernacular should be 
the medium of instruction. All four of these respondents were from Khuf or the Bartang valley, which are 
remote areas of Rūshon. Reasons for their opinions were that it is people’s mother tongue, that children 
would do better in their studies, and that it would be easier for them. 

Five out of nine respondents said that schooling should be through Tajik. Three of these five were from 
the Rushani-speaking areas and two were students from Siponj, the lowest village we visited in the Bartang 
valley—all more central areas. Reasons for their opinions were that the vernacular cannot be used as a 
medium of education, since it is not written, or that the vernacular is a ‘dead’ language used only in the 
local area. One respondent additionally suggested that school should be in either Russian or Tajik. 

4.4.4. Attitudes towards vernacular literacy 

Overall, five out of six respondents expressed a desire to have literature in the vernacular. Four out of 
these were khalifa or religious leaders, all of whom were firmly in favour of vernacular religious literature, 
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saying that it would improve understanding and learning. In general, the khalifa seemed to hold education 
in very high regard. One respondent did not think that vernacular written materials would be helpful; this 
was a doctor who was referring to medical literature for professional health workers. 

Five out of seven respondents thought that children should read the vernacular, and this opinion was 
expressed equally in Rushani- and non-Rushani-speaking (that is., Khufi-, Bartangi-, and Roshorvi-
speaking) areas. One other respondent stated that children would read the vernacular, if there were an 
alphabet. Just one respondent, an older lady in Vomar, said that children do not need to read the vernacular. 

4.5. Summary of Results for Research Questions 

At the beginning of this paper, a number of research questions were listed. These are repeated in the 
following pages, together with a summary of the results in relation to each question. The implications of 
these results are presented in further detail in the discussion in section 5. 

The first question dealt with domains of language use: 

 1) What are the current domains of use of the vernacular, Tajik, Russian, and other languages spoken in 
the area? 

Results relating to domains of language use include the following points: 

• The vernacular is the main language of the home and informal domains and is vital within these 
domains of use. 

• Tajik, and to a lesser extent Russian and other languages, is used within well-defined, formal, or 
official domains. 

• Use of the vernacular appears to be stable or increasing, with the vernacular encroaching on several 
typically non-vernacular domains. 

The next two questions dealt with levels of language proficiency: 

 2a) What factors affect proficiency in Tajik and Russian? 
b) How proficient are the various sectors of the population in these languages? 

Results relating to levels of language proficiency include the following points: 

• Proficiency in Tajik and Russian among the northern Pamiri peoples varies mainly according to 
education and contact/travel (although it often also correlates with age, occupation, and to a lesser 
extent, gender). 

• Proficiency in Tajik is higher in more urban locations and lower in more rural locations. 

• Russian proficiency is, overall, lower than Tajik proficiency, but some groups of individuals speak 
better Russian than Tajik. 

• Certain sections of the population have significant difficulties in using Tajik or Russian to 
communicate. 

The next three questions dealt with vernacular literacy and education: 

 3a) What written materials exist in the vernacular and to what extent are they available? 
 b) To what extent is the vernacular used in written form? 
 c) What is the role of the vernacular in education? 
Results relating to vernacular literacy and education include the following points: 

• There is very little true vernacular literature and awareness of its existence is patchy. 

• Despite there being no standard form of the written language, attempts have, nonetheless, been made 
by several people to read and write it. However, such individuals encounter many difficulties in doing 
so. 
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• The vernacular is widely used in schools (and other educational situations, see section 4.1.3) as an 
informal aid to comprehension. 

• The teaching of the vernacular as a topic is extremely variable in schools across the region. 

The final three questions dealt with language attitudes: 

 4a) What are the attitudes of the various sectors of the population towards the vernacular, Tajik, and 
Russian? 

 b) What are people’s attitudes towards education, and which languages do people want themselves or 
their children to learn? 

 c) What are people’s attitudes towards the use of the vernacular in education and the development of 
vernacular literacy? 

Results relating to language attitudes include the following points: 

• Overt attitudes towards the vernacular may be negative, but underlying attitudes are positive. 

• The Tajik language is viewed positively within its domains of use, despite the cultural and religious 
differences which set the Pamiri people apart from non-Badakhshani, Tajik-speaking peoples. Men 
appear to value Tajik slightly more than do women. 

• Russian is viewed as important for life outside the home area, but is not seen as important within the 
community. It is valued more highly by men than by women. 

• Education and learning languages is valued highly. English is the language most adults want to learn 
better, but they feel it is most important for children to know the vernacular, Tajik, and other 
languages. 

• There is support among teachers and parents for more vernacular education, especially in the more 
rural areas. Most respondents in all areas desire vernacular literacy. 

5. Discussion 
Our central research question in this paper concerns the desirability of vernacular written materials for 

speakers of the Rushani group of dialects, understanding this to mean the desirability of developing a 
written form of the Shughni-Rushani language to be used for publishing materials and teaching practical 
literacy. In order to discuss this issue, let us first of all, bring together our results from each of the four 
main research concepts explained in section 2 (domains of use, language proficiency, literacy and 
education, and language attitudes), as they apply to each major language used in Rūshon. Following this, 
we will discuss the implications of our findings for our main question: the desirability of vernacular 
materials for speakers of the Rushani group. 

5.1. The Vernacular 

The results of our interviews and observations confirm that the vernacular is vital throughout the 
Rushani-, Khufi-, Bartangi-, and Roshorv-speaking areas of Rūshon. It is viewed as important and is 
readily accepted as the language of the home and for everyday communication. The vernacular is seen as 
the obvious and natural first language for children, as well as for the general community, and the language 
mothers should use with their children. The ethnolinguistic vitality of the vernacular is further confirmed 
by the fact that even newcomers to the area learn it. 

However, respondents also voiced negative opinions towards their own language that contrast with their 
consistent usage of it in everyday life. Respondents told us that their language ‘gets them nowhere,’ ‘is not 
needed,’ and that it has no future. The vernacular is only useful ‘as far as the airport’ and not very 
important for earning money or for getting information about the world. It would, therefore, appear that the 
vernacular has low status. Given the fact that the vernacular, nevertheless, shows signs of high vitality and 
de facto prestige, in our opinion, this expressed negative view may simply be an overt, externally imposed 
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norm and that there may exist other covert norms affirming the vernacular. Confirming this is the example 
of one respondent who initially expressed very negative views towards his own language, but who later 
admitted strong support for the vernacular in the same interview.13 

There seems to be variation within the region regarding attitudes towards use of the vernacular in 
education. Respondents from the regional centre, Vomar, and from the Rushani-speaking areas (which are 
less remote than the other locations), generally see less value in their language and show less support for its 
use in schools (cf. section 4.4.3). It is possible that, since central areas have better educational standards, 
these low attitudes towards the vernacular coincide with high proficiency in Tajik and Russian. That is to 
say, those who are able to function better in another language consider the vernacular of lesser value. 
Alternatively, or additionally, the increased contact with speakers of Tajik and other languages possible in 
central locations, and a correspondingly greater awareness of the limitations of the mother tongue, may be 
leading to these less positive attitudes towards the vernacular. Whatever the reason, this correlation 
between location and attitudes is borne out by additional evidence from the even-more central Shughni-
speaking area, where a greater proportion of respondents expressed negative views towards the vernacular, 
and where the vernacular was not found to be taught in any school in the region (Müller, et al. 2005). 

5.2. Tajik 

Tajik is the language of education, religion, government, and of wider communication, and is generally 
accepted as the appropriate language for these functions. However, usage of Tajik only rarely extends 
beyond its domains, in contrast to the vernacular. Thus, despite the religious and cultural differences that 
set the Pamiri people apart from non-Badakhshani Tajik speakers, the Tajik language itself is viewed 
positively within its well-defined limits. The long history within the region of using Tajik and Persian for 
religious and educational purposes may be the reason for this acceptance, although, as previously 
suggested, our data may reflect only overt opinions rather than true feelings. 

Although Tajik is not principally thought of as important for communication or for being a good family 
member—these roles belong more to the vernacular—men, nevertheless, appear to consider Tajik more 
important than women for these purposes. This corresponds with other data that suggests that there is still a 
tendency for men to travel more, have more contact with Tajik speakers, and have higher Tajik levels than 
women, despite the approval of women’s education and the growing numbers of girls attending higher 
education. 

Levels of proficiency in Tajik are not uniform across all sectors of the population. Sectors of the 
population with lower levels of proficiency are principally those with low education and those who do not 
travel or have contact with Tajik speakers. Practically speaking, this means that older people, especially 
older women, generally have lower levels of proficiency than do younger people and men, since they travel 
less and have had less education. Teachers have especially high levels, since not only do they use the 
language every day at work, their occupation combines high education with high contact: they have lived 
elsewhere to study and often need to travel for their job. Government workers, drivers, and others with 
occupations involving travel and use of Tajik, also speak Tajik well. Those who remain in the village or 
who go to Russia to find work have lower Tajik levels because they have little or no need to use the 
language. It is not clear from the data whether these individuals’ lack of fluency may also be a contributing 
factor towards their lack of mobility, although this is plausible. Residents of more remote communities 
such as Savnob and, perhaps Khuf, have lower levels of proficiency than do residents of other 
communities, since travel is more difficult and education levels are lower. 

Taking into account the regional variation previously described, as well as respondents’ answers as to 
the adequacy of levels of Tajik in their communities and schools, we suggest that at least a significant 
minority of speakers of the Rushani group dialects have levels of Tajik that are so low that they are not able 

                                                           
13 Labov (1966:208) and Trudgill (1972) support the possibility of covert prestige affecting attitudes towards non-
standard vernaculars. 
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to communicate fluently in that language. For this part of the community, Tajik is not practical as the 
language of communication or literacy.14 

5.3. Russian 

Attitudes to Russian are positive, but it is only seen as important in relation to contact outside the home 
area. Levels of proficiency in Russian are lower than those in Tajik among most sectors of the population. 
Exceptions to this generalisation are those who received higher education through Russian and who use it 
in their work, including Russian teachers and medical workers. Men who have been working in Russia also 
have higher levels of Russian. People in their thirties and forties, who grew up and were educated at a time 
when Russian was being heavily promoted, may have higher proficiency in Russian than other people. 
Additionally, people now in their teenage years and teachers appear to aspire more towards learning and 
using Russian than towards learning and using Tajik. 

5.4. Social and Regional Variation 

Having assessed our findings for each language, we will consider the social and regional variation 
present in the region before turning to the question of vernacular materials. We have observed two types of 
variation in our research, as a consequence of which there may also appear to be varying needs for, and 
attitudes towards, the development of the vernacular in different sections of the community. 

The first type of variation arises from an apparent correlation in the Rūshon region between levels of 
education, status, economic prosperity, and mobility. The nature of the correlation appears to be as follows: 
higher-status, better-educated families (such as the families of teachers) seemed to have more relatives 
studying or working in larger towns or even abroad. Since travelers in this region almost always stay with 
relatives, they have, thus, had greater opportunity to travel, and as a consequence greater opportunities to 
find work and earn money. Higher economic prosperity in a family allows for better education possibilities 
for children and both of these factors contribute to higher status in the community. Thus, there is a 
spiralling reinforcement of factors which gives rise to a broad dichotomy within the region: individuals and 
families with higher education, status, mobility, and wealth, versus those with lower levels of each factor. 
Higher levels of these factors, as we have seen, in turn correspond to higher proficiency in Tajik (see 
section 4.2.1) and probably also in Russian (section 4.2.5). Therefore, those with higher status, education, 
wealth, and mobility are likely to be more able to use written materials in Tajik (or Russian) than those 
with lower levels, for whom acquiring skills in a second or third language may be very difficult or even 
impossible. 

Our research also revealed variation across regions. In section 4.2.2, we saw that proficiency in Tajik is 
lower in more remote locations, such as the Roshorv and Khufi-speaking areas, than in more urban 
locations such as where Rushani and, to a lesser extent, Bartangi are spoken. We have also seen that in 
these same locations (where, of course, mobility is also much more of a problem and, therefore, travel and 
contact with Tajik speakers occur less frequently), general levels of education are lower, pupils generally 
take a longer time to learn Tajik, and a lower proportion of pupils attain a good knowledge of Tajik by the 
end of their schooling (section 4.2.3). In addition, there is a correlation between location and attitudes 
towards the use of the vernacular as the medium of education (section 4.4.3). Thus, it appears that in those 
places where it is harder for pupils to learn Tajik, more teachers and parents believe it would be helpful for 
students to study through their mother tongue, since this would reduce the need for children to learn 
through a second language. On the other hand, faced with the heavy burden of learning multiple languages 
in school, it is also understandable that some parents and teachers may not wish the children to have the 
added task of studying the vernacular. 

5.5. Diglossia in Rūshon 

The overall situation in Rūshon appears to be one of more-or-less stable diglossia in the vernacular and 
Tajik, with Russian playing a lesser role. Tajik and Russian are the languages of formal, official domains, 
while the vernacular is used in informal domains. Since most written material is used only in these domains 

                                                           
14 This would also be true of Russian, since levels of Russian are generally lower than those of Tajik. 
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(including school, government, and hospitals), it might, therefore, be argued that it is appropriate to have 
literacy only in Tajik and Russian. However, we have seen that the spoken vernacular encroaches on 
official Tajik and Russian domains, being used in schools and other educational situations as a way of 
coping with insufficiently high levels of proficiency in Tajik. Vernacular written materials would certainly 
have a place in such domains as classrooms, medical seminars, and religious meetings. In addition, the use 
of written materials is not limited to official spheres. Informal literacy is a part of everyday life for many 
speakers of the Rushani group dialects, with evidence of attempts to read and write poetry, newspapers, and 
personal letters. This tendency seems stronger among the younger generation, suggesting that the need for 
vernacular development is increasing, and may perhaps be connected with the recent introduction of 
vernacular teaching in schools. 

6. Conclusion 
In conclusion, we would like to suggest that the development of Shughni-Rushani as a written language 

would be desirable for the speakers of the Rushani group dialects. This is especially the case for sections of 
the community whose proficiency in Tajik is not high enough for fluent communication, putting them at a 
disadvantage with respect to their social and cultural advancement. Such groups are likely to be mainly 
those with lower socio-economic status, or those living in more remote areas. 

In the realm of education, development of the vernacular would ease the burden of teaching through a 
second language. Development of the vernacular could also facilitate and standardise already existing 
attempts to use the vernacular in written form. It remains, naturally, the prerogative of the authorities, 
parents, and teachers to formulate teaching programs for children and adults in Rūshon. However, it is our 
opinion that the teaching of the vernacular that has begun in recent years should be continued in all 
locations and, where possible, extended to include the teaching of an appropriate alphabet and literacy for 
the speakers of the Rushani, Khufi, Bartangi, and Roshorvi dialects. 

Appendix: Details for Table 2 
Table 2: Numbers of respondents to general questionnaires* 
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1 2 1 1 0 0 1 0 2 0 1 0 Location 
Description 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 4 0 6 0 0 

0 3 0 1 0 0 0 0 2 0 1 0 Language Use 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
1 3 1 1 0 0 1 0 2 0 1 0 Sociolinguistic 

Attitudes 0 0 8 0 0 0 0 0 0 6 0 0 
2 1 0 2 0 1 2 0 1 0 1 0 Dialect and 

Attitudes 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 4 0 6 0 4 
0 2 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 Proficiency 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 6 0 4 
1 3 1 2 0 1 3 0 2 0 2 0 Personal 

Information 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 4 0 6 0 0 
0 1 0 0 0 4 0 4 0 0 0 4 General 

Information 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 4 0 0 0 4 
* The top numbers in a cell indicate, respectively, men interviewed individually 
and women interviewed individually, and the bottom numbers indicate, 
respectively, men interviewed in a group and women interviewed in a group. 
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