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Abstract 
 

This paper overviews the genesis, development, decay and legacy of 

Pashto language policy and planning (LPP) in Pakistan and Afghanistan 

within the context of borderland. It argues that despite sharing one language, 

Pashtoons living across Durand Line gradually diverged to integrate 

respectively in Pakistan and Afghanistan. Therefore, support and opposition 

to Pashto language was politically motivated. The Afghan, British Indian 

and Pakistani elite used planning and policy for Pashto as an instrument and 

indicator of political ends.  This paper establishes that the development and 

weakening of Pashto in domains of power is intrinsically dependent on its 

speakers. Political interests, therefore, made Pashto the center of Pashtoon 

identity. Current policies in the borderland point to a future where cohesion 

through language takes place in Afghanistan and Pakistan. So, acceptance of 

linguistic diversity as a unifying asset is gradually replacing the earlier fear 

of viewing it as a threat to unity. 
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Introduction 
 

Pashto speaking people live on the both sides of Pak-Afghan border 

(Durand line). This borderland region of Pakistan and Afghanistan remains 

the focus of international interest as war on terror simmers there. It is a 

socio-culturally heterogeneous and politically volatile region as it has been 
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facing challenges such as annexation by various outside powers, foreign 

ideological and military invasions, and its history is speckled with 

continuous migrations. These transformations have gravely impacted the 

residents of this region. Pashtoons sometimes violently and sometimes 

passively (through assimilation) reacted to these challenges that impacted 

their socio-economic life including language and culture. The diachronic 

development of Pashto language policy and planning in Pak-Afghan 

borderland remains a key to their cordial relations.   

Afghanistan is a diverse ethno-linguistic state. According to Summers 

Institute of Linguistics (SIL International), Afghanistan is home to forty one 

languages. Among these, twelve languages are seriously threatened, while 

Pashto and Dari are the strongest.
1
 A reliable census has never taken place, 

and the normal mechanism of sample based surveys is used to estimate the 

population and speakers of various languages. For instance, CIA (USA) 

assumes the population of Afghanistan to be roughly 33 million in 2010. 

Speakers of Dari were estimated to be 50%, Pashto speaking population was 

estimated to be 35%, and the speakers of Turkic branch languages were 

estimated to be 11% (Uzbeki and Turkmen were the languages included in 

this category). The remaining four percent included rest of languages such as 

Nuristanietc.
2
 Besides, Russian, French, German, English, Urdu and Arabic 

are important languages learnt by Afghans as a second language.
3
 

Ethnic Pashtoons are the most numerous in Afghanistan,
4
and they have 

enjoyed political domination for most of the time in modern Afghanistan.
5
 

Majority of Pashtoons speak Pashto language.
6
 The dominant position of 

Pashto speakers has caused Pashto language to emerge as the major 

language of Afghanistan.
7
 Pashtoons consider Pashto language a symbol of 

their identity and culture. After Pashtoon Tajiks are the second major ethnic 

group who speak Dari language.
8
 Both ethnic groups and their languages 

have enjoyed official and national status. On GIDS (Graded 
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Intergenerational Disruption Scale) developed by Fishman, Dari and Pashto 

are placed in the best categories in terms of power (socio-political and 

economic) and vitality.
9
 

Pakistan, like Afghanistan, is also a multilingual and multiethnic state. 

Pakistan is home to seventy three languages
10

and its population in 2017 is 

207.7 million.
11

 In 2017 census the speakers of Urdu (as their first language) 

are 7.6%, speakers of Punjabi are 44.2%, speakers of  Sindhi are 14%, 

speakers of Pashto are 15.4%, speakers of Balochi are 3.6%, speakers of 

Saraiki are 10.5% and speakers of remaining sixty seven minor languages 

are collectively 4.7%. The greatest percentage of linguistic diversity is in 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province (with twenty languages).
12

 

Local historians trace the beginning of Pashtoons to the Iranian Aryan 

race.
13

 Pashtoon settlement in Northwest of India and Southeast of 

Afghanistan began in fifth century A.D. The formation of a Pashtoon empire 

by Ahmad Shah Abdali made them the ruling class.
14

 Pashtoon gradually 

increased in number and political significance in the period between their 

first settlement and emergence of their modern Afghan state.
15

 However, 

when the Afghan empire crumbled, Sikhs conquered Pashtoons populated 

northern India. English army annexed this part, when they defeated the 

Sikhs. It was initially ruled as part of Punjab province. Later it was 

administered by a commissioner and finally it was made a province and a 

governor was appointed to administer this region. During the revolt of 1857, 

Pashtoons earned the trust of the colonial rulers, which started a period of 

preferring their induction in the army of British India. The British raj desired 

integration of this area with British India, therefore, they promoted Urdu 

language to replace Persian in courts. While British officers took keen 

interest in learning Pashto, they discouraged its use in domains of power by 

Pashto speakers (such as court and formal education) to suppress their 

nationalist sentiments.
16

 Raverty, an officer of the British army, and an 

orientalist with expertise in Pashto language, proposed that Pashtoons are 

among the races who can be trusted more than other races of India. He 
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appreciated Pashto language immensely and proposed to make it the official 

language and medium of instruction. He thought that such a move would 

help to better integrate Pashtoon in British India.
17

 His proposals did not find 

support among the higher echelon of power, due to their fear of fanning the 

flames of separatism further by giving such recognition to Pashto language.  

Pashtoon is the largest ethnicity in Afghanistan and second large in 

Pakistan. Their division, a casualty of Anglo-Afghan territorial wars and 

subsequent treatises was part of the Great Game in the nineteenth century. 

Their population concentrated around either side of Durand Line, was 

loosely administered by the British and Afghan governments. This allowed 

them a degree of autonomy. However, in the twentieth century consolidation 

of British India and Afghanistan started to erode this autonomy and 

threatened the political, social, economic and political life of Pashtoons. The 

effort of these two competing centers to promote consolidation and resulting 

local responses were multifaceted. Pashto language has been a strong marker 

of ethnic identity among Pashtoons. Therefore, this language became an 

important factor in this process of their consolidation into British India (later 

Pakistan) and Afghanistan.  

This paper focuses the development of a language policy that was 

intended to integrate the Pashtoons in Afghanistan and Pakistan respectively. 

A brief account of the events before the creation of Pakistan is first 

presented to establish a historical context. Then, the integration of Pashtoons 

through Language Policy Planning (LPP) by Pakistan and Afghanistan is 

compared by sketching the realization of competing objectives of these 

states. 

 

Research Questions and Approach 
 

This paper overviews the genesis, development, decay and legacy of 

Pashto Language Policy and Planning (LPP) in Pakistan and Afghanistan. 

As this paper focuses how the borderland Pashtoons integrated into Pakistan 

and Afghanistan, so it asks: 

1. Why support and opposition to Pashto language was politically 

motivated? 

2. Why historically the Afghan, British and Pakistani elite used it or feared 

it as an instrument and indicator of political ends? 

3. What language planning and policies in borderland produced integration 

of Pashtoons into Afghanistan and Pakistan? 
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This paper provides a qualitative overview of the documents and events 

related to LPP in the Pak-Afghan borderland. For this purpose, the paper 

relies mostly on the review of secondary data. 

 

Theoretical Framework 
 

This study is based on a framework that has two components. The first 

component (discussed in 3.1) provides a linguist’s perspective about the role 

of language in political integration and resistance. The second component 

(discussed in 3.2) provides the political scientist’s perspective where 

language is seen as part of political process. These mutually converging 

views would provide an effective way of studying the relation of language 

and politics peculiar to the context of Pashto within the Pak-Afghan 

borderland.  

 

Integration in Language Policy and Planning (LPP) 
This paper utilizes a Language Policy Planning (LPP) model that relates 

language to the process of political integration. Language policy planning 

can be effectively studied when it finds answers to questions such as, “who 

speaks what language to whom and when”.
18 

In this paper the role of Language Policy Planning model in state’s daily 

activities and functions is explained through six interconnected presumptions, 

which explain the factors and process of intra-state integration. First, it is 

assumed that nation is like a system of organized fields as described by 

Lewin
19

, Bourdieu
20

, Mey
21

 and Rummel
22

. The metaphor of eco-system can 

be offered as another candidate to explain the system of nation. Here, nation 

means a sovereign national state. Polities can be viewed as eco-system where 

like biological ecosystem competition, survival and death of language are 

associated with a number of elements in the habitat.
23

 Second, national 

integration is considered the process of eliminating threats to the stability of 

nation as system. Third, LPP is supposed as one of the integrative tools in 

nation as system. LPP includes all formal and informal practices, beliefs, 
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ideologies and interventions related to language. Fourth, identity is taken as 

layered in the individual speaker of a language. Individuals possess the 

potential to effectively recognize and prioritize multiple identities according to 

the appeal of these identities to the real or imagined interests. Fifth, it is 

assumed that in case of conflict in identities, the one with stronger appeal to 

the interests of individual is upheld and the other identities are either 

suppressed or disowned if they conflict with dominant identity. Sixth, 

homogeneity and diversity are taken as integrative LPP goals within a nation, 

while conflict between language-groups is considered disintegrative outcome 

as it produces resistance and/or rejection of an LPP that attempts assimilation.  

Linguistic homogeneity as LPP goal can be stated as negative integration 

when assimilation of the less dominant language groups is the intended goal of 

language policy. When the promotion of diversity is intended through 

language policy then such integration can be considered positive integration. 

Assimilation depends on repressive mechanism that results in language shifts, 

language deaths, language endangerment, violation of language rights and 

sociopolitical exploitation. Assimilation is presently an unpopular method of 

integration for the majority of LPP experts. Accommodation as positive 

integration results in language maintenance, language rights recognition, 

cooperation, pluralism and freedom and rights for all language communities.  

Both positive and negative integration aims at the stability of the state. 

However, negative integration through the use of coercion and force is prone 

to elicit the reaction of resistance, grievances and conflict. Power sharing and 

change in the identity work together in producing integration.  
 

 
Fig.1. Process of national integration through Language Policy Planning (LPP) 
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Fig. 1. Shows, the schematic components of the LPP model which 

describes integration as the product of LPP. The model has two levels, upper 

and lower. In this model LPP initiates in upper level, is implemented in top-

down fashion. This model theorize a resourceful actor (RA) as the first 

interested actor of LPP who initiates LPP for integrating a target group, 

where domination/sharing of power remain the primary motive. The nature 

of language planning is cyclically repeated spanning all aspects of 

languages.
24

 An accommodative intervention in languages results in 

integration and an unsuccessful or partially successful coercive and 

repressive assimilation results in alienation, resistance, conflict and 

disintegration. Actors in LPP can be divided in to resourceful and less 

resourceful groups. The resourceful and less resourceful actors compete with 

each other for domination of power domains and enforce an identity 

favorable to them for participation in these domains. 

 

The Borderland Theory 

The available literature regarding the Pak-Afghan borderland mostly 

focuses the socio-economic and political dimensions of the region but 

neglects the role of language in these dimension. Further, it disregard the 

significance of the unique realities of the borderlands by adopting a state 

centred approach.
25

 Borderland theory by focusing on the local, offers an 

alternative.
26

 The borderland theory considers the state-centred approach 

flawed
27

 and proposes a comprehensive ‘cross-border’ perspective on border 

regions. It posits ‘borderland’ as a force that is based on the networks and 

the systems of interaction (social, political, economic, and cultural, etc.) 

across the border and their impact on the bordering states. This makes the 

study of borderland significant in understanding language as an integrative 

agent. 

It is normal to study border from the perspective of state-center in a 

modern state where elite of the capital settle the border as cartographic lines 

driven by an urge to establish the writ of state in all parts of the state.  

Territories were conquered but not integrated or assimilated along borders in 
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early days of modern state. But, in recent times, most modern states attempt 

integration or assimilation as they consider the heterogeneity of border areas 

a threat to sovereignty. The elite in the states appear to be unified when they 

engage in the negotiation and decision making. However, the interests of 

army, bureaucracy, political leadership, industrialists, landlords and 

businessmen do not always converge. Therefore, vague and ineffective 

decisions may be taken and patchily implemented. Such negotiations and 

policy making is often declared to masses as “national struggle” aimed to 

build a nation that is politically, socially and culturally uniform, entailing 

linguistic homogeneity as well. The success or failure of integrating 

borderlands depends on three elements: (1) resources and will of the state(s), 

(2) alignment or alienation of elite in the borderland and (3) acceptance or 

rejection of the population living in the borderland. Figure – 2 shows three 

possibilities that emerge due to interplay of these elements: (1) borderland is 

totally assimilated or integrated, (2) it is partially assimilated or integrated 

and (3) it defeats the assimilation or integration efforts completely.
28

The role 

of language within the context of borderland theory has been explained and 

assessed in this paper. 

 

 
 

Fig. 2: Power relation of state, local elite and the people of borderland.
29
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Historical Background of Pashtoon’s Autonomy and Pashto 

Language 
 

The desire of Pashtoon for autonomy dates back to their struggles of 

resistance to the Persian and Mughal imperialism in the beginning of eighteenth 

century. As a result of this resistance they successfully established a large 

empire. This empire resulted in the ascendance of Pashtoons. Rise of Pashtoon 

dominance and then a slow eclipse provided enough time for Pashtoons to 

establish their ethnic superiority in the region. The material superiority also 

translated into a consciousness of the superiority of other identity markers such 

as language. Pashto language was a mediocre language before this rise. After its 

rise, Pashtoon leader and poets such as Khushkhal Khan and Rahman Baba 

made Pashto the medium of their expression and helped in nurturing the national 

consciousness among Pashtoons. This consciousness was realized through 

accruing social, political and economic superiority of Pashtoons. However, 

Persian continued to dominate in domains of power. The emergence of first Sikh 

and then the British power on eastern border and Persian power on the southern 

border and Russian in the north and west squeezed Pashtoon influence. 

Ultimately, the two Anglo-Afghan wars resulted in loss of territory to British 

India. And Pashtoon population was once more divided (earlier the Mughal and 

Persian empires did this). British India formalized this division through a treatise 

in 1893 that laid a permanent boundary between the British India and 

Afghanistan known as Durand Line. The lost territory especially that was 

inhabited and controlled by Pashtoons was a thorn in the side of Afghan 

nationalists. British India was also aware of this desire and took such steps that 

would keep the British leverage over the Pashtoon and use them to their 

advantage against the Afghans. This issue thereby acquired three dimensions, 

one of the great game between Russia and Britain, two the issue of Afghan 

nationalism and a three a local aspect that became a cocktail of responses 

(sometimes pro-Afghan and sometime pro-British).  

British India adopted the policy of minimum essential control and indirect 

rule to keep Afghanistan in its fold. In British India Persian was replaced by 

Urdu as official language of communication between the administration and 

population with obvious reason to internally consolidate British India and to 

cut its links with Afghanistan and where Persian was official language.
30

 

Schiffman finds no sign that the founder of Afghanistan attempted to 

introduce Pashto as the official language of his kingdom.
31

 Afghanistan 

focused internal consolidation and redefinition of Afghan national identity. 

Local Pashtoons attempted to make best of this competition between 

Afghanistan and British India in asserting influence over them.  
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Afghanistan’s Language Policy Planning (LPP) for Pashto 
 

This section overviews how Pashto and Dari as major language related 

to national integration in Afghanistan especially in the 20
th
 century. A 

diachronic review traces the development of Afghan treatment of Pashto in 

the 20
th
 century. 

According to Senzil Nawid, “Language policy in Afghanistan was 

frequently altered in the course of the twentieth century in response to social 

and political conditions and the effort to promote the political objectives of 

the regime in power. The objectives were promotion of national unity, 

national identity, ethnic aspirations, and political ideologies. Afghanistan’s 

turbulent history in the twentieth century occasioned frequent changes in 

Afghan language policy.”
32

 

The 20
th
 century Afghanistan was geared towards modernization. The 

diverse population had different linguistic and social backgrounds. All of 

them needed to be assimilated and new national identity had to be 

constructed.
33

In the efforts of modernization Amanullah Khan had the 

fortune of having Mahmud Tarzi, a gifted Afghan educationist, modernist 

and nationalist. Mahmud Tarzi may be considered as the first modern 

education reformer in Afghanistan. His Persian writings specially 

“Mu’allim-i Hikmat” (Teacher of Wisdom) contains glimpses of a student-

centered approach and emphasis on discovery.
34

 Ministry of education (that 

was also related to keeping archives) through its policy laws between 1920 

and 1930 made it compulsory for record section to maintain a record of all 

official documents in Pashto.
35

 Initially, Pashto Tolana (Society for Pashto) 

was founded as a branch of “ministry of education” to translate books from 

foreign languages into Pashto, and was also tasked to improve its vocabulary 

and propose formal style to make it suitable for performing a role as official 

language.
36

 Sudden increase in activities related to promotion of Pashto 

language happened after 1919 when the Rawalpindi treatise ended British 

suzerainty in Afghanistan. Nationalist spirit was at the height, and irredentist 

claims over the Pashtoon majority territory under British India control were 

frequently raised in the magazines and newspapers of the time such as Kabul 

and Siraj-ul-Akhbar. The word Afghan was used aggressively as the unique 

identity of all citizens of Afghanistan. Though such word, meant the 
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domination of Pashtoons to the minority languages and ethnicities.
37

 As 

Pashto was standardized, a policy of increasing its role in official 

communication and education was followed, resulting in enhancement of its 

sociopolitical prestige and roles.
38

 The official support to enhancing the 

status of Pashto language was repressive for Dari (as it was derided as 

Persian).  It was aimed to substitute Dari by Pashto in the domains of power, 

thereby make Pashto as the symbol of national identity in Afghanistan.
39

 

Before the rise of Pashtoon identity-based nationalism, Persian was 

language of the court, belle letters, official communication and quality 

education. This was a common practice in all kingdoms of the region. 

Therefore, Persian was the lingua franca of the early 20
th
 century Central 

and South Asia. Pashto was partially used in Afghan military, and before the 

rise of nationalism the Pashtoon ruling class largely ignored its potential as 

official language.
40

 The son and grandson of Amir Abdur Rahman in search 

of consolidating Afghanistan as modern state started to see in Pashto an 

instrumental value that would make Afghanistan, as a national state, 

different from Persian using neighborhood in British India and Iran.
41

 

Despite earlier official rhetoric, the decision to replace Dari by Pashto had to 

wait till 1937. This became the first and the only time that “Pashto Only” 

language policy was enacted. King Zahir Shah’s uncle and the then senior 

minister Mohammad Hashim Khan expressed his views in an interview to a 

Western journalist in these words, “from next year it [Pashto] is to become 

the language of our officials, doing away with Persian. Our legends and our 

poems will then be understood by everyone. We shall draw from them a 

pride in our culture of the past which will unite us.” 
42

  Thus, Pashto, which 

was ranked equally with Dari (Afghan Persian) by the Pashtoon king 

Amanullah, gained supremacy in 1930s. To promote Pashto as standardized 

language and "Afghan" national ideology the “Pashto Tulana” (Pashtu 

Academy) was established. The cornerstone of Afghan nationalism was 

based on the promotion of the Pashto language and Pashtoon culture and 

values, which remained a major preoccupation in educational system of the 
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government of that time.
43

 In 1944 decision was taken by ministry of 

education to switch to Pashto language as medium of instruction at primary 

level schools and also recognized difficulty in implementation as shortage of 

textbooks and competent teachers had to be tackled.
44

 Other ethno-linguistic 

groups were panicked by this sudden change in the direction of nation 

building by the ruling elite.
45

 This problem was then addressed through 

constitutional protections in 1964. In the constitutions of 1964 provision for 

the official status of Pashto and Dari.
46

 In 1964 in response to Pashtoon 

domination, minority based 'Sitam-e-Milli" was formed, primarily to counter 

Pashtoon influence. Taher Badakhsi, the leader of this party grouped 

together Tajiks, Uzbeks, Turkmen and Hazara through his political rallying 

for the rights of the minority ethno-linguistic groups as victim of Pashtoon 

oppression.
47

 

 

Pakistan’s Language Policy Planning (LPP)for Pashto 
 

Pashtoons living in Pakistan, consider their tribal code of hospitality, 

revenge and chivalry as central to their identity. After their consolidation of 

power in the borderland their leadership started to consider Pashto as an 

important component of this tribal identity.
48

 Pashtoons of inner India lost 

their ability to speak Pashto in 18
th
 century AD and used Persian or Urdu 

instead.
49

 Pashtoons in India, especially in the borderland gave significance 

to the language policy in Afghan courts. As Persian was dominant in 

Afghanistan till 20
th

 century, the Pashto speaking population along the 

border also used Persian as official language and gave it importance in 

education.
50

 

However, when resistance to colonial occupation was started by Ghaffar 

Khan (also known as Bacha Khan) the “red-shirts” or “Khudai 

Khidmatgars” chose to patronize Pashto in their schools. He considered it 

necessary for the elite to promote Pashto by learning it and using it. In his 

visit to Afghanistan when he met King Amanullah Khan, he found him less 
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proficient in Pashto. He advised the king to learn Pashto language, as 

language is a key to Pashtoon nationalism.
51

 After annexation of their 

homeland, the rural Pashtoons largely remained egalitarian and independent 

while the urban Pashtoons became hierarchical (largely through qalang or 

taxation).
52

 As king Amanullah Khan pioneered making Pashto the symbol 

of Pashtoon identity and nationalism in Afghanistan, so Ghaffar Khan 

initiated this movement in the borderland on Pakistani side.
53

 The rise of 

Pashto language was inspired by the desire of Pashtoon elite to promote 

“official nationalism” that necessitated an indigenous “official language”. 

While in Afghanistan Pashto was used as an instrument of national 

solidarity, in British India the suppression of Pashto was undertaken by the 

colonial rulers as they suspected such trend the strengthening of anti-

colonial rule.
54

 

 

The Contribution of Pashtoon Nationalists 
Khudai Khidmatgar movement coalesced around Pashto language that 

acted as unifying force of Pashtoon nationalism. It began in 1929 in the form 

of “Anjuman-I-Islahi Afghan” (Society for the reform of Afghans), 

indicating anti-colonial awakening of Pashtoon that centered on ending the 

British occupation of Pashtoon homeland.
55

 This nationalist and anti-

colonial activities merged into a demand for freedom from colonial rule.
56

 

Pakhtun and Islam magazines contents emphasized the role of Pashto in 

uniting Pashtoons, promoting nationalism in them and making their claim 

for independence.
57

The borderland area remained largely a frontier during 

the early days of annexation with British India. Later, in June 1935 British 

Parliament passed the bill that declared it a province, but the word, 

“Frontier” still reflected incomplete integration.
58

 

Abdul Qayyum Khan, as minster of transferred departments, considered 

different options for the medium of instructions in 1932. He did not consider 

Pashto language fit for teaching because teachers and some Pashto speakers 

favored Urdu over Pashto.
59

 However, Qayyum regionalized language 

policy for education by making Pashto as medium of instruction in Pashto 

speaking areas, while reserving Hindko for Hindko speaking areas. Non-
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Muslim, non-Pashtoon members of legislative assembly termed it “Black 

Circular” because of its “anti-Hindi-Gurmukhi” nature. Generally when the 

Pashtoon political elites while in power favored Pashto, and those in 

opposition stood by minorities in opposing such move. Dr. Khan Sahib led 

government made Pashto the medium of instruction in Pashto speaking 

areas. The pre-partition legislative assembly allowed the use of Pashto and 

Urdu, however, acts were printed only in English.
60

 

As the normal approach of the British raj was to suppress Pashto 

language, the Pashtoon nationalists relied on support from Afghanistan and 

Swat for Pashto language and its use in education and publications.
61

 

Pashto language and nationalism in the nascent states of Pakistan were 

received with suspicion due to their demand for autonomy. After the fall of 

eastern wing, in late 1971, the followers of Ghaffar Khan officially made 

language policy a token of giving up separatist politics when their 

government turned down a bill to make Pashto the official language of 

NWFP on May 12, 1972 and instead declared Urdu as the official language. 

They also assured the government in center that they would work to 

strengthen Pakistan.
62

 

Though officially Pashto was made the medium of instruction in 1952, 

however, in practice the law was never implemented.
63

 The scarcity of 

resources was always the main issue. In FATA the survey of USAID found 

that Pashtoon teachers were not available and the non-Pashtoon teachers 

were not able to teach in Pashto.
64

 

 

Pashto Language and Political Developments after 1978 
 

During a state visit to Islamabad in 1978, president Daoud officially 

reached an agreement with the president of Pakistan, General Zia ul Haq, to 

expel the Pakistani separatists from Afghanistan. This may be marked as the 

end of officially supported hostilities between the two states on the issue. 

The realization of this agreement did not take place due to the coup d’état 

and Saur revolution in Afghanistan. Political chaos followed after the entry 

of Soviet forces. The country quickly dipped into a civil war and a war 

against foreign forces. The ethno-linguistic nationalism was masked by the 

spirit of Jihad (as the resistance came to be known collectively as 
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Mujahideen). The ethno-linguistic lines however was visible in the 

emergence of these Jihadi factions.  

Now, Pakistan was in the position to become party to the internal 

quagmire in Afghanistan as it hosted a large number of Pashtoon refugees 

and provided support to the resistance against Soviet forces. Language 

instead of becoming a force of integration in Afghanistan during this period, 

factionalized the precarious unity. The rise of Pashtoon Taliban and their 

recognition by Pakistan was a moment of triumph as the borderland started 

to provide Pakistan a leverage. The subsequent defeat of Taliban tilted the 

scale in the favor of the non-Pashtoon northern alliance. Lastly, the war on 

terror and the following slow process of reconstruction left the Pashtoon 

population in Afghanistan marginalized and deprived. However, the ethno-

linguistic minorities in Afghanistan were given larger space they ever 

enjoyed in the past. The constitution of 2004, in Article 16 recognized the 

regional official status for Uzbeki, Turkmani, Balochi, Pachaie, Nuristani 

and Pamiri languages. It also made it the responsibility of the state to 

promote all languages of Afghanistan.  

For Pakistan, the post 9/11 development have brought numerous 

challenges as the international terrorist organizations like Al-Qaeda and 

Islamic State and their affiliate Taliban and myriad of terrorist outfits 

threaten the existence of state in the borderland. Military operations have 

been undertaken but they have failed in eradicating the anti-state elements. 

The militarization, drugs and destruction of the traditional socio cultural 

setup in Pakistani borderland are the problems that have made the issue of 

integration a complicated challenge. An important development of the post 

9/11 era is the morphing of ethno-linguistic struggle into an obscurantist 

terrorism in the name of Islam in this borderland.  

It is significant, that the separatist tendencies of the politics of Pashto 

language are now replaced in Pakistan by a movement aimed at provincial 

autonomy that respects and safeguards the unity of Pakistan. The central 

government of Pakistan has also ended the policy of mistrust. Pashto 

language is thriving in Pakistan, and its speakers under the provincial 

autonomy has been enhanced through 18
th
 constitutional amendment.  

The current years are significant as the presence of the US military has 

decreased in Afghanistan but is also pertinent to the future of Pakistan and 

Afghanistan. Being integrated in a regional cluster and also having same 

ethnic community on both sides of the border, both Afghanistan and 

Pakistan have enmity in this borderland region. In the wake of war on terror, 

the scenarios drawn for the future of the Pak-Afghan borderland within the 

context of Pashtoon inhabited borderlands, there are different opinions. 

Some foresee the violence would return to the politics of Pashto language 

while others predict a more peaceful turn to these politics.  
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Conclusion 
 

The issue of nationalist sentiments of Pashtoons emerged due to the 

British occupation of Pashtoon majority region, which Afghanistan claimed 

to be its part. However, due to the might of British Empire the irredentist 

ambition of Afghanistan remained suppressed. The stalemate in the Anglo-

Afghan war of 1919 war and the desire to modernize Afghanistan as a 

national state gave the Afghan elite the enthusiasm to promote Pashto 

language and Pashtoon identity as the basis of Afghan nationalism. They 

hoped to integrate the Pashtoon population across border, when the end of 

British rule was apparent. They financed the subversion of Pakistan as a 

sate, through their support of separatists. The response of Pakistan was to 

suppress all aspects of the political activities related to Pashto language, 

therefore, Pashto language was not officially supported. However, with the 

end of Afghanistan support, the separatist claim transformed into a non-

separatist form, that focused mostly on the promotion of Pashto language as 

part of provincial autonomy. The chaos in Afghanistan after 1979 has 

created more complex challenges to both states and the people of the 

borderland. Promotion of an accommodative language policy in Afghanistan 

and Pakistan has been indicated through the constitutional provisions and 

amendments. However, concrete steps are needed to promote the political 

and economic integration of the speakers that would ensure a better scope 

for language to perform a role of positive integration of Pashtoons in both 

states and make the borderland as an opportunity of promoting regional 

prosperity offered in the form of China Pakistan Economic Corridor 

(CPEC). 
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