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Abstract

This study critically examines the colonial language policies in 19th-
century Punjab under British rule, highlighting the deliberate
marginalization of the Punjabi language. While English was reserved
for the elite and Urdu imposed on the general populace, Punjabi-
despite being the region’s native tongue—was excluded from official,
educational, and scholarly domains. The British administration
favored Urdu due to its familiarity among officials and its
administrative legacy in North India, sidelining Punjabi as a “rustic
dialect.” Historical evidence, however, affirms Punjabi’s rich literary
tradition and widespread cultural significance. Missionary
translations of the Bible and early judicial use of Punjabi underscore
its vitality. The paper argues that this linguistic displacement was not
merely administrative but a calculated colonial strategy to weaken
indigenous identity and foster dependency. The silence of Punjabi
elites and lack of organized resistance further entrenched this decline.
The research calls for a reevaluation of linguistic equity, asserting that
restoring Punjabi is not just a cultural imperative but a matter of
educational justice and human dignity. It advocates for the recognition
of mother tongue education and the revitalization of local languages
as essential to intellectual autonomy, cultural continuity, and social
cohesion in postcolonial societies.
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“Punjabi was commonly used in judicial proceedings during the early period of
British rule, but soon, Urdu and English replaced it in official domains.”
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"Punjabi, especially being the language of our Sikh soldiers, holds vital

importance. Officers must acquire fluency in Punjabi. Many Europeans working
in North Punjab's tea plantations must speak it."?
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“I do not know on what grounds Mr. Cust recommends Punjabi as the official

language of this province. Replacing Urdu with Punjabi would be no advantage—

Punjabi is merely a dialect of Urdu and varies across the province. It has no literary
tradition of its own.”
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“Language policy was a subtle yet powerful tool in the hands of colonial

administrators. Replacing native languages with foreign ones detached people
from their cultural roots, creating a sense of inferiority and dependency.”®
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“Language oppression is not always externally imposed; it is often internalized.

When speakers themselves view their language as inferior, the decline is not
merely imposed but self-inflicted.””
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“Mother tongue education is not a privilege—it is a right. Denying it is not just
cultural violence, but a direct assault on human dignity.”®
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Leitner, W.G. History of Indigenous Education in the Punjab, 1882.

2. Committee on oriental studies in London. Appendix XIII, Part xx 1909, p
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