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Language Policy is the manifestation of National ideology of a country. Language

policy dictates the Education policy, guides the scope of the National Curriculum and

medium of instruction for education. Sadly, Pakistan does not have a Language policy.

Education policy is guided by Article 251 of constitution of Pakistan which proclaims

Urdu as the national language, thus this is the only document which deals with the

status planning. Corpus and acquisition planning are dealt to a certain extent in the

National curriculum. The implicit partial monolingual language policy supports

English as the most prestigious code. Urdu is the lingua franca and medium of

education for the masses, leaving almost no place for regional languages. The Status

and functions of Urdu and English are different on papers and on ground. This paper

reviews the policy based actions and incidents in the history which unfolds implicit

Status Planning of languages, in Pakistan its implications.

Key Words: Language planning & Policy, Status Planning, indigenous languages,

multilingual context, monolingual policy and medium of instruction.

Introduction

Language fulfills the basic need of communication among human beings. Other than

communication, there are many functions performed by language, for example;

languages carries culture and represents regions and communities as well. Due to the

same reasons Language Planning has emerged as an important task for nations across

the globe.

Language Planning and policy became a field of knowledge in 1960’s. For the

first time, the term, “Language Planning” was mentioned by Einar Haugen in his book

discussing the linguistic issues in Norway. Davies & Ziegler (2015) refers to Haugen

(1959, p. 8) as he defines language planning as, “the activity of preparing a normative

orthography, grammar, and dictionary for the guidance of writers and speakers in a

non-homogeneous speech community.” Language planning is planning of conscious

and organized changes in the current structure or functions of a language. Today

Language planning & policy is one of the most important sub fields of

Sociolinguistics. It has two basic aspects; first, Language planning and second is the
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Policy, where planning deals with the form and use of a language and policy

implicitly and explicitly controls the influence and role of a language in the society.

As Johnson (2013) discusses the types of language planning,, “there are four types of

Language Planning; Status Planning, Corpus Planning, Acquisition Planning &

Prestige Planning.”

Status Planning is selecting a particular language or varieties to play certain

role in a society. Corpus planning is related to the decision made regarding the

structure, vocabulary and forms of a language. Acquisition planning deals with the

opportunities provided to a community to learn a language or acquiring specific skills

in that language. Prestige planning is a long term planning to develop a positive

attitude towards a language among masses. None of these types can exit in isolation.

For long term success, Status planning depends on corpus and acquisition planning.

Similarly status planning can only be useful if people have a positive attitude towards

a language and use that language in various domains of life.

Historical Background of Status Planning in Pakistan

Pakistan does not have an explicit Independent Language Policy. National education

policy and National Curriculum refer to the article 251 of the current constitution

(1973) which talks about national, official and regional languages. The education

policy 2009 also derives its principles form the same article. The Article 251 of the

constitution of Pakistan (1973) says;

“(1) The National language of Pakistan is Urdu, and arrangements shall be

made for its being used for official and other purposes within fifteen years from the

commencing day. (2) Subject to clause (1), the English language may be used for

official purposes until arrangements are made for its replacement by Urdu. (3)

Without prejudice to the status of the National language, a Provincial Assembly may

by law prescribe measures for the teaching, promotion and use of a provincial

language in addition to the national language.”(p.g.152-153)

Pakistani society is predominantly multilingual where people of diverse

ethnicities interact with each other in every day life. Absence of an explicit, well

thought and well planned language policy has created many problems(Rehman, 2023).

One of these problems is the unequal power relations among speakers of different

languages (Abbas & Bidin, 2022). As per constitution, Urdu is the national language
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and English is the co-official language of Pakistan. It is mentioned in the constitution

that English will enjoy the status of the official language for 15 years and by that time

steps will be taken to keep Urdu as the sole official language to function in all

domains at national level. But no provision were made to replace English with Urdu.

It reflects that right after independence, an influential group was present among ruling

class who wanted to keep English as the official language in order to keep the

asymmetrical class structure of the society intact. Therefore, no serious efforts were

made. Ahmad and Ullah (2020), discuss about the Urdu-English divide, “The debate

about its lack of implementation divides Pakistani society as some support its

implementation while others oppose it.” The ruling class supports English in the name

of equity and accessibility of English across the borders in all domains. (Urdu is

spoken by around 90 million as mother tongue and 80 million as the second language

all across the globe. (worlddata,info). It is Pakistan’s primary lingua franca and

around 37.7% Pakistanis translanguage between Urudu and English on Social Media.

(Ahmad et al.2023). On the contrary, English still enjoys the status of the most

prestigious language in Pakistan which is supported by the ruling class. English

language is used as tool to keep lower class away from the power structures of the

society. Zaidi & Zaki (2017) say, “Power is associated with English and it has been

the language of an elite class that has influenced the country since its birth”. Similarly,

regional languages are ignored despite the constitution approves promotion of

regional languages. In fact the regional languages have become most affected victim

of this policy, Rehman (2006). Though officially regional languages are not given any

special status in education system except in Sindh, these languages are partially used

as a medium of instruction in regional schools (Mehboob & Zafar, 2025).

Status Planning is the primary step of language planning as rest of the aspects

depend on it. Once the status and functions of languages or varieties are fixed, steps

are taken for the acquisition and corpus development of the languages. The implicit

language policy to support English and its implications and adverse effects on Urdu

and regional languages needs to be investigated in detail.

Discussion

Language planning is an integral part of Interior and Foreign policy. It has impact on

the social structure of the country. Many problems in Pakistani society and its
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education system are due to absence of language policy.Urdu being National language

serves many purposes like creating harmony and integrity but the speakers of

indigenous languages feel neglected (Gul et al. 2025). Mansoor, (2003) says,

“Pakistan as a multilingual country faces numerous problems in language planning in

higher education.” All of the sub types of language planning are inter-linked. None

of them can be implemented in isolation. Hassan et.al, (2015) say, “The first one is

status planning which is to giving status to a language and selecting a language to

standardize it.” Status planning decides that which language or languages serves the

best interest of the nation. Yudina, Melnichuk and Seliverstova, (2020) say,

“Language policy and planning is a wide research and activity field where language is

primarily considered as an object”(pg.2) . According to Kloss (1969) Status planning

refers to changes and alterations made in the role and status of a language, and the

role and functions with regards to the state and unlike corpus planning, Status

planning can be done without help of Linguists, sociologist and academicians. At

government level most of the time these decisions are taken by politicians and

statesmen. "Those concerned with this type of language planning take the corpus of

the language for granted; they are primarily interested in the status of the language,

whether it is satisfactory as it is or whether it should be lowered or raised." (Kloss

1969).

Status planning is highly context- sensitive phenomenon. Monolingual

societies and multilingual societies are essentially different in their structure and

cultural practices. Same policies cannot be applied on both of them. The policy

adopted by the government should be well thought to meet the long term interest of

the country as well as create harmony among the different ethnicities in the country.

Pakistan declared Urdu as its national language right after independence in

1947. The constitution of 1956 gave Bengali the same status. Pakistan never came up

with an independent language policy but Education policies had been working as

proxy language policies. As per Suhag & Khan (2020) from 1947 to 2009, there had

been Nine (1947, 1959, 1969, 1970, 1972, 1979, 1992, 1998, & 2009) education

policies. After separation of East Pakistan (Independence of Bangladesh) in 1971, the

constitution of Pakistan 1972 declared Urdu as the sole national language and kept a

period of 15 years to replace English in all domains in life in Pakistan. The article 251
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in the constitution gives right to provincial assemblies to pass laws in order to

promote regional languages and use them in addition to National Language. The

Education policy (NEP, 2009:11) explains the scope of Official, National and regional

languages in Pakistani context: "English is an international language, and important

for competition in a globalized world order. Urdu is our national language that

connects people all across Pakistan and is a symbol of national cohesion and

integration. In addition, there are mother tongues/ local vernaculars in the country that

are markers of ethnic and cultural richness and diversity."

Language policy provides guidelines for education policy. “In the

development procedure of quality of education, educational policies are plays a key

element role.” (Schultz, 1961; Psacharopoulos & Woodhall, 1985). The education

policies in Pakistan promoted English language as the way to modernization under the

influence of globalization. The ground realities of local context have been ignored in

education polices. “The preparation process of educational policy is mostly

considered as a highly politically unfair practice.” (Lee, 2001). Similar to many post-

colonial countries, after independence of Pakistan, all the governments have taken

Top-down approach to implement education (Language) policy in Pakistan. In this

approach policies are imposed on people without considering the intricacies of local

context and socioeconomic and ethno-linguistics realities. Such policies are bound to

create resentment among people which could lead to instability. (Rehman, 2019).

This is the core issue with language planning. Policies are not made by

linguists, instead policies are made through political intervention. Most of the post-

colonial countries are suffering because of the same practice. In majority of the post

colonial countries the education system is the tool to inforce neocolonialism. Tamim

& Tariq, (2014) refers to “(Pennycook, 1998, Rehman 2006, Skuntneb-Kangas 1998,

Tollegson 1991), Language policies and question of language has been a subject of

debates because of the implications for resurrection of inequality.” Due to

inappropriate status planning, English is the most prestigious code and all the official

correspondence is done in English. English speakers have more access to the high

profile jobs and opportunities. On the other hand, Urdu has been portrayed as a rival

language to regional languages creating a political rift where uneducatd majority of

population is unable to analyze the situation correctly.
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Role of regional languages in the economy, education and entertainment is almost

negligible. It has caused a strain among communities. Speakers of indigenous

languages feel deprived and their right to education in their mother tongue is denied.

People are pushed to use either Urdu or English and their new generation is losing

fluency in their mother tongue. Moreover, some of the minor languages are

endangered. Kuo and Jernudd (1994) explain, “Linguistic identity is associated with

ethnic and cultural identity.

Language loyalty could lead to inter-ethnic conflict when the functional status

or sentimental values of one’s own ethnic language are at stake.” There is restlessness

among different ethnic groups due to this policy, as Ali & David, (2021) say,

“Regional language activists have become more vocal about their language rights and

are emphasizing the importance of the role of mother tongues in education.”

Urdu was throughout politically exploited during Independence war and later

the politicians promoted and exploited Urdu-Bangla conflict to achieve their political

interests.Hussain & Hussain (2022) states that enforcement of Urdu as the sole

national language became a cause of breech between East and West Pakistan. It is

evident that the conflict of East and West Pakistan was primarily rooted in economical

clashes which were falsely covered by the clash of civilization or language.

(Alavi,1987). The data available at the official website of Pakistan Institute of

development Economics unfolds the unequal distribution of of resources and

expenditure. Pakistanis from all across the country speak Urdu with diverse level of

proficiency. It is a symbol of national solidarity (Amjad et al. 2023). Urdu is primarily

used as lingua franca of masses and medium of main stream media. It has resulted in a

distress among the speakers of indigenous and minor languages as they feel being

marginalized and developed a resentment against Urdu. (Rafi & Fox, 2024). English

still enjoys the official status, it is the language of bureaucracy, military, judiciary,

medium of education of elites and higher education and rest of the powerful sectors.

To support the use of mother tongue, UN also recommends to adopt additive bilingual

policy for multilingual countries. Mitova, P. (2021) says that using mother tongue is

the birthright of every human being. It is considered as the fundamental right of every

individual. Moreover it is scientifically supported that education in mother tongue

helps in cognition development.
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In Pakistan multiple education systems and boards are functional. Some board

consider English as the medium of instruction others have Urdu and Arabic for the

same purpose. But, neither federal government of Pakistan have diligently worked to

replace English with Urdu in all public and private sectors, nor the provincial

governments ever worked for the promotion of indigenous language and upgrading

them as the medium of education so the children may have education in their mother

tongue. Specially, after eighteenth amendment in the constitution, the provincial

governments should have shown interest in the promotion of regional languages.

Except in Sindh, where Sindhi is used as co-official language, no laws have been

passed from provincial assemblies protect indigenous and minor languages in rest of

the provinces. Job opportunities are quite limited in regional and almost negligible in

minor languages. No where in Pakistan except in Sindh, indigenous languages are not

employed as the medium of instruction in educational institutes. Students are bound to

study either in Urdu or in English. The higher education is completely in English. The

competitive exams are conducted in English despite Supreme Court’s ruling.

As a result of these circumstances, with increase in globalization and

Urbanization people are willingly shifting to Urdu. Educated class is either

dominantly bilingual or use English, especially in formal situations (Fatima &

Nadeem, 2025). In Pakistan, the ones who are not able to use English or Urdu are

legged behind and do not have access to better opportunities. Grzech (2013) says, “In

2008, a major shift occurred in the demographic structure of the world’s population

occured: for the first time in history, the majority of people lived in the cities. The

multilingual and multicultural cities pose a particular challenge to the key assumption

of linguistic nationalism: One people, one language, one state.” The policy makers

and elites of Pakistan follow the same ideology where Urdu is presented as the

symbol of unity and English is status symbol and considered necessary for speedy

development and progress of Pakistan.

Conclusion

Pakistan is a multilingual country and the government’s negligence towards this

reality is disappointing. Pakistan has an implicit partially monolingual language

policy under the international influence of globalization which fulfils the needs of

neocolonialism. It can be labelled as partial monolingual policy because the most
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favored language is English. It is the language of ruling class. Urdu is the national

language but only for the sake of documentation. Urdu which has been promoted in

the name of unity of the nation, has no access to high level judiciary, bureaucracy,

military or official correspondence. On the other hand, regional and indigenous

languages have been completely neglected. It has developed resentment within

masses and has caused prejudice among different sections of the society. This implicit

language policy has adversely affected education in Pakistan. Government has to

revise the policy, keeping the needs to local context.

Suggestions

Many countries have trilingual policies and their education systems are successful. In

order to address the current confused and implicit policy, in Pakistan, all major

regional languages should be declared as national languages. It will promote harmony

in the country and will definitely support indigenous languages through creating new

opportunities in the field of economy, education and entertainment etc. This policy

will neither have any adverse effect on unity of the nation nor will it damage the

status of Urdu. Urdu is used as lingua franca by 170 million people around the world.

Urdu will be still used at federal level and as a lingua franca in Pakistan. As there is

no other language to replace it. Urdu is an indigenous language of sub-continent

where as English will always be considered as a language of others by the people. At

primary level medium of instruction should be mother tongue. English should be

taught from initial stages because in this way students will have direct access to the

higher education and latest research based literature. Command on English will save

time and energy for unnecessary translations. Social and cultural prosperity developed

through Language Status Policy will fetch all diverse education systems into main

stream which will result in improved literacy and progress in the field of education.
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