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This study explores Written Ladakhi and the future of Ladakh’s culture in the newly formed Union Territory of
Ladakh, India. The Ladakhi language is at a critical pivotal period. Its survival in the next two generations depends directly
on the introduction of the Ladakhi language in its written form in the educational system. Using written Ladakhi for real
communication is the key to survival. Spoken Ladakhi is still widely used in the home and in public, as well as at formal
events, All India Radio Leh, television, and millions of audio and video recordings on social media and internet sites.
However, because Ladakhi is not used in schools, the next generation is likely to find other languages more suitable for daily
use, and the language is on the verge of extinction. Historically, no doubt, Ladakh and several other regions of the Indian
Himalayas have shared a common literary heritage with Tibet. The Ladakhi language and culture have immense potential
for development: it is shared by Buddhists, Muslims, Christians and others; the culture is valued by many non-local Indians
and tourists; and it houses a major monument of world literature, the Kesar Epic. Therefore, an effort is being made in
the present article to highlight the existing written corpus in Ladakhi and provide some information about the differences
between literary varieties present in the region, and some language policy issues facing the Ladakhi language, its survival
and potential development.

Keywords: Written Ladakhi; Ladakh’s Culture; Language Policy; Central Ladakhi

*CORRESPONDING AUTHOR:
Konchok Tashi, Department of Far East Languages, Central University of Jharkhand, Ranchi, Jharkhand 835222, India;
Email: konchok.tashi@cuj.ac.in

ARTICLE INFO

Received: 8 September 2024 | Revised: 22 September 2024 | Accepted: 23 September 2024 | Published Online: 15 November 2024
DOI: https://doi.org/10.30564/1s.v615.7240

CITATION
Tashi, K., Tournadre, N., Norman, R., 2024. Written Ladakhi and the Future of Ladakh’s Culture. Forum for Linguistic Studies. 6(5): 764—782.
DOI: https://doi.org/10.30564/fls.v6i5.7240

COPYRIGHT

Copyright © 2024 by the author(s). Published by Bilingual Publishing Co. This is an open access article under the Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/).

764


http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3857-9789
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0029-1114

Forum for Linguistic Studies | Volume 06 | Issue 05 | November 2024

1. Introduction

Currently about 7,000 languages are spoken in the
world. More than 80% of the languages (i.e.> 5,600 lan-
guages) are spoken by communities of fewer than 100,000
speakers, representing less than 1% of the world’s population.
The number of spoken languages is rapidly declining due
to globalization and the national linguistic policies of many
countries. The great majority of languages have not devel-
oped a written form. According to Wikipedia’s list of written
languages, fewer than 300 written languages are currently
being used.!

Fewer than 40 scripts are commonly used in the world
out of which only fifteen scripts date from more than a mil-
lennium ago (Tournadre 2016, and the websites sorosoro.org
and ethnologue). The Tibetan script also called Sambhota
scriptsargaaad(for the name of its developer) is one of these
fifteen scripts.

Languages that do not use a written form for their edu-
cation system are in danger of disappearing rapidly.

The present article shows that Ladakhi already has a
significant written corpus. We provide information about
the differences between literary varieties present in the re-
gion and some language policy issues facing the Ladakhi

language, its survival and potential development.

2. The Various Names for Written
Ladakhi

Ladakhi and Tibetan belong to the Tibetic language fam-
ily, which includes a dozen languages derived from Old Ti-
betan: Common Tibetan (a variety of Central Tibetan), Amdo,
Northern Kham, Balti, Ladakhi,> Purik Skat,> Dzongkha,
Lhoke (Sikkim Bhotia, also called Denjongke), Sherpa,
Sharkhok, Spiti, Cho¢a-ngaca, and many other smaller lan-
guages spoken not only in Tibet but also across the Himalayas
in India, Nepal, Bhutan, Pakistan, and marginally Myanmar
(for detail, see Tournadre & Suzuki 2023)H1.

The main written languages used in Ladakh are En-

glish, Urdu and Hindi, and two Tibetic languages: Tibetan
and Ladakhi. However, currently, both written Ladakhi and
written Tibetan are used much less often in Ladakh than
written English, Hindi or Urdu.

For Buddhist religious and cultural uses, written Ti-
betan (or Classical Tibetan) has been considered the Latin of
High Asia and benefits from great prestige.

To designate the written language of Ladakh, several
terms including Bhoti, Bodyik, Bodhi and Choskat are used,
but each of these is ambiguous and has generated confu-
sion.In addition, the language, the script and religion are
confused in many people’s minds, (see below, Section 2.1).
In Kargil district, Muslims generally prefer the terma “Yige’
for both the Tibetan script and the written language, and the
Ladakh Autonomous Hill Development Council in Kargil
held a week-long certificate program on ‘Yige’ reading and
writing in August 2024 for Kargil’s youth.

In any case, there is no consensus about the designation
of the language, but many people simply choose to refer to

the spoken and written language of Ladakh as ‘Ladakhi’.

2.1. Bhoti

The term Bhoti, locally pronounced /boti/, has been
used occasionally since the early 1990s to refer to spoken
and written forms of Ladakhi, as well as written Tibetan
and other Himalayan languages. In this sense, it is roughly
equivalent to the English term ‘Tibetic’. The word g%-bho. Ti
‘Bhoti’ is newly coined in Tibetan script and in English from
the Sanskrit adjective ik Bhotiya ‘Tibetan’, itself derived
from the Tibetan word #5bod ‘Tibet’.

The term Bhoti is sometimes used today in a broad
sense to designate a fantasized Tibetic language spoken
throughout the Indian Himalayas, in some cases also in-
cluding non-Tibetic languages such as Tamang, Gurung or
Thakali. In the Himalayas in India, Nepal and Bhutan, along
the border with Tibet, there are a number of Tibetic (or Bhoti)
languages derived from Old Tibetan. They include Dzongkha
(Bhutan); Lhoke or Denjonke (India); Sherpa, Loke or Mus-

The Ethnologue website: “The exact number of unwritten languages is hard to determine. Ethnologue (24th edition) has data to
indicate that of the currently listed 7,139 living languages, 4,065 have a developed writing system”. (source: ethnologue.com 2022).
However, in most of these languages, the written systems were proposed by missionaries and are not currently used by the people, who
are illiterate in their own language. Moreover, when a written system has been developed, the corpus of texts is usually limited to extracts

of the Bible or some tales.
MLocally called /ladaks-e skat/.

3Locally called /purik skat/ or /purikpe skat/ but officially sometimes called Purki, Purgi, or Purigi.
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tangi, Dolpo and Yolmo (Nepal); and several other languages
spoken by small communities. However, all these languages
cannot be considered a single language. They do not al-
low mutual understanding.* The term Bhoti may be ap-
propriate to designate the whole ‘Tibetic language family’
(53255 Rerg5 DhoTi i skad yig gi khyim rgyud), i.e. the
family of languages derived from Old Tibetan, and spoken
not only in Tibet, but across the Himalayas.

In some Himalayan regions, the term Bhoti is used in
school textbooks and other documents to refer to the local
Tibetic language: Ladakhi, Spiti or Lhoke, etc. depending
on the region. In order to avoid such ambiguity, we suggest
specifying ‘Ladakhi Bhoti’, ‘Spiti Bhoti’ or ‘Lhoke Bhoti,’
etc.

The term Bhoti is also used in a very different sense,
to refer to the written Tibetan language used over a huge ter-
ritory in the Himalayas stretching from the Union Territory
of Ladakh to Tawang in Arunachal Pradesh. This written
language, which is basically Classical Tibetan or a more mod-
ern variety, is mainly used by religious Buddhist people and
some lay intellectuals. In this sense, Bhoti fulfills a similar
role to Latin in medieval Europe. It may be considered the
common written language of the Tibetic-speaking regions
of the Indian and Nepalese Himalayas, functioning as the
main medium of scholarly exchange, especially in the field
of Buddhist studies, but not only >, (Konchok Tashi, 2021,
pp. 8-9)BL.

When the related term Bhotia is used as an ethnic label,
Ghosh (2008, p.1) remarks, for example, “The Bhotias are
generally called by various names like Bhotia, Bhutia, Bhote,
Bhuti, Budhi and so on. The neighbouring peoples other
than the Bhotias belonging to different parts of the Indian
Himalayas, identify the Bhotias as distinct from themselves.
The above names identify the group of people who had come
from Bhota desa, i.e., Bod yul. So the above namings are the
local variations used by the neighbouring groups!®.”

The term ‘Bhoti’ has acquired a political dimension.
This term is used in order to seek official recognition for
Ladakhi, Lhoke and other Tibetic languages in the ‘eighth

schedule’ of the Indian constitution.’> Using ‘Bhoti’ federates

many related languages and thus allows the integration of
a greater number of speakers, whereas Central Ladakhi or
Lhoke alone would each represent less than 100,000 speak-
ers.

The choice of the term Bhoti over ‘Classical Tibetan’
is a conscious part of the strategy of the leaders of the move-
ment belonging to diverse peoples in the Indian Himalayas to
affirm their status as a part and parcel of the Indian identity,
(See Konchok Tashi 2021) 2.

2.2. Bodyik

The term Bodyik, reflecting the word ssaarbod.yig “Ti-
betan letters,” is commonly used in Ladakh to refer to either
the Tibetan written language or the Sambhota (Tibetan) al-
phabet or script. Locally pronounced /bodik/ or /budik/, it is
also attested as Bodyig, Bodik, and Budik.

As noted rightly by Zeisler (2006): “Buddhist schol-
ars usually do not differentiate between language and script,
and [think] that spoken Tibetan and the Tibetan script is in a
way inseparable from its use for the Buddhist scriptures” 7],
The Tibetan script, which historically descends from Indic
scripts, is indeed separable from the Buddhist scriptures, as
it has been used to write texts of other traditions: Bon, Chris-
tian, Islamic, and Hindu texts, as well as all kinds of secular
purposes: news, poetry, politics, history, science, etc., not
related to Buddhism.

The confusion between a script and a language is prob-
lematic: obviously, the same language or closely related
dialects may be written in two different scripts: this is the
case, for example, for Tajik and Persian, which allow mutual
intelligibility but are written respectively with Arabo-Persian
and Russian script. The same is true for Hindi and Urdu
which are written in different scripts, but the spoken lan-
guages are mutually intelligible and very close.

Conversely, totally different languages such as English,
French, Indonesian and Swabhili (in Africa) are written with
the Roman script. Tajik, an Iranian language and Russian,
a Slavic language, are both written in the Cyrillic script al-
though they belong to different language families. Likewise,

Sanskrit, Nepali, Hindi, Marathi and several other languages

“Similarly, it would be incorrect to speak of a general Germanic language which would subsume all the existing Germanic languages
(German, English Dutch, Swedish, Icelandic, etc.). Germanic (as opposed to German) is not used to designate a specific language but

refers to the whole language family.

>The Ladakhi MP, Jamyang Tsering Namgyal introduced a Private Member’s Bill: ‘The Constitution (Amendment) Bill 2022,
(Amendment of 8th Schedule)’ in Lok Sabha, India’s Parliament, on 1st April 2022.
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are written in the Nagari script.

2.3. Bodhi

The term Bodhi, locally pronounced /bodi/ or /budi/,
was used for decades as the name of the Ladakhi language in
official documents and as the name of an academic subject
in the Education Department of Jammu and Kashmir State.
According to Venerable Konchok Phanday.® the term was
mistakenly coined in English by Pandit teachers in Leh as a
romanization of bod.yig “Tibetan letters.”

It is unrelated to E“gbodhi, the Sanskrit term for the
‘Enlightenment of the Buddha’.

The term ‘Bodhi’ is not normally written in Tibetan
script, but it is very rarely attested as ;76-§~bho.a’hi.7 With this
orthography, this word has no meaning in Tibetan or Ladakhi.
Thus, the term Bodhi in Ladakhi, English, Hindi or Urdu is
inappropriate to designate any Tibetic language.

2.4. Choskat

Choskat #vsschos.skad “dharma language,” pro-
nounced /¢hoskat/ in Ladakhi, is used to refer to the Tibetan
written language, usually Classical Tibetan. The term is
useful to refer to some specific lexical items and literary
styles used in Buddhist texts, but cannot designate a ‘dharma
language’ since Choskat does not have any distinct gram-
mar from Classical Tibetan, just as Biblical English is not
a different language from English, and simply corresponds
to a style or a register of English based on the Authorized
(“King James”) version of the Bible. In addition, if Choskat
‘Dharma language’ is simply the equivalent of the ‘Written
Tibetan language’, then it is misleading since this language
is used everyday to write articles or books dealing with all
possible fields (history, politics, science, art, etc.) and is not
restricted to Buddhism.

In many Tibetic languages, the term Choskat is used
in contrast to Phalskat (xxs5phal.skad) “the ordinary lan-
guage” denoting the spoken language, but in some languages
it carries a derogatory meaning. It also contrasts with Yulskat

(w5 yulskad) which refers to any spoken dialect.

In order to clarify all the above mentioned issues,
in this article, we will simply use the terms written
Tibetan (s5%2wssbod.kyi yig.skad)and written Ladakhi
(wmaR@dy la.dwags.si yi.ge).For the spoken languages, we
will specify the language or dialect: e.g. Central Ladakhi
(vmamRaessgla.dwags.si gzhung.skad),spoken in the Leh
area; Purik Skat (gxqsspu.rig skad) spoken in the Kargil
area; and Common Tibetan (§xgspyi.skad), based on a vari-

ety of Central Tibetan.

3. Dialectal Diversity within Ladakh

A number of Tibetic languages and dialects are spoken
in Ladakh, and may be divided into two large groups. Zeisler
divides them into the Kenhat dialects (3555gyven.skad) ak.a.
Western Innovative Tibetan, spoken in the upper Indus area,
and the Shamskat dialects (qgsr55.gsham.skad) a.k.a. Western
Archaic Tibetan:

o “Western Archaic Tibetan: the non-tonal ‘conserva-
tive’ dialects of the north-eastern and central areas:
Baltistan, Purik, Lower Ladakh, Nubra, and Leh,
showing initial and final consonant clusters.

e Western Innovative Tibetan: the ‘innovative’ dialects
of the south-eastern areas: Upper Indus, Changthang,
and Zangskar,® where the clusters have been reduced
and tonal features can be found.” (Zeisler, 2011)®1.

Out of all these dialects, two languages of communica-
tion have emerged and gained a dominant position in Ladakh:
Central Ladakhi spoken in the Leh area and Purik Skat spoken
in the Kargil area. Almost all the Tibetic speakers of Leh Dis-
trict and Zangskar in Kargil District can understand Central
Ladakhi, so this variety already serves as a lingua franca. The
same can be said of the Kargil variety, Purik Skat, which serves
as a lingua franca in most of Kargil District. Many speakers of
Purik Skat can also understand Central Ladakhi.

4. The Relationship between Ladakhi
and Tibetan

Both Ladakhi and Tibetan belong to the Tibetic lan-

guage family, which includes 76 groups of dialects (or lan-

®Personal communication to Rebecca Norman, on November 14, 2023.

"For example, it occurs in the brochure ‘Bhoti language and its importance’, published by the Central Institute of Indian Languages.
Mysore. Himalaya Buddhist Association. Delhi. 2008.

8The name of the language in written Tibetan and Ladakhi is == Zangs.dkar but it is locally pronounced /zahar/ and officially
written Zanskar. In the romanization used in this article, we use Zangskar, reflecting the Central Ladakhi pronunciation /zangskar/.
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guages) derived from Old Tibetan (Tournadre & Suzuki
2023)"1, The relation between Ladakhi and Tibetan is com-
parable to the relation between French and Spanish, which
both belong to the Romance family. Like French and Span-
ish, Central Ladakhi and Tibetan do not allow mutual under-
standing.’ For example, when His Holiness the Dalai Lama
gives teachings in Ladakh, a translator is required. Buddhist
Ladakhis are pleased with this opportunity to understand
His Holiness’s teaching in their own language. For instance,
during his teaching in Choglamsar (28-30 July 2022) on
Shantideva’s ‘A Guide to the Bodhisattva Way of Life’, he
was translated into Central Ladakhi by Geshe Lobzang Tse-
wang.

The differences between Central Ladakhi and Common
Tibetan include the phonology, the grammar and the lexi-
con. Both differ from Classical Tibetan in their grammar and

lexicon. We will illustrate some of these differences below.

4.1. Phonological and Lexical Differences

Regarding the phonological differences, many letters
(pre-radicals and suffixes) which are silent in Common Ti-
betan are still pronounced in Central Ladakhi (see Norman,
2019). A description of the phonological differences is be-
yond the scope of this article. (See Norman, 2019 and Tour-
nadre & Suzuki, 2023)[1-°1,

Concerning the lexicon, many lexical items present in
Central Ladakhi are not used in Common Tibetan, but reflect

forms found in Classical Tibetan. See Table 1 below:

Clearly, while both Central Ladakhi and Common
Tibetan are closely related to Classical Tibetan, there are
enough differences to consider them three separate languages.
In many cases, each of the descendant languages uses a dif-
ferent Classical root for its common modern word (see ‘to
do’ and ‘yesterday’ in the table above.) In some cases, the
Classical root has undergone a semantic shift (see ‘to go’
above). In some cases, one or the other of the modern lan-
guages uses a word that is distinct from Classical Tibetan

(see ‘food’ above).

4.2. Grammatical Differences

Every language (and even each dialect of a single lan-
guage) has its own grammar. This is the case even when
languages are derived from the same older language'® and
are closely related. For example, Spanish, Italian and French,
which are all derived from a variety of Latin, do not share
the same grammar today. Similarly, Central Ladakhi, Com-
mon Tibetan, and Dzongkha, which are all derived from Old
Tibetan, have developed their own distinct grammars. The
development of specific grammatical features is a universal
phenomenon of the evolution of languages. As they evolve,
languages undergo changes in their phonology, lexicon, and
grammar. Likewise, the grammar of Classical Tibetan is not
the same as that of Common Tibetan as spoken nowadays in
Central Tibet and in the diaspora.

However, some traditional Buddhist scholars in Ladakh
assert that the Ladakhi language does not have grammar,
which is of course not true as mentioned above. For
these traditional Buddhist scholars, ‘grammar’ essentially
means the Classical Tibetan treatises (ysrg=rsum.cu.pa and
s Tagariags.kyi. jug.pa) allegedly composed and devel-
oped by Thonmi Sambhota in the 7th Century. It is important
to understand that these two grammatical treatises are based
on the spoken language of the 7th Century. Moreover, this
ancient and ‘sacred’ grammar does not describe the whole
grammar of Classical Tibetan (see Tournadre 2010), and is
not at all adapted to describe Modern Literary Tibetan!%].

Let us briefly illustrate just a few of the grammati-
cal differences between Central Ladakhi, Common Tibetan
and Classical Tibetan. We will restrict our observations to
some of the main salient grammatical differences: inter-
rogative pronouns, nominal cases, nominalizers and verb
auxiliaries, although the grammatical differences are much

more widespread than just these.
4.2.1. Interrogative Pronouns

Interrogative pronouns in Central Ladakhi are usually
closer to Classical Tibetan than Common Tibetan as shown
in the Table 2:

°The language spoken by H.H. the Dalai Lama is Common Tibetan. During his teachings, he often quotes texts in Classical Tibetan
(which is difficult for many Tibetans to understand), but he gives commentary in Common Tibetan.
1A proto-language which is usually reconstructed by linguists on the basis of attested languages which are derived from this historical

language.
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Table 1. Lexical differences between Central Ladakhi, Common Tibetan and Classical.

Central Ladakhi Common Tibetan

Classical Tibetan

Translation

= skyod (hon.), axphebs (high hon.) 3as phebs (hon.)

§r skyod, aa~phebs

to go, to come (hon.)

& cha (< Classical sx-chas ‘to set out”) ¥’ gro ¥’ gro to go (pres., fut.)
~&wbcos (< Classical sgbcos ‘to make’, ‘to - -
correct,” ‘to treat’) Sxbyed Sxbyed todo
s=song s phyin g=song, 85 phyin to go (past)
xar sal (< Classical g stsal ‘to bestow’) TEs gnang a@= gnang w stsal to give, to bestow (hon.)
s mdzad FEs gnang ser mdzad sz= gnang to do (hon.)
g tshor (< Classical &= tshor ‘to feel’) axthos ' _
‘to hear’ (hon. object) 5 go gthos, § go to hear
B jigs 3 zhed aBapr jigs to be afraid
] - s mdang,
ssemdang mas kha.sang e kha.risang yesterday
Faay gos.lag saiydug.slog HwgOS clothing
r=® kharji mesrkha.lag Fazd.ma food
i o~ Gay nyin, g nyL.ma, eq .
qzhag Fanyi.ma “hag day (duration)
Far S0.ma JxEgsarpa Fars0.maw==r gsar.pa new
Table 2. Interrogative pronouns in Ladakhi and Tibetan.
Central Ladakhi Common Tibetan Classical Tibetan Translation
gci qRga.re ¥ci, qrgang what
sacnam qrvga.dus sacnam when
ssrtsam a&xga.tshod Bsji.tsam how much, how many
§ su & Su & Ssu who

4.2.2. Nominal Case Forms

Written Ladakhi and written Tibetan exhibit some dif-
ferences in their nominal case systems. The main differences

are in the instrumental and comparative cases. The forms

of the genitive, the agentive and the dative are also slightly
different, as shown in the Table 3 below. There are many
variants (allomorphs) depending on the last letter of the pre-
ceding word, in both Ladakhi and written Tibetan.

Table 3. Nominal cases in Ladakhi and Tibetan.

Central Ladakhi

Classical Tibetan Translation

(0 (no marker)

(0 (no marker) Direct (or absolutive)

a’i (or &yi); ¥gis & ngi; & di; 3 ni; & bi; & mi; % ri; & i
Rosill

a%i & yi; ykyis & gis 8 gyi

Genitive

~ - (OF By Yis); § g5 B ngis; R dis; Jxv nis; & bis;
R MIS; Xav Vis; R lis; Rer SIS

av =5 (OF Rvyis); B kyis; fa gis; v gyis

Agentive (or ergative)

s=dang/ (or the variant 5= nang) Identical to the agentive (see above) Instrumental
wla; a’a; @ ga; = nga; 5 na; = ba; = ma arla; g su; 5 ru; = -1 g tu; 5 du Dative
x= Sang awvlas Comparative
anas sxnas Ablative
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e Direct case

The direct case (also called absolutive) is the same in

Ladakhi, Common Tibetan and Classical Tibetan: )

(no marker). Some examples in Central Ladakhi:

(1) m~&3awkho-s yi.ge-0 bris ‘He/she wrote a let-
ter’.
(2) w=rs===Rgkho-0 nga’i mdza.bo-Q yin ‘He is
my friend’.
e Genitive case
The genitive markers in written Ladakhi depend on
the preceding word-ending consonant sound, but they
are all generally pronounced /i/. Here are some exam-
ples:
(3) g2 men.tog-gi lo.ma “petal of a flower’
(4) se=Bp=za.zhang-ngi  khang.pa  ‘Uncle’s
house’
(5) #53=3=chon-ni dpe.ra ‘meaningless talk’
(6) me®3akhab-bi mig ‘eye of a needle’
(7) sgeeaasmon.lam-mi lag.pa  ‘Monlam’s
hand’

(8) mg=aai=ikun.mdzes-si mgo ‘Kunzes’s head’
These contrast with the genitive markers used in Clas-
sical Tibetan below:

(9) aFq¥asaame.tog-gi ‘dab.ma ‘petal of a flower’
(10) se=fr==ra.zhang-gi khang.pa ‘Uncle’s house’

(11) s5%amsskad-kyi mdangs ‘language intonation’
(12) gwsssyiaypgyal.mishan-gyi deb ‘Gyaltsan’s
book’
(13) s~ayaazismon.lam-gyi  lag.pa ‘Monlam’s
hand’
(14) e seaysakun.mdzes-kyi mgo ‘Kunzes’s head’
However, in Common Tibetan, there is no distinction
in the pronunciation of the written forms kyi, gi, and
gyl
When the word ends with a vowel, & (%) is added in
both Central Ladakhi and Classical Tibetan:
(15) gs@aaylha.mo’i lag.pa ‘Lhamo’s hand’
(16) m==R==mgkhang.pa’i bdag.po ‘owner of the
house’

(17) wsa=a.ma’i ‘o.ma ‘mother’s milk’

(18) =agmaqpuga’i  slob.deb or =iwisnga-yi

slob.deb ‘my textbook’.
e Agentive case

Like the genitive markers in Ladakhi, the agentive

(or ergative) markers vary according to the preceding

word-ending consonant sound. In Central Ladakhi

speech, the agentive is pronounced exactly like the

genitive, /i/ but in written Ladakhi the « (s) is written,

because it is pronounced in other regions of Ladakh, it

plays an important grammatical function, and it helps

to understand the structure of the sentence.

(19) gs=etankun.mdzes-sisbris  ‘Kunzes wrote
(it)’

(20) gwmzsaiyrgyal. mishan-nis  dris  ‘Gyaltsan
asked’

(21) mfg=sEfvgandkon.mchog-gis skyobs “God pro-
tected (him)’

Note the contrast with Classical Tibetan:

(22) qpsenfvikun.mdzes-kyis bris‘Kunzes wrote
(it)’

(23) srsssdaiayrgyal. mishan-gyis dris ‘Gyaltsan
asked’

(24) sg=sEfvagandkon.mchog-gis bskyabs ‘God
protected (him)’

Where there is a vowel ending, « (-s) is added in Cen-

tral Ladakhi, as in Classical Tibetan:

(25) m~@qaakho-s yi.ge bris ‘He/she wrote a letter’

(26) =~zgE@argunga-s rin.po.che-la zhus ‘1 said [it]
to the high lama’

Instrumental case

The instrumental case is s=-dang in Central Ladakhi

(often pronounced/-nang/), but in Tibetan, it is simply

identical to the agentive (or ergative):

Ladakhi instrumental:

(27) =~gymr@fa=iadgNgas smyu.gu-dang yi.ge
bris-pin ‘1 wrote [the] letter with a pencil.’

(28) fmmagagri-dang btubs ‘cut with a knife.’

Tibetan instrumental:

(29) =vggedydeadaNgas smyu.gu-s yi.ge bris-
pa.yin ‘1 wrote [the] letter with a pencil.’

"UThe Ladakhi cases provided here are the written forms. In the spoken language, in Central Ladakhi, there is no difference between
ergative and genitive cases, which are both pronounced /-i/. The same is true for the dative which has six forms in written Ladakhi, but
only two distinct pronunciations in Central Ladakhi: /-a/ and /-la/. For detail about the spoken cases, see e.g., Zeisler (2007); Tournadre
& Suzuki (2023).

20r sear lob.ma
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(30) Zwagmygri-s gtub “cut with a knife.” (In Clas-
sical Tibetan, the variant & -yis is also used:
Yhavagaigri-yis gtub).

Dative case

The dative case also slightly differs between Ladakhi

and Tibetan.

The dative markers in Ladakhi depend on the preced-

ing word-ending consonant sound:

(31) g sEwarap=aakun.mdzes-la btangs.pin ‘1 gave
[it] to Kunzes.’

(32) war==srtsa.zhang-nga bshad.pin ‘1 told Un-
cle.’

(33) 253 3aaayin.po.che gle-"a phebs ‘The high
lama went to Leh.’

In Common Tibetan the dative marker is —la (the al-

lomorph —=r is also used after a vowel), for instance,

(34) ngesenargsdskun.mdzes-la  sprad.pa.yin ‘1
gave [it] to Kunze.’

(35) swaramwdsa.zhang-la lab.pa.yin ‘1 told Un-
cle.’

(36) 25z g=aayrin.po.che gle-la phebs ‘The high
lama went to Leh.’

Comparative case

In Central Ladakhi, the comparative is the genitive

followed by sang:

(37) wgmmRa=tn@~tggyla-dwags-si  sang  bod
che.ba yod.kyag ‘Tibet is larger than Ladakh.’

(38) #R~=wmmwas~tingy bod-di sang la-dwags

chung.ba yod.kyag ‘Ladakh is smaller than Ti-
bet.’
In Common Tibetan, the comparative is the direct
case followed by /las:
(39) ~mmaninB¥2gla-dwags las bod che.gi red “Ti-
bet is larger than Ladakh.’
(40) sxanwmmasfRgbod las la-dwags chung.gi red
‘Ladakh is smaller than Tibet.’
Ablative case
The ablative case is the same in Central Ladakhi and
Common Tibetan: swnas ‘from’. Classical Tibetan
uses the sameswnas, as well as a~las (which is also
used for the comparative).
An example that is the same in Central Ladakhi and
Classical Tibetan:
(41) g~swaavlha.sa-nas phebs ‘He/she came from

Lhasa.’
4.2.3. Nominalizers

Nominalizers play an important role in the grammars
of Tibetic languages. They allow transforming a verb into
a noun, and thus share some functions of the infinitive in
European languages. They are also used along with verb
auxiliaries to form verb endings. The nominalizers differ in
the various Tibetic grammars. We provide here only a few
of the most common ones in Table 4 below:

As we can see from the above chart, the infinitive dif-
fers strikingly in the three varieties (Ladakhi, Common Ti-
betan and Classical Tibetan). Each of these languages has
dozens of nominalizers.

Some infinitive verbs in Ladakhi:

(42) =3~za-ces ‘to eat’
(43) sy=sR=3v dpe.cha sil-ces ‘to read a traditional book”
(44) gew=3« glu btang-ces‘to sing’
The same in Common Tibetan:
(45) =uxza-pag ‘to eat’
(46) sa=zws dpe.cha lta-yag ‘to read’
(47) qeag=uay gzhas btang-yag ‘to sing.’
In Classical Tibetan:
(48) =sgza-rgyu ‘to eat’
(49) s3=gy dpe.cha lta-rgyu‘to read’
(50) gasg glu len-rgyu‘to sing.’
In all three languages:

(51) sxza-sa ‘place of eating.’
4.2.4. Verb Tenses and Verb Stem Alternation

In Classical Tibetan, the verb has up to 4 different
single-syllable forms which indicate tense and modality (im-
perative); the verb is often followed by an auxiliary, but it
is not compulsory. Most of the modern Tibetic languages,
including Ladakhi and Common Tibetan (except Amdo lan-
guage and a few others), have lost this set of stems for each
verb. Instead, they use a single stem (usually based on the
Classical present or past stem), and indicate tense or modality
with suffixes and auxiliaries, except for a very few irregular
verbs. In Central Ladakhi, the verb stem undergoes regular
morphological change to indicate imperative and past. In
both of these modern languages, there is no separate future
stem.

In Central Ladakhi, the past verb stems of intentional
verbs (both transitive and intransitive) are constructed with a
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Table 4. Some common nominalizers.

Central Ladakhi Common Tibetan  Classical Tibetan Translation
sraymkhan sraymkhan =pa spaymkhan pa Agentive and patientive nominalizer
xSa Sa ~sa Locative nominalizer
&w(:)fs, élzoailieg?i:l;f 5 %Z €55 va rovu Patientive nominalizer and
vy = wyag grey infinitive

‘thing’

regular morphological derivation: adding the ~ /s/ suffix to
the Ladakhi present verb stem. For unintentional verbs, the
past and present stem forms are the same. The only irregular
verbs are the very common words for ‘to go’ and ‘to eat.’
In Central Ladakhi, the imperative stem is formed by
regular morphological changes to the present stem, except
the two irregular verbs. If the vowel in the present stem is the
unwritten /a/ vowel, it changes to /o/ for the imperative.'® If
the vowel in the present stem is not followed by a consonant
(an open syllable), the imperative has an « /s/ after the vowel.
In Common Tibetan, as in Ladakhi, the number of dif-
ferent stems has been reduced from the Classical Tibetan, but
in some cases, Central Ladakhi and Common Tibetan have
settled on different forms (see Table 5 below). In Common
Tibetan the relation between the present, past and imperative
are not as morphologically regular as in Central Ladakhi.
In modern Tibetic languages, tense, aspect and modal-
ity (imperative) are mainly expressed through the use of
auxiliaries. Here are some examples of the progressive, sim-
ple present, simple past, perfect and future, which are the
main tenses and aspects in the three languages:
Progressive: ‘(I) am planting barley.’
(52) swanaisiis nas btab-bin.yod [Central Ladakhi]
(53) swan=ais nas btab-kyi.yod 14 [Common Tibetan]
(54) swvadew(<Rdis) nas 'debs(-bzhin.yod) [Classical Ti-
betan]
Simple present: ‘(I) plant barley.’
(1) swaw=agpas btab-bad [Central Ladakhi]
(2) svasafusnas btab-kyi.yod [Common Tibetan]

(3) svadaw(Fum)nas ‘debs(-kyi.yod) [Classical Tibetan]
Simple past: ‘(I) planted barley.’
(4) swawantsnas btabs-pin [Central Ladakhi]
(5) awan=(x)as) nas btab(-pa)yin'® [Common Tibetan]
(6) sw=w=(xa)) nas btab(-pa.yin) [Classical Tibetan]
Perfect: ‘(s/he) has planted barley.’
(7) swasaaiga nas btabs-tog [Central Ladakhi]
(8) sw=wmaemnas btab-bzhag [Common Tibetan]
(9) swas(3agm) nas btab-(ste.’dug) [Classical Tibetan]
Future: ‘(s/he) will plant barley.
(10) swaw=3snas btab-cen [Central Ladakhi]
(11) sxvapaBzenas btab-kyi.red [Common Tibetan]
(12) swaga(=xg) nas gdab(-par.bya) [Classical Tibetan]

Clearly, the three varieties exhibit a very different gram-
mar for the various tenses and aspects. They mainly differ
in their auxiliaries, but also sometimes in verb stems. In
addition, the auxiliaries are not compulsory in Classical Ti-
betan. !

4.2.5. Morphology and Semantics of Auxiliary
Verbs

The verb grammar of Central Ladakhi presents many
features that are not present in Common Tibetan.

For example, Ladakhi uses an auxiliary =« -rag /rak/,
derived from Classical Tibetan grag ‘to sound’, to convey
sensory but non-visual information (see Tournadre 2023)[111,
This auxiliary is not attested in Classical Tibetan, Com-
mon Tibetan, Central Purik or Balti, although it is attested

in a few other Tibetic languages such as Kham (see Tour-

Bn the case of some honorific verbs, the vowel remains /a/. (see Koshal 1979: 225)

4Unlike Classical Tibetan and Ladakhi, which distinguish between progressive and simple present (habitual), Common Tibetan has
only one usual form for the two functions. We leave aside here the discussion about evidential function of auxiliaries, which indicate
the source and access to information, since this goes beyond the scope of the present article. Some evidential functions will be briefly
discussed in the next Section 4.2.5. However, for detail, see e.g. Tournadre & Suzuki. (2023).

'3In the variety of Common Tibetan spoken in the diaspora, the suffix pa is usually dropped, but in the Common Tibetan spoken in

Tibet, it is present.

'In Classical Tibetan these verb auxiliary endings are not compulsory and often dropped, but in the modern literary form written

since the beginning of the 20th century, they are commonly used.
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Table 5. Verb stems.

Central Ladakhi Common Tibetan Classical Tibetan Translation
ag= ‘thung ag= ‘thung ag=/ag="‘thung/btung  drink
Pres./fut wlta wlta w/aglta/blta look
T ~gbrgyab srgyag sa/=sargyag/brgyag  hit/verbalizer
qgn'bmb qv;wbtab qﬁqm'/ng‘debs/gdab SOW
agea ‘thungs age‘thung sp=btungs drank
Past altas mw~bltas ~gwbltas looked
sgs~ebrgyabs sgbrgyab ~gwbrgyab hit/verbalizer
:n;:m'btabs q§f<1‘bl‘ab ngbtﬂb sowed
ag= ‘thung ag= ‘thung agex ‘thungs Drink!
Imperative gltos gwltos gltos Look!
P Fargyob gargyob Fargyob Hit!/verbalizer
Qﬁ:rblob qﬁf:rbmb gaxrthobs Sow!

nadre & Suzuki 2023 and Skal.bzang ‘Gyurmed&Skal.bzang
Dbyangs.can 2002)11. The opposition in Ladakhi between
visual and non-visual sensory information is quite rare in
the world’s languages, although it is widely attested in the
languages of the Amazon Basin.

For another example, Ladakhi has developed a past

form 25-pin used after auxiliary verbs, which did not exist
in Classical Tibetan. There are many other differences in
the verb auxiliaries. Some of the main auxiliary verbs and
copulas and their grammatical differences are summarized

in the following Table 6.

Table 6. Copulas (also used as auxiliary verbs).

Central Ladakhi Common Tibetan Classical Tibetan Translation
&gy yin &gy yin Rg; yin ‘to be’ [egophoric]
R ey yin.pin R yin Ray yin ‘to be’ [egophoric, past]
R 37y yin-nog 25 red Ra; yin ‘to be’ [definitory-gnomic]
R 7qy yin-kyag 25 red Ray yin ‘to be’ [assumptive]'’
% yod % yod % yod ‘to exist’ [egophoric]
w535 yod.pin s yod %5 yod ‘to exist’ [egophoric, past]
53 (s )55y yod.de-(yin) nog Gs3s yod.red %5 yod @is=3s yod.pa.red ‘to exist’ [definitory-gnomic]
sy yod-kyag Gs3s yod.red %5 yod @is=3s yod.pa.red ‘to exist’ [assumptive]
= rag (<gm grag) gy’ dug gy’ dug ‘to exist’ [non-visual sensory auxiliary]
g’ dug g dug ~er bzhag [only g’ dug ‘to exist’ [visual sensory auxiliary]

auxiliary, not copula]

5. Standardization and Variations in
Written Ladakhi

Despite a large published written corpus, Ladakhi has
not been conclusively standardized, and wide variation is
seen in the written language of Ladakh. However, three
main trends or ‘styles’ in the current local literature can be
identified.

a) Ladakhi-Tibetan: essentially Tibetan grammar, with

Tibetan vocabulary sometimes influenced by Ladakhi.

"The term factual is also used.

b) Ladakhi conservative spelling: Ladakhi grammar, and
Ladakhi vocabulary. If the vocabulary is similar to a
Classical Tibetan word, the Classical spelling is used;
but where the Ladakhi vocabulary is not similar to

Tibetan, the Ladakhi word is written.

c) Ladakhi phonetic spelling: Ladakhi grammar and vo-
cabulary using Ladakhi phonetic spelling.

These three ‘styles’ sometimes intermingle and thus

form a continuum.
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5.1. Ladakhi-Tibetan

The first style (a) is basically written Tibetan, more or
less influenced by Ladakhi vocabulary. Documents written
in this form of language are characterized by the fact that the
grammar essentially remains Tibetan, even if a few parts of
the vocabulary are clearly Ladakhi.'®
Ladakhi-Tibetan often
typical Ladakhi lexical items not found in Tibetan,

For example, includes
such as maysgkhag.can ‘important’, swergyal.la ‘good’,
sy=ag=dpe.ra btang ‘to speak’, scha ‘to go’, asbco ‘to
do’, s mol ‘to speak (hon.)’, g=57ting.na ‘after’, and
gisogs ‘like.”. However, the grammar remains essen-
tially Tibetan. For example, it includes auxiliaries and
verb endings such as V+sggugbzhin.yod, V+=tsba.yin,
Vtagyod, Vt+gRargyu.yin, Vtg=byung, the genitive case
markings 3gyi, § gyi and the agentive case markings H~kyis,
3« gyis, and even the Classical connectori=cingand its
variants¥=shinga=zhing. In a few cases, some Ladakhi
grammatical forms such as the definite article ¥po and the

pronoun =qnga.zha ‘we (excl.)” may occur.

5.2. Ladakhi Conservative Spelling

The second style (b) uses Ladakhi grammar while con-
serving Tibetan spelling to a great degree.'”

For example, Ladakhi with conservative spelling will
usually include the following Ladakhi copulas, auxiliaries
and verb endings: 853 yin.nog, ~qrag, Vtas ‘ad, V+aspin,
Vtarrkyag (ot kag).

Writers of the Ladakhi conservative spelling style write
specific Ladakhi verb forms, for example the simple past
with a final & ‘s’ s=warmols ‘to say (hon., past)’, aarphuls ‘to
offer (hon., past)’, as=~tabs ‘to plant (past)’, sgsbstans‘to
show (past)’,that are typical of Ladakhi grammar. Some
writers avoid this use of this final & ‘s’ after certain letters
where it is not allowed by Tibetan spelling rules.

In some of these documents with Ladakhi conservative
spelling, Tibetan genitive case markings and the agentive
case markings are replaced bygenuine Ladakhi forms, re-
spectively — C +i and — C + is (see Table 3 above). However,

different authors have taken different approaches to this is-
sue.

The comparative and causative case x=sang is used
(see Table 3 and examples 37, 38 above).

One of the most distinctive markers of Ladakhi is the
infinitive ending /Ces/. Different writers of Ladakhi conser-
vative spelling choose various ways of spelling this nom-
inalizer. (see above, Table 4. Nominalizers, and Norman
2019, p xviii). The spellings 3x-ces or sxrcas reflect the fact
that this ending derives from the Classical Tibetan word
svchas ‘thing’. In Classical Tibetan and some modern Ti-
betic languages, the equivalent nominalizer is g7gyu which
also means ‘object, thing’. (see Table 4 above). Tibetan
nominalizers are normally derived from nouns.

The spellings 3xbyes or ssebyas reflect a belief that this
ending derives from the Classical Tibetan verb 3sbyed ‘to
do’/ gxwrbyas “did.” Apart from the fact that nominalizers are
all derived from nouns, there is also a phonological reason
that this is unlikely: Western Ladakhi dialects have a verb
=ba /ba/ ‘to do,’ so if this verb ending were actually derived
from the Tibetan verb sxbyas ‘to do (past),” then Western
Ladakhi (Shamskat) dialects would pronounce it with a /b/

sound, e.g. /byas/ or /bas/, but in fact they pronounce it /Cas/.

5.3. Ladakhi Phonetic Spelling

In the third style (c), each writer uses their own idiosyn-
cratic spelling to reflect Ladakhi pronunciation, often their
own personal dialect, which depends on their family and the
various places they have lived.

Ladakhi with phonetic spelling for the most part
does not follow Classical Tibetan spelling. For exam-
ple, in publications?® (such as Genesis 2022) which have
adopted this style, we find the following words: mszrkhas.pa
‘learned, expert’, (instead of sm~=rmkhas.pa). =5 dzad ‘to
do (hon.)’, (instead of a=smdzad), ssrma nam.kha’ ‘sky’ (in-
stead of sramanam.mkha’), &5 jig.rten ‘world’ (instead of
aBa3s jig.rten). This spelling aims at deleting most of the
‘silent’ letters.

However, these letters are neither always silent, nor

unimportant. They affect the pronunciation of the word, both

18Some examples of the Ladakhi-Tibetan style include the magazine ~savdg g Ladags Phonya, Leh and the school textbooks prepared
by Pethub Khangtsen Education Society, in Pethub (Spituk) monastery. («sawsdgasss=r)

Some examples of the Ladakhi Conservative Spelling style include the magazine Ladags Melong, and books by Bakula Rangdol
Nima Rinpoche, Konchok Phanday, Konchok Gyaltsan; and Francke’s Kesar.

Dhttps://www.bible.com/bible/1458/GEN.INTRO1.LBJ Genesis (2022).
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in Central Ladakhi dialect and other dialects of Ladakhi, and
function according to regular sound change rules of each
dialect. In addition, they are often pronounced in compound
words even if not when they appear at the start of a word, e.g.
sgmisho /tsho/ ‘lake,” but g=#rgya.mtsho /gyamtso/ ‘ocean.’

The ‘silent’ preradical letters also connect Ladakhi to
the history and etymology of the word, tracing back to Clas-
sical and Old Tibetan.

This Ladakhi phonetic spelling style is rarely found
in publications and has been mainly used by Christian mis-
sionaries and some NGO materials. Unlike the Ladakhi-
Tibetan and Ladakhi conservative spelling styles, the pho-
netic spelling has three major flaws:

e It does not allow easy access to the etymology.

e [t is linked with one particular dialect, and thus would
not be suitable for other dialects.

o [t does not help the learning of Classical Tibetan and
other Tibetic languages.

Conversely, the styles a) and b) preserve the etymology,
exhibit limited dialectal variation, and allow easy learning
of Classical Tibetan and other Tibetic languages. Since the
phonetic spelling c) is rarely used, it is likely that it will
gradually disappear.

The only drawback of historical spelling as in styles a)
and b) is that the pronunciation of words may be slightly dif-
ferent from the spelling. However, as we mentioned above,
this is balanced by the fact that speakers of various Ladakhi
dialects can more easily read an etymologically motivated
spelling.

This situation is found in many countries of the world.
This is the case in French, where nearly 30% of words end
with a silent letter. Silent-letter endings often include ¢, e, s,
x, d, and more marginally g, p.?! For example, in the frequent
words temps‘time’, vent ‘wind’, sang ‘blood’,coup ‘strike’,
grand‘great, big’, pas ‘step’, est‘(s/he) is’, the letters in bold
are silent.

English also has many silent letters (e.g., knee, island,
dumb, daughter, doubt, night). There are also words spelled
differently but pronounced the same, such as soul/ sole/ Seoul
and our/ hour. In addition, there are words that use the same
spelling with different pronunciations, such as read, pro-
nounced /ri:d/ (present) and /red/ (past), or live pronounced
/lv/ (verb) and /larv/ (adjective).

2ISee Silex: A database for silent-letter endings in French words.

These silent letters usually reflect the history of these

languages and were pronounced earlier.

The situation is similar in Tibet. When reading modern
written Tibetan, speakers of U-Tsang, Kham and Amdo do
not pronounce many final and initial letters. Many words
such as Rewsgsems.can ‘animal’, s=vk gangs.ri ‘glacier’, or
gapeltogs ‘to be hungry’ are written with a final « ‘s’ although
this letter is not pronounced in Common Tibetan nor in any
of the modern dialects of Tibet. However, in modern written
Tibetan, the spellings Rars5:sem.can, s=xgang.ri ‘glacier’, or
galtog are never used: the final silent « ‘s’ is not dropped.

Users of a Ladakhi phonetic spelling may sometimes
write Rsrsasem.can /semSan/, or s=x gang.ri /ganri/, to reflect
their pronunciation. However, unlike in Common Tibetan the
x ‘s’ 1s still pronounced in the Ladakhi words asarsems/sems/,
aevgangs/gans/, and gltogs /1toks/in several dialects of
Ladakh including Central Ladakhi.

Another advantage of retaining the etymology concerns

the preradical letters (s agasngon. jug and s&ssmgo.can).

In Central Ladakhi, the preradicals sx=w~d, r, [, and s
are usually pronounced, but undergo significant variation
even in very closely related dialects. However, the other pre-
radicals, i.e.qzarag, b, m, and ‘a are usually silent when they
occur at the beginning of a word, but are often pronounced in
the middle of a word. For example, 7ta ‘horse’ /sta/ (Central
Ladakh, Nubra) but /rta/ [sta] (Sham). In the word s3=dpe.ra
‘talk’, the preradical 5 is pronounced as /r/ [s] in Central and
Western Ladakhi dialects: /rpera/ [spera], silent in eastern
dialects: /pera/, and causes a regular sound change in Kharu
area and Zangskar, where the word becomes /fera/ [pera].
The word g=~lta.ba ‘view, opinion’ is pronounced /ltawa/,
/stawa/, or /tawa/, etc., depending on the dialect. Another
example is g==7ting.pa ‘heel of the foot’ /rtingpa/ [stingpa],
/litingpa/, /stingpa/, /tingpa/, depending on the dialect.

If one were to choose an alternative spelling such as
2==rlting.pa or $==rsting.pa to reflect a local pronunciation,
it would be valid only for some dialects and undermine the
linguistic unity of the region. The traditional spelling allows

each dialect of Ladakhi to read their own pronunciation by

following regular sound change rules.
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5.4. Issues of Standardization

It is normal for any written language to run into stan-
dardization issues. Even in major languages such as English,
French, Chinese, Russian, and Arabic, there are still varia-
tions and various standards. The spellings of those languages
are largely standardized, but there are still a few debates.

The choice of one spelling over another is eventually
validated by the most common writing habits of the natives.
This happens in all living languages. Some choices that
happen may not always be relevant or correspond to the his-
torical evolution of the language, but this should not be a
major concern.

For example, in Old English the verb cunnan ‘could’
was written without an ‘1’ (cud), and the ‘I’ was introduced in
the 15th century on the model of shall/should and will/would.
The same is true for the ‘h’ in the French saut ‘high’ derived
from the Latin alfus. Other Romance languages such as Ital-
ian, Spanish, Portuguese have alfo without an ‘h’. The initial
‘h’ of haut was probably added in French under the influence
of the Germanic languages (German Hoch, English high),
but has no historical basis in French.

In Dzongkha, a Tibetic language, the spelling of the
verb aas'bad ‘to do’ was introduced in the 1970s to reflect
the pronunciation of modern Dzongkha. This spelling corre-
sponds to the Classical Tibetan verb ass'bad ‘to strive’, and
has no etymological relation to the Dzongkha verb ass-'bad
‘to do’, which is actually derived from the Classical Ti-
betan verb 3sbyed ‘to do’, and its pronunciation has simply
evolved. Although Modern Dzongkha’s spelling is some-
times awkward when it reflects the pronunciation, those
rather rare un-etymological spellings are now well estab-
lished and there is no major reason to change them. Simi-
larly, in Central Ladakhi, the verb ‘to do, to make’ is often
spelled gbyo (pres.) and Zxbyos (past) by analogy with Ti-
betan 35-byed. However, it is derived from ssbco, asbcos
‘to make, treat, correct’ as shown by Norman (2019). The
choice between the two spellings will eventually be validated
by usage. These marginal inconsistencies exist in most of
the world’s languages and do not impede comprehension. As
the corpus size of written Ladakhi is increasing, a standard-
ization trend will naturally emerge.

Having a written form for the language is crucial to its

survival, and these minor details should not stop a linguistic
community from reaching that goal.

The main remaining issue is the choice between
Ladakhi-Tibetan style and the Ladakhi conservative spelling.
As we have already discussed, the major difference be-
tween these two written forms is their grammar. While
in the Ladakhi-Tibetan style, the grammar remains essen-
tially Tibetan, the Ladakhi conservative spelling style reflects
Ladakhi grammar (see Section 4.2).

The main advantage of the style (b) which reflects the
Ladakhi grammar is that it allows much easier comprehen-
sion and acquisition for children and adults who want to
learn to read and write their own language. The implementa-
tion of this Ladakhi conservative spelling style in the educa-
tion system can facilitate preservation and development of
the Ladakhi language. Conversely, the use of the Ladakhi-
Tibetan style (a) creates difficulty for most Ladakhis, as they
do not clearly understand what is written unless they have

mastered the Tibetan language.

6. The Tradition and Corpus of Writ-
ten Ladakhi

Aside from Classical and Modern Literary Tibetan,
only a few of the Tibetic languages have developed a writ-
ten form. They include Dzongkha, the national language
of Bhutan, Lhoke/Bhutia (or Drenjongke) in Sikkim, and
Ladakhi. Other languages such as Balti and Sherpa have

been used as written languages, but rarely.

The Ladakhi language has been written in Tibetan script
for more than one hundred years. Some of the first texts ap-
pear in the 19th century.

One of the earliest books ever published in the vernac-
ular of any Tibetic language was the Kesar (or Gesar) Epic
published in written Ladakhi by A.H. Francke in 1905, tran-
scribed from the speech of a storyteller in Sham. This is writ-
ten in the ‘Ladakhi Conservative Spelling’ style. This great
Tibetan epic has been adopted by other Asian cultures includ-
ing Mongolia and Manchuria. The Kesar Epic is recognized
by UNESCO as part of the ‘Intangible Cultural Heritage of
Humanity’.?> The old version of the Kesar Epic in written
Ladakhi is a real jewel of the Ladakhi culture.

2%Gesar epic tradition: Inscribed in 2009 on the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity” https://ich.un-

esco.org/en/RL/gesar-epic-tradition-00204
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Since then, the corpus of written Ladakhi has contin-
ued.
Many of the texts in Ladakhi are devoted to Bud-

dhist scriptures.?

Some books provide commentary in
Ladakhi (Conservative Spelling) of important Classical Ti-
betan texts, such as Bakula Rangdol Nima’s translation of
Nagarjuna’s The Good Hearted Letter (2014)!'2], and Kon-
chok Gyaltsan’s Commentary on Shantideva s Guide to the
Bodhisattva’s Way of Life (2017)['3]. In 2022, a monumental
translation of the Life and Songs of rJetsun Milaraspa was
published by Bakula Rangdol Nima!'¥l. The translation of
this fundamental work of the Classical Tibetan canon into
Ladakhi Conservative Spelling style makes it accessible to
the Ladakhi public.?*

The Quran and the Bible have also been partly trans-
lated into Ladakhil!> 161 25

Materials for secular purposes are frequently published
by various government departments, non-governmental or-
ganizations, and individuals. Each writer, editor or publisher
has woven his own path between Tibetan and Ladakhi (and
almost all of them have been male so far).

Ladags Melongasawa=magazine was published from
1993 to 2006, bilingual in Ladakhi and English!'7l. The
stated mission of the magazine was to popularize the use of
written Ladakhi so that it could then be used more widely. It
covered current events and issues, as well as translations of
parts of the Quran, and explanations of Buddhist texts and rit-
vals. Ladags Melong also included cartoons for neo-literates
to encourage reading of Ladakhi. It was popular among the
general public as it was written in colloquial Ladakhi with
conservative spelling.

wggdgla.dwags Pho.nya, the newsletter of the Leh
District government, has been published since 1908, some-
times in Ladakhi and sometimes in English(!8].

The Jammu and Kashmir Academy of Arts and Cul-
ture (“The Cultural Academy”) has published many books
including the annual publication Shiraza in Ladakhi, mostly
in Ladakhi-Tibetan style.

The many NGOs in Ladakh have produced posters,
brochures, and books written in Ladakhi or bilingual with
English or Urdu, about health, education, wildlife, environ-

mental conservation, solar energy, and other topics. These
have often been written in the Ladakhi conservative spelling
(see Section 4) in a form similar to that in Ladags Melong,
but some have been either more phonetic Ladakhi or more
Ladakhi-Tibetan[!").

J&K Board of School Education textbooks for the
Bhoti%® subject in schools have tended toward the Ladakhi-
Tibetan style: Tibetan grammar, with some Ladakhi vocabu-
lary and a few Ladakhi turns of phrase. The materials have
included translations of Aesop’s fables and other European
stories, Hindu and Indian stories, and original Ladakhi con-
tent.

Around the world, Christian missionaries have been at
the forefront of developing or using writing systems for un-
written or rarely written languages. The Bible was translated
into a more Classical Tibetan style, but some other Christian
books were translated into Ladakhi. In the 1930s, a Chris-
tian convert proposed a phonetic Ladakhi writing style with
radical changes to Tibetan spelling for local publication, but
these were criticized and never adopted. By the late 20th
century, Christian missionaries wrote most of their materials
in Ladakhi with conservative spelling, but some documents
have appeared with phonetic spelling. In any case, their ef-
forts to convert Ladakhis to Christianity were moving away
from printed materials toward video and audio materials,
utilizing Ladakhi story-telling and dramatic styles.

There has been a steady stream of other publications
in Ladakhi, often self-published, including novels, histories
of Ladakh, biographies of important Ladakhis, collections
of folksongs, and children’s books.

In the 21st century, many Ladakhis have bypassed the
question of how to write in the Sambhota (or Tibetan) script,
by producing huge amounts of materials on social media writ-
ten in Romanized Ladakhi. The spelling is individual and
idiosyncratic, with each person choosing his or her own way
of portraying the sounds of Ladakhi and their own dialect.
This allows written expression to all speakers of Ladakhi
with a modicum of education, whether they know the Samb-
hota script, and whether or not they are willing to attempt
writing in it. However, it abandons the historical and etymo-

logical connection of Ladakhi with other related languages.

BSee also Konchok Phanday (2017) and Konchok Tashi (2014 a, b).
**Bakula Rangdol Nimahas also translated, from Amdo into Central Ladakhi, a film of seven hours about the life of Milaraspa.
25See Molvi Omar in Ladags Melong (Mirror of Ladakh), Spring-Summer 2003, p 39; and www.ladakhibible.org/en/download-scripture

ZFormerly called ‘Bodhi.’
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It fails to correspond with the dialect diversity within Ladakh,
which the Sambhota script does so elegantly.
As we have mentioned above, many scholars, both

19,201 and native[21-24

foreign! , contributed to the written
Ladakhi language and the number of publications is rising.

However, we still lack statistics about publication figures.

7. Reactions to Written Ladakhi

Efforts to promote a wider and more popular use of
written Ladakhi have increased since the last decades of the
20th century.

Some people, mostly Buddhist monks, have made the
claim that written Ladakhi could be a threat to the Classical
and Modern Tibetan languages, but this position is not justi-
fied. Written Dzongkha has been the national language of
Bhutan since 1971, and coexists well with Classical Tibetan
there. Written Dzongkha, which is easier to learn for the
Dzongkha speakers of Bhutan, serves as a bridge between
the two languages. Knowledge of Dzongkha allows people
to learn Classical Tibetan more easily and effectively.

Similarly, in Ladakh, the knowledge of written Ladakhi
could facilitate the learning of Classical Tibetan and bridge
the differences between the two languages. For these reasons,
some Buddhist scholars of Ladakh have undertaken trans-
lations of major Tibetan texts into Ladakhi (Bakula Nima
Rangdol 2005, 2010, 2014, and 2022; and Konchok Phanday
2017)12 14,22-:24],

Likewise, Muslim scholars have been engaged in the
translation of the Quran and other texts into Ladakhi.

For most Ladakhis, written Ladakhi is far easier and
more accessible than Classical Tibetan,?’ once they have
mastered the Sambhota (or Tibetan) alphabet. Once they can
read written Ladakhi comfortably, it is easier for them to
start learning to read Classical Tibetan.

Contrary to some assertions, the integration of writ-
ten Ladakhi into the educational systems is critical to the
survival of both Ladakhi and written Tibetan in Ladakh.

8. Language Policy for Ladakhi

The Constitution of the erstwhile Jammu & Kashmir

State recognized Ladakhi as one of the regional languages of

the state.”® However, since Ladakh became a Union Territory
in 2019, there is no specific language policy for U.T. Ladakh,
except the official languages of the central Indian Govern-
ment i.e. Hindi and English. Police and land records remain
in Urdu, which was the official language of J&K State, but
almost all other official documents in Ladakh are in English,
with almost none in Hindi, Ladakhi or Tibetan. A language
policy must be adopted in order to preserve, promote and
develop the native languages spoken in the region 2%,

The advocates demanding the inclusion of Bhoti as a
nationally recognized language in the 8th Schedule of the
Indian Constitution say that this will increase the use of the
language in the education system, or make it compulsory
in schools. However, in order to include a language in the
Indian Constitution, it must be shown that the language is
already used as the medium of instruction in schools, and
that there is a thriving corpus published in the language.

The use of languages in education in Ladakh is complex.
No schools currently use written Ladakhi as the medium for
instruction, nor is it offered as a language class. Almost all
schools and colleges in Ladakh use English as the primary
language, with other languages taught as single subjects.
Many schools offer either ‘Tibetan’ or ‘Bhoti’ as one subject
(depending on which exam board they are affiliated with).

India has a “three-language policy” in education that,
for about 50 years from 1968 has meant that children in India
are supposed to study three languages. One of these is the
‘medium of instruction’ for the other subjects, meaning the
social studies, science, and math books and exams would be
in that medium. The second and third languages are required
subjects.

In Ladakh, school students have had to study three lan-
guages from among English, Urdu, Tibetan and Hindi, with
any of these or Arabic or Sanskrit as compulsory second
and third language subjects. No single written language is
used by all literate people around Ladakh, with the result
that English, or at least the Roman script, is increasingly the
only written language known by different literate people who
speak Ladakhi.

In discussing language in education, it must be remem-
bered that the ‘medium of instruction’ in Ladakh has always

referred to the language of books and exams. In the class-

Y"We did experiments with Ladakhi laypersons who know the Tibetan script and asked them to read various texts in Ladakhi. They
can understand the Ladakhi texts without difficulty in most cases, whereas they find it very difficult to understand Classical Tibetan.
2Section 146 (Academy for Development of Art, Culture and Languages) under Sixth Schedule (Regional Languages).
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room, at least until recently, teachers have almost always
spoken the language of their own convenience — usually
Ladakhi, Hindi or Urdu — regardless of the books and ex-
ams. For example, science classes with books and exams
in English were often taught by a Kashmiri speaking Urdu
in the classroom. English was often taught by a Ladakhi
teacher speaking her own language in the classroom. Bhoti
classes were seen being taught by a Ladakhi monk speaking
Hindi in the classroom. Private schools in Leh in the early
2000s pioneered having teachers speak the required medium
in the classroom, and this practice is spreading.

Until the 1990s, students at government schools in
Ladakh studied all of their subjects in Urdu, with English as
a second language, and a choice of Tibetan or Arabic as the
third language. The J&K Board of School Education, from
which Ladakhi government schools are separating in 2024,
used the name Bodhi for decades, recently changing to Bhoti
(see Section 2). Since the 1990s in Leh District, and more
recently in Kargil District, the government schools have had
all subjects in English medium starting in class 1, with Urdu
or Hindi as the compulsory second language, and Bhoti or
Arabic as the compulsory third language. Because older
Ladakhis studied Urdu, not Hindi, most of the government
schools offered only Urdu, but as teachers with Hindi skills
have been hired in recent years, more government schools
offer Hindi, or a choice of Urdu or Hindi. In the class 10
exams, all subjects are in English medium, except the other
language subjects. Students must pass the second language
(Hindi or Urdu) in order to pass the 10th class and continue
to the 11th class. The third language (Arabic or Bhoti) is
compulsory to study up to the 10th class but need not be
passed in order to enroll in the 11th class.

Private schools in Ladakh have long used English as
the medium of books and exams, as this is what parents de-
mand and are willing to pay for. The well-established private
schools in Ladakh follow the Central Board of School Edu-
cation (CBSE), based in Delhi. In the past, the CBSE Board
offered ‘Tibetan’ (not ‘Bhoti’) but with Ladakh’s govern-
ment schools joining the CBSE Board, it has added a ‘Bhoti’
subject. Seeing that three compulsory languages at a high
academic level is a burden for students, many private schools
have reduced the required languages. For example, Lamdon

School, the largest school in Ladakh, requires Tibetan and

Hindi as subjects in the lower levels, and teaches all other
subjects in English medium. By 10th class, students can
choose to drop either Tibetan or Hindi, and take the other as
their required second language in the 10th class exam.

The Central Institute of Buddhist Studies and the
monastery schools which are affiliated to it, use Bhoti
medium for Bhoti as a language and the required Buddhist
philosophy subject; English medium for secular subjects;
and Hindi as a required language. Hindi was the medium
for the secular subjects until recently. Sanskrit and Pali are
offered as optional fourth languages.

The New Education Policy of 2020 (NEP-2020) at-
tempted to relax the language formula and encourages the
use of the ‘local or regional’ language, at least at the primary
level. The policy states, ‘Wherever possible, the medium of
instruction until at least Grade 5, but preferably till Grade
8 and beyond, will be the home language/mother tongue/lo-
cal language/regional language. Thereafter, the home/local
language shall continue to be taught as a language wherever
possible. This will be followed by both public and private
schools’ 1261 29

The current school textbooks for Bhoti or Tibetan in
Ladakh are written in Classical Tibetan or Modern Liter-
ary Tibetan, which are difficult for Ladakhi children to un-
derstand. Therefore, it is important that trained linguists,
teacher educators and native Ladakhi scholars give their in-
puts into the pedagogy process and prepare school textbooks
in Ladakhi language rather than in Classical Tibetan for larger
understanding of the students, especially at the lower school
levels.

The choice of which language to use as the medium of
instruction is complex. The majority of the children enrolled
in the government schools in central Ladakh, especially in
larger towns and villages along the highway, have Nepali
as their mother tongue. Private schools enroll a diversity of
students from a variety of language backgrounds. Parents
of most Ladakhi-speaking students are adamant that they
want English medium education for their children. Many
teachers insist that they would be unable to teach books or
mark homework and exams in Bhoti for subjects such as
science and social studies.

With school enrollment approaching 100%, the current
language policies in the schools seem destined to eradicate

PMinistry of Education. (2020). New Education Policy-2020, p. 13. Government of India
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the Ladakhi language within just a few decades.

Therefore, it is crucial to change the current policies.
The mother tongue ‘Ladakhi’ should be given an opportunity
to participate in the literacy process and in the educational
system. Some native scholars have already made great efforts
in this direction.

The use of written Ladakhi using Tibetan script needs
to be further encouraged, promoted, developed and strength-
ened. Ladakhi language should be declared as one of the
official languages/state languages of the Union Territory of
Ladakh. Ladakhi language has already enjoyed the status of
being one of the regional languages/state languages in the
erstwhile Jammu & Kashmir along with Kashmiri, Dogri,
Balti, Dardi, Punjabi, Pahari and Gojri under 6th Sched-
ule, Section 146 of erstwhile Jammu & Kashmir constitution.
Trained linguists, teacher educators and native Ladakhi schol-
ars should give their inputs for the pedagogy process and
prepare school textbooks in written Ladakhi NOT in Classi-
cal Tibetan for a better understanding of the students.

This would match perfectly the UNESCO principle
which, for psychological, sociological and educational rea-
sons, recommends the use of the mother tongue 2> 271,

The administration of the Union Territory of Ladakh
should not only support the use of Ladakhi in the school
system but also launch various initiatives, such as having
the provision to confer the ‘Best Book’ writers’ award for
Ladakhi language in the line of the erstwhile Jammu & Kash-
mir Academy of Art, Culture and Languages (Konchok Tashi,
2023, pp. 145-156)1>1,

9. The Visibility of Written Ladakhi

Written Ladakhi has little visibility in Ladakhi so-
ciety currently. Shop signboards in Leh, the capital of
Ladakh, are most frequently in English, sometimes also
with Sambhota (Tibetan) script or Nagari (Hindi) or Urdu
script. However, most of the signboards using Sambhota
script do not convey a Ladakhi meaning, but simply a phono-
logical transcription of the English, or a Tibetan word that
is not used in Ladakhi. For example: “State Bank of Indi-
axFe =g Yusi. TeT beng.oph. 'in.gri. yaﬂ-m\ém%d

rativa stet baink” 3°

The signboards are a superficial performance of
Ladakhi writing without trying to convey any information.
This practice is frequent in India when using Indo-Aryan
scripts or Dravidian scripts to render English words. A small
number of signs are in Tibetan or in a mixture of Tibetan
and English, but signs in the Ladakhi language are virtually
absent.

Throughout Ladakh, most of the signs indicating vil-
lage names are written only in English, with a variety of
Romanized spellings, even if a minority do appear as well
in Sambhota (Tibetan) script, Nagari (Hindi) script or Urdu.
Many signboards spell names in distorted Romanized or
Hindi ways, which in some cases have even come to affect
how Ladakhis themselves pronounce those place names. For
example, Nyemo or Snyemo is written ﬁ'ﬂi in Nagari script
or ‘Nimu’ on so many signs that some Ladakhis now pro-
nounce it that way, and Kyagar in Nubra has been called
‘Tiger’ by the army so much, that locals have started using
that name. (For place names see Norman, 2019, pp 470 —
495)l61,

The trend toward using major languages rather than
Ladakhi is exacerbated by the increasing integration of
Ladakh with the rest of India and its economy, education
being only offered in major languages, the massive flow of
Indian and foreign tourists, the large migration from Nepal,
and the departure of the Tibetan refugees from Ladakh to
Europe and North America.

10. Conclusions

There is great potential for the development of the
Ladakhi language and culture: it is shared by Buddhists,
Muslims and others; the culture is praised by many non-local
Indians and foreigners; and it enshrines a great monument
of world literature, the Kesar Epic. The size of the region
is significant, and it belongs to a democratic country that
favors diversity and local languages.

Spoken Ladakhi is still thriving in daily household and
public use, formal events, All India Radio Leh, Doordarshan
television, and thousands of audio and video recordings on
social media and internet sites. However, the next generation

is likely to find other languages more convenient for daily

3%Some more signs seen in Leh Bazaar in 2022: Fararug2aw [hima.la.yan jems]‘Himalayan Gems’ ga&«==32~ [sno. le.’o. parD.

Te.rel]*Snow Leopard Trails’, 53«3agda-g<aq [ho.Tel/ ni’u/ ge.le.shar/ wi'u/] ‘Hotel New Glacier View’, s55%

Bodhi Tree’, etc.

[da.bho.dhi.tri] ‘The
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use, and the language is at risk of dying out soon.

Thus, the Ladakhi language is at a critical pivotal pe-
riod. Its survival in the next two generations depends directly
on the introduction of the Ladakhi language in its written
form in the educational system. Using written Ladakhi for
real communication is key to survival. The spread of writ-
ten Ladakhi would also strengthen written Tibetan in the
education system.

Digitization and documentation are two of the most im-
portant ways that technology helps to preserve endangered
languages. Digital platforms make it easier and more sus-
tainable to document language nuances, oral traditions, and
cultural practices. Digitization, archiving and social media
platforms help to preserve language information while also
improving accessibility. Machine translation techniques and
online dictionaries can also help to conserve languages by
documenting and translating texts from them into more com-
monly used languages. Technology has had a huge impact
on language globally. It has made communication faster and
more efficient. Therefore, along with the introduction of
the Ladakhi language in its written form in the educational
system, its use in digital and social media platforms such
as Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram, Telegram, X (formerly
known as Twitter), etc. should also be encouraged, particu-
larly among younger generations, to aid in the preservation
and promotion of the written Ladakhi language. The Tibetan
script is widely available on all social media platforms, mak-
ing it easy to use for writing the Ladakhi language. Written
Ladakhi could also benefit from the recent technological de-
velopment of artificial intelligence applied to written Tibetan
(e.g. “the Monlam A.I. project” and Google Translate).

If a clear linguistic policy is not undertaken, it is ob-
vious that both written Tibetan and Ladakhi will disappear
rapidly in Ladakh and be replaced completely by English,
Hindi, and Urdu.

Whether written Ladakhi and/or Tibetan can take hold
and thrive depends on three conditions.

e The will and determination of Ladakhis to preserve
their own cultural heritage.

e Official policies promoting its use and development.

e Writing, producing and using more materials in writ-
ten Ladakhi.

If and only if these conditions are met, the Ladakhi
language has a chance of survival.
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