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
To my teacher, Eric P. Hamp





Foreword
It is remarkable that, in this age of unprecedented global communication and interac-
tion, the majority of the world’s languages are as yet not adequately described. With-
out basic grammars and dictionaries, these languages and their communities of speak-
ers are in a real sense inaccessible to the rest of the world. This state of affairs is anti-
thetical to today’s interconnected global mindset.

This series, undertaken as a critical part of the mission of the University of Mary-
land Center for Advanced Study of Language (CASL), is directed at remedying this
problem. One goal of CASL’s research is to provide detailed, coherent descriptions
of languages that are little studied or for which descriptions are not available in En-
glish. Even where grammars for these languages do exist, in many instances they are
decades out of date or limited in scope or detail.

While the criticality of linguistic descriptions is indisputable, the painstaking work
of producing grammars for neglected and under-resourced languages is often insuffi-
ciently appreciated by scholars and graduate students more enamored of the latest the-
oretical advances and debates. Yet, without the foundation of accurate descriptions of
real languages, theoretical work would have no meaning. Moreover, without profes-
sionally produced linguistic descriptions, technologically sophisticated tools such as
those for automated translation and speech-to-text conversion are impossible. Such
research requires time-consuming labor, meticulous description, and rigorous analy-
sis.

It is hoped that this series will contribute, however modestly, to the ultimate goal
of making every language of the world available to scholars, students, and language
lovers of all kinds. I would like to take this opportunity to salute the linguists at CASL
and around the world who subscribe to this vision as their life’s work. It is truly a noble
endeavor.

Richard D. Brecht
Founding Executive Director

University of Maryland Center for Advanced Study of Language





Series Editors’ Preface
This series arose out of research conducted on several under-described languages at
the University of Maryland Center for Advanced Study of Language. In commencing
our work, we were surprised at how many of the world’s major languages lack ac-
cessible descriptive resources such as reference grammars and bilingual dictionaries.
Among the ongoing projects at the Center is the development of such resources for
various under-described languages. This series of grammars presents some of the lin-
guistic description we have undertaken to fill such gaps.

The languages covered by the series represent a broad range of language families
and typological phenomena. They are spoken in areas of international significance,
some in regions associated with political, social, or environmental instability. Provid-
ing resources for these languages is therefore of particular importance.

However, these circumstances often make it difficult to conduct intensive, in-country
fieldwork. In cases where such fieldwork was impractical, the authors of that grammar
have relied on close working relationships with native speakers, and, where possible,
corpora of naturalistic speech and text. The conditions for data-gathering—and hence
our approach to it—vary with the particular situation.

We found the descriptive state of each language in the series to be different from
that of the others: in some cases, much work had been done, but had never been col-
lected into a single overview; in other cases, virtually no materials in English existed.
Similarly, the availability of source material in the target language varies widely: in
some cases, literacy and media are very sparse, while for other communities plentiful
written texts exist. The authors have worked with the available resources to provide
descriptions as comprehensive as these materials, the native speaker consultants, and
their own corpora allow.

One of our goals is for these grammars to reach a broad audience. For that reason
the authors have worked to make the volumes accessible by providing extensive ex-
emplification and theoretically neutral descriptions oriented to language learners as
well as to linguists. All grammars in the series, furthermore, include the native orthog-
raphy, accompanied where relevant by Romanization. While they are not intended as
pedagogical grammars, we realize that in many cases they will supply that role as well.

Each of the grammars is presented as a springboard to further research, which
for every language continues to be warranted. We hope that our empirical work will
provide a base for theoretical, comparative, computational, and pedagogical develop-
ments in the future. We look forward to the publication of many such works.

Claudia M. Brugman
Thomas J. Conners
Anne Boyle David

Amalia E. Gnanadesikan





Preface
Pashto is a challenging language to study and describe, for several reasons. Its loca-
tion in areas of rugged terrain, at the heart of a historical crossroad for traders, in-
vaders, and migrating peoples, has led to alternating cycles of isolation and upheaval
in the various Pashto-speaking regions. Furthermore, Pashto, a member of the Iranian
language group itself, has undergone longterm influence from the many neighboring
Indo-Aryan languages. Centuries of political turmoil, demographic shifts, and com-
plex contact situations have contributed to significant dialectal variation. In addition,
the current political situation makes in-country fieldwork highly problematic.

This grammar builds on the considerable previous work of many scholars, among
them J.G. Lorimer, Georg Morgenstierne, Herbert Penzl, D.N. MacKenzie, D.A. Shafeev,
Manfred Lorenz, Wilma Heston, Daniel Septfonds, Habibullah Tegey and Barbara Rob-
son, Taylor Roberts, Farooq Babrakzai, Naseer Hoonar Pashtoon and Zeeya A. Pash-
toon, and David Pate.¹ Without their diligent scholarship we would not have been able
to begin this task. Among the features our grammar adds to the corpus of Pashto re-
search are some new analyses of previously described data and coverage of all the
regional dialects in a single volume, along with a detailed exposition of the dialectal
situation, data presented in both native orthography and transcription, and finally, a
formal grammar which can be used to feed a morphological parser, available online
for download to purchasers of this volume.

The data for this grammar come from a wide range of printed resources, comple-
mented by naturalistic corpora and work with native speaker consultants. We provide
extensive examples and full paradigms, complete with full interlinearization of the
example sentences: a native script line, a phonemic transcription, a morpheme-by-
morpheme gloss line, and a free translation. Although native orthography is frequently
omitted from descriptive grammars, it is particularly useful not only to the language
expert but also to the language learner.

In our description we have attempted to be theory-neutral without being simplis-
tic. Any abstract description of a language is necessarily informed by theory at some
level. We aim to be theoretically informed in as broad a way as possible, such that the
descriptions and explications contained within this grammar will be of use not only to
descriptive linguists, but also to those from a variety of theoretic backgrounds. How-
ever, our primary loyalty is to the language being described and not to a particular
theoretic approach to Language.

A descriptive grammar is never really finished. Two areas in particular that we
wish we could devote more time to are syntax and prosody, although the description

1 We have been made aware of a substantial literature on Pashto written in Russian (Lutz Rzehak,
p.c.), including Lebedev 1996, Lebedev 2003, and Grjunberg 1987; we have unfortunately been able
to consult Grjunberg only briefly and Lebedev not at all.
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of Pashto syntax provided here is more detailed than previous overviews available in
English and benefits from analyses of individual phenomena made by other scholars.
There remains much work to be done on Pashto, and we view this volume as a spring-
board for scholars to continue working on this fascinating language in all its varieties.

Many people have helped in the creation of this book. The authors would like to
thank all our colleagues at the University of Maryland Center for the Advanced Study of
Language for their support—in particular, CASL’s Executive Director, Amy Weinberg,
and our founding Executive Director, Richard Brecht—as well as Pashto language ex-
perts in the United States Government. Our colleague and patron David Cox, who is
much missed since his retirement, also deserves special mention for his assistance
in promoting the idea of this series and for his constant, infectious enthusiasm for
the enterprise of language description. Individuals who have had a part in producing
this manuscript or advising our research include Nikki Adams, Farooq Babrakzai, Eve-
lyn Browne, Katherine Burk, James Caron, Thomas Conners, Amalia Gnanadesikan,
Wilma Heston, Mohammed Shahab Khan, Craig Kopris, Nathanael Lynn, Michael Marlo,
Zeeya Pashtoon, Tristan Purvis, Shawna Rafalko, Paul Rodrigues, and Tamara Wehmeir.
We also thank the generous native speakers of Pashto who worked with us patiently,
and without whom this volume would not exist.

And finally, I would like to thank my co-authors for devoting themselves so dili-
gently to this sometimes frustrating, always stimulating project, for being willing to
disagree with me when I was wrong, and for never losing their senses of humor. I es-
pecially thank Claudia Brugman for her conscientious editing of this entire book and
Sarah Goodman for her tireless work finding and making sense of naturally occurring
example sentences. All of these people have worked with scrupulous care to ensure
that as few mistakes and misstatements crept into this book as possible; those that
remain fall to me alone.

Anne Boyle David
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8.33 Waziri strong verb bases:  /kawəĺ/ ‘to do’  223
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8.55 GP past continuous of کېدل   /kedəĺ/ ‘to become’  237
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8.71 Dzadrani past aorist of  /kawəĺ/ ‘to make; to do ’  245
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1 About this Grammar
1.1 Scope of this book
This grammar covers the four standard dialects and the Middle dialects—including
Waziri—of modern Pashto, with greatest emphasis on morphology. Morphological and
some lexical features specific to the Middle dialects are given their own sections, cor-
responding to their counterparts in General Pashto (the set of dialects that exist in
contrast to the Middle dialects, as described in Chapter 4). Where Middle dialects (ab-
breviated as “M”) and General Pashto (“GP”) are not known to differ—for example, in
their syntax—only one description is given. If no Middle-specific form of a particular
feature is described, we presume that it conforms to General Pashto. Chapter 4 con-
tains a more complete description of the differences among Pashto dialects.

In order to describe the wide range of Pashto dialects with precision, we consulted
a variety of sources, including previously published grammars, publicly available data
on the internet, and consultations with native speakers. Pashto, as a living language
spoken in a politically volatile region, is constantly evolving, and our data collection
strategy enabled us to include examples from a wide swath of dialectal situations.

Native speakers from several dialect areas were consulted on issues ranging from
basic pronunciation to the appropriate use of complex syntactic constructions. After
providing detailed personal language background information, each speaker was re-
corded pronouncing single word examples from prescribed lists. Over the course of
several sessions, the speaking tasks increased in complexity. Speakers were asked to
provide complete paradigms and examples of usage. We were able to consult speakers
about phenomena that were insufficiently or inconsistently described in the literature,
asking for grammatical judgments about specific examples and more open-ended com-
mentary on general issues.

1.2 Orthography
Except for the fact that written Pashto always uses the Perso-Arabic script, Pashto
writing varies significantly according to a number of factors such as region, influence
of other languages, and so on, and many words may have multiple widely-accepted
spellings. Additionally, apparent word boundaries can vary as well. For instance, some
writers orthographically treat forms we assert to be free forms as if they are bound
forms (e.g. by joining a preposition with the word it governs), or, conversely, treat
forms we believe to be bound forms as if they are free (e.g. by separating an aorist
prefix from its stem).

We present all authentic written examples as we found them, with their original
spellings and word boundaries; however, we represent words as consistently as possi-
ble from one transcription and morpheme-by-morpheme gloss to the next, which may
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result in examples in which a single word in the Pashto script is represented as multi-
ple words in the gloss, or in which multiple words in the Pashto script are represented
as a single word in the gloss. Where the authentic text represents variance from what
we believe to be standard conventions of spelling or word boundaries, a standardized
version of the Pashto script is presented in an accompanying footnote.

Authentic spoken examples are represented in the dialect of the speaker and this
dialect information is indicated in subscript, when known. A complete table of the
transcription schema used in this book is given in Table 3.11.

Where we have cited examples from other scholarly works, we have retained as
much information as the original example provides. (If such an example does not con-
tain script, we have not added it, unless we were certain of their transcription system.)
In some instances, we have adapted the Romanization system or the morpheme gloss-
ing used by the author in order to elucidate the point at hand.

1.3 Tables and examples
Table titles are marked, where relevant, with information about the dialect(s) con-
cerned. Where there is no dialect information in the table title, the contents of that
table are presumed to hold for all dialects (General Pashto and Middle dialects).

To more easily represent widespread syncretism in Pashto grammatical forms, the
tables in this grammar use an empty cell to represent a form which is identical to the
form above it (or, if there is no form above it, or if the form above it is separated with
a horizontal line, identical to the form to its left). Forms whose existence is uncertain
are represented with a question mark; this is more likely in Middle dialects than in
General Pashto. The complete absence of a form is denoted by a dash in the cell. Where
different dialect forms exist, these are shown vertically, with the initial of the dialect
name in subscript after the form. Where no alternate forms are given, the form in the
table should be taken as applying to all dialects.

Table 1.1 and Table 1.2 are examples showing these table layouts.
In Table 1.1,

• The masculine singular oblique form is the same as the masculine singular direct;

• The masculine singular vocative form is the same as the masculine singular ablative;

• The masculine plural ablative and vocative, the feminine singular ablative and voca-
tive, and the feminine plural ablative and vocative forms are the same as the mascu-
line plural oblique, the feminine singular oblique, and the feminine plural oblique,
respectively; and

• The masculine plural direct form is the same as the masculine singular direct.

In Table 1.2,
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• The third person feminine singular form is the same as the third person masculine
singular form, and

• Both the third person plural forms are the same as the third person singular form.

Some of these forms are spelled the same but pronounced differently from one dialect
to the next, while other forms have different spellings as well as different pronuncia-
tions.

ə∼o∼e Masculine Feminine

Singular Plural Singular Plural

Direct سپک 
 spak E

 spək W

سپکه 
 spák-a E

 spəḱ-a W

سپکې 
 spák-e E

سپکي 
 spəḱ-i W

Oblique
سپکو 
 spák-o E

 spəḱ-o W

 spók-o W

سپکې 
 spák-e E

سپکي 
 spəḱ-i W

سپکو 
 spák-o E

 spəḱ-o W

 spók-o WAblative
سپکه 
 spák-a E

 spəḱ-a W
Vocative

 
Table 1.1: Class I, stem alternation: سپک   /spək/ ‘light’

Examples of Pashto words appear occasionally in text, with the Pashto script fol-
lowed by the transcription in phonemic slashes and the gloss in single quotation marks:
سپک   /spək/ ‘light’.

Examples of phrases and complete sentences appear in numbered four-line inter-
linear examples, with the Pashto script in the first line, the transcription in the second,
the morpheme-by-morpheme gloss in the third, and the translation of the sentence in
the last line. 1.1 is a sample of an interlinear example.

(1.1) ده! جوړونه انسان جوړونه، ښوونځی
xuwəndz-ay
school-M.DIR

joṛawəna-Ø
building-F.DIR

insān-Ø
people-M.DIR

joṛawəna-Ø
building-F.DIR

da
be.CONT.PRS.3SG.F
‘Building schools means growing our youth!’
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کول   kawəĺ ‘to make, to
do’ Singular Plural

1st کوم 
 kawəḿ

کوو 
 kawú

2nd کوې 
 kawé

کوئ 
 kawəý

3rd
M کوي 

 kawí

F

 
Table 1.2: Present continuous of کول   /kawəĺ/ ‘to make, to do ’

When an interlinear example is used to illustrate a particular word or morphologi-
cal concept, the term appears in bold type. The transcription and morpheme gloss are
always bolded in such instances, and the free translation may be bolded if the English
words clearly correspond to the Pashto. For ease of reading, the Pashto script is never
bolded.

1.4 Abbreviations and symbols
Where possible, morpheme glosses in this grammar follow the Leipzig Glossing Rules,¹
a set of formatting conventions widely adopted in the linguistics community.

Commonly used abbreviations in this grammar include the following:
*: non-existent or unacceptable form
∼: variation in forms (within or across dialects)
[ ]: non-overt element
Ø: zero morpheme
1: first person pronominal clitic
1DVC: first person directional verbal clitic
2: second person pronominal clitic
2DVC: second person directional verbal clitic
3: third person pronominal clitic

1 http://www.eva.mpg.de/lingua/resources/glossing-rules.php

http://www.eva.mpg.de/lingua/resources/glossing-rules.php
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3DVC: third person directional verbal clitic
ABL: ablative
ADJ: adjective
ADJZ: adjectivizer
ANIM: animate
AOR: aorist
C: consonant
COMIT: comitative
COMP: complementizer
CONT: continuous
DIR: direct
DZA: Dzadrani (dialect)
E: Eastern (dialects)
ECHO: echo word
EMPH: emphatic
EXT: existential particle
F: feminine
GP: General Pashto
INF: infinitive
IMP: imperative
INSTR: instrumental
LVC: light verb construction
M: (as diacritic) Middle (dialect)
M: (in glosses) masculine
N: noun
NE: Northeastern (dialect)
NEC: modal of necessity or obligation
NEG: negative particle
NMLZ: nominalizer
NW: Northwestern (dialect)
OBL: oblique
OPT : optative
PL: plural
PNG: person-number-gender
POSS: possessive
PRS: non-past
PTCP: participle
PST: past
Q: question particle
SE: Southeastern (dialect)
SG: singular
STR: strong
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SW: Southwestern (dialect)
V: vowel
VOC: vocative
W: Western (dialects)
WAZ: Waziri (dialect)
WAZ-L: Waziri (dialect); example comes from Lorimer
WK: weak
WOULD: modal of irrealis or habitual events
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2 The Pashto Language
2.1 Background
Pashto is considered to be the second-most important Iranian language, after Persian,
given its widespread use in Afghanistan and Pakistan, its official status in Afghanistan,
and its long literary tradition dating back to or before the 16th century (MacKenzie 1992;
Skjærvø 1989). This section provides an overview of the Pashto language, including
demographic information, linguistic classification, dialectal variation, and available
linguistic resources.

2.2 Population of speakers
Pashto is an Indo-Iranian language of the East Iranian branch, spoken primarily in
Afghanistan and Pakistan. In Afghanistan it is predominantly spoken in the eastern
(Nangarhar, Laghman, Kunar), central (Kabul, Logar, Wardak), southeastern (Ghazni,
Khost, Paktiya, Paktika), southwestern (Kandahar, Helmand, Uruzgan, Zabul), and
western (Herat, Farah) regions. In Pakistan it is primarily spoken in the Khyber Pakh-
tunkhwa (formerly North-West Frontier Province); the Federally Administered Tribal
Areas (including Waziristan); and in northeastern Balochistan, including the city of
Quetta. Communities of Pashto-speaking migrant laborers from Afghanistan and Pak-
istan are reportedly found in Iran and the United Arab Emirates, and small populations
of Pashto speakers have been documented in Tajikistan (Lewis, 2009).

Babrakzai (1999) notes that most estimates of the number of Pashto speakers in
available linguistic studies and encyclopedic descriptions are quite rough. Until re-
cently, figures have tended to be outdated or otherwise underestimated, ranging from
13 million (a figure widely quoted from Penzl 1955; see e.g. Lockwood 1972; Lorenz
1982; MacKenzie 1987; MacKenzie 1992) to above 20 million (Inozemtsev 2001; Tegey
& Robson 1996). Austin (2008) sets the range at 30–50 million speakers; this appears
to be a fairly sound figure when compared to the estimate of 41.3 million speakers that
can be derived from the World Factbook’s population projections and ethnic percent-
age figures: 42% of Afghanistan’s 33.6 million inhabitants and 15.42% of Pakistan’s
total population of 176 million (Directorate of Intelligence 2009a; Directorate of Intel-
ligence 2009b).¹ At the upper end of this range, Ethnologue tentatively reports 49.5

1 Though itself dominated by neighboring languages such as Dari and Urdu in some spheres,
Pashto is a relatively dominant language, so it is reasonable to expect that Pashtun ethnicity
corresponds roughly with Pashto language acquisition. Furthermore, although there may be some
attrition through marriage, immersion in non-Pashto speaking urban settings, etc., the numbers are
probably more than offset by speakers of other languages who adopt Pashto as a second language.
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million speakers of Pashto in all countries (Lewis, 2009). On the lower end, a posthu-
mously updated version of MacKenzie’s description in The World's Major Languages
places the number at about 25 million (MacKenzie 2009, cf. MacKenzie 1987).

2.2.1 History and classification

Pashto belongs to the East Iranian branch of the Indo-Iranian language family, mean-
ing it is closely related to other Iranian languages such as the Pamir languages (also
in the East Iranian branch) and Persian, Kurdish, and Balochi (in the West Iranian
branch). It is somewhat less closely related to the neighboring Nuristani languages
and to Indo-Aryan languages such as Urdu, Punjabi, and Sindhi; and more distantly
related to other Indo-European languages. Beyond the classification of Pashto as an
East Iranian language, there are competing views and descriptions regarding the ex-
act subclassification of Pashto and the degree of affinity between Pashto and certain
related languages, especially Ormuri and Parachi.

2.2.2 Dialectal variation

Pashto can be divided into numerous dialects, or varieties, as described in more detail
in Chapter 4. Dialectal differences in Pashto are primarily phonological in nature. The
Southwest (Kandahar) dialect makes use of retroflex fricatives /ṣ/ and /ẓ/ and of the
dental affricates /ʦ/ and /ʣ/. In other dialects, the retroflex fricatives, and sometimes
also the dental affricates, are replaced with other phonemes. For example, Southwest
/ṣ/ is elsewhere pronounced as /š/, /ç/, or /x/, depending on dialect. One result of this
dialectal variation is the use of both Pakhto and Pashto as Romanized spellings of the
language’s name. Another result is the assignment of several alternative values to the
pronunciation of the relevant Pashto letters, shown in Table 3.11 in Section 3.2.1.2. Di-
alectal variation in morphology has also been documented, especially for the dialects
classified as Middle (M) in Section 4.4, which differ more from other dialects of Pashto
than the other dialects do among themselves (Hallberg 1992, Lorimer 1902).

Attrition is more likely in Pakistan, where Pashto is a less dominant language, in which case the
World Factbook’s estimated 8% Pashto language use would be a more conservative indicator than
the 15.42% ethnic population.
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3 Phonology and Orthography
3.1 Phonetics and phonology
3.1.1 Consonants

3.1.1.1 Inventory
Pashto has consonants at seven possible places of articulation, as shown in Table 3.1.
Consonants not used by all speakers are parenthesized. The representation of these
segments in the written language is discussed in Section 3.2.

Labial Dental Palato-
alveolar

Retroflex Palatal Velar Glottal

Stops p b t d ṭ ḍ k g

Affricates (ʦ ʣ)  č j

Fricatives (f) s z š (ž) (ṣ ẓ) (ç ʝ) x ɣ h

Nasals m n ṇ

Lateral l

Approximants w r y ṛ

 
Table 3.1: Pashto consonants

3.1.1.2 “Elegant” consonants
Depending on how closely speakers wish to approximate Arabic sounds not otherwise
present in Pashto, they may use what are sometimes called “elegant” consonants. That
is, when speaking in what they regard as a formal situation, many educated speakers
will approximate the Arabic pronunciations of those consonants; these are listed in
Table 3.2.

Penzl (1955) did not seem to think that the voiced pharyngeal fricative was ever
pronounced in Pashto; however, Tegey & Robson (1996) reported 41 years later that it
does occur in some speakers’ formal speech. It is possible that this discrepancy is due
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Arabic consonant Educated, formal
Pashto

Uneducated or informal
Pashto

ء   glottal stop ʔ (not pronounced)

ع   voiced pharyngeal fricative ʕ or ʔ (not pronounced)

ح   voiceless pharyngeal fricative ħ h (or not pronounced)

ق   voiceless uvular stop q k

 
Table 3.2: “Elegant,” or formal, consonants

to an ongoing linguistic change under Arabic influence or to a difference between the
dialects being reported on. Elfenbein (1997: 742) notes that /h/ is often dropped and is
only retained in some dialects as an “elegance”.
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3.1.2 Vowels

3.1.2.1 Inventory
Most dialects of Pashto have seven vowels and seven diphthongs (Heston, 1992), as
shown in Table 3.3 and Table 3.4.

Front Central Back

High i u

Mid e ə o

Low a ā

 
Table 3.3: Pashto vowels

Front Central Back

High uy

Mid əy oy

Low ay āy aw āw

 
Table 3.4: Pashto diphthongs

3.1.2.2 Vowel transcription
For the sake of comparison with other sources, we provide the corresponding tran-
scriptions of the vowel sounds in Table 3.5. Note that Tegey and Robson’s distinction
between both /i/ and /ɪ/ (row 1) and /u/ and /ʊ/ (row 2) may correlate with the pres-
ence or absence of ي  and و  respectively in the spelling of the word (see Section 3.1.2.3).
Penzl, who describes the Kandahari dialect, makes a distinction between /ey/ for ئ 
and /ei/ for ,ۍ  and does not include /oy/ in his inventory.



12  Phonology and Orthography

This grammar Example IPA Penzl Tegey and
Robson

i امتحان   imtihān ‘test’ i i i, ɪ

u اردو   urdu ‘army’ u u u, ʊ

e یې   ye ‘you are’ e ee e

ə زه   zə ‘I’ ə e ə

o اور   or, wor ‘fire’ o oo o

a لس   las ‘ten’ a a a

ā کال   kāl ‘year’ ɑ aa ā

uy دوی   duy ‘they’ uj uy uy

əy لکۍ   lakəy ‘tail’ əj ey, ei əy

oy زوی   zoy ‘son’ oj uy oy

ay سړی   saṛay ‘man’ aj ay ay

āy ځای   ʣāy ‘place’ ɑj aay āy

aw یو   yaw ‘one’ aw aw aw

āw واوره   wāwra ‘snow’ ɑw aaw āw

 
Table 3.5: Comparison among vowel transcription systems
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3.1.2.3 “Elegant” vowels
Persian or Arabic loanwords that contain an etymologically long /ī/ or /ū/ (spelled
with mārufaي  ye and ,wāwو  respectively) are sometimes pronounced with long vowels
by educated speakers, or speakers of the Northeastern dialect (Section 4.3). Like some
consonants in Arabic loanwords, these may be called “elegant” vowels. Due to varia-
tion in pronunciation, the short vowels /i/ and /u/ are now sometimes represented in
Pashto writing with ي  and ,و  despite the usual convention of not representing short
vowels in Arabic scripts.

3.1.2.4 Middle dialect vowels
The vowel inventory for the Middle dialects described in Chapter 4 differs slightly from
that described in Section 3.1.2.1 and Section 3.1.2.2. One issue is the phenomenon de-
scribed as “Waziri Metaphony” in Section 4.4. In Table 3.6, we compare three treat-
ments of the M vowel system, by Septfonds (1994), Lorimer (1902), and Hallberg (1992).
While the objects of study in each of those works are slightly different, they all fall un-
der the M rubric as described in Chapter 4. In order to compare these treatments to
each other, we provide example words representing each class of sounds. For these,
we have provided Pashto script reflecting the General Pashto pronunciation; however,
to our knowledge, there exists no systematic representation of M pronunciation using
Pashto script.

There does not seem to be a reliable contrast in M between /o/ and /u/. Lorimer
and Hallberg distinguish between /a/ and /ā/, whereas Septfonds does not. Septfonds
distinguishes between /əy/ and /ay/, whereas Lorimer does not. As can be seen in Ta-
ble 3.6, Lorimer makes some additional distinctions compared to the others. For exam-
ple, Lorimer uses è as a variant of his é before /r/. Lorimer’s use of ü (presumably IPA
/y/) as a variant of /i/, and ö (presumably IPA /ø/) as a variant of /e/ may reveal that
there existed “midway” points between the GP vowels and their metaphony targets
(see Section 4.4). We have provided two examples of the /e/ vowel: one that shares an
/e/ with other dialects of Pashto, and another that represents the metaphony target
corresponding with GP /o/. Lorimer also employs a sequence of two symbols, aṇ, to
indicate /ã/.



14  Phonology and Orthography

This grammar Example IPA Septfonds Lorimer Hallberg

i لور   lir ‘daughter’ i i i, ī, ü i

e ډېر   ḍer ‘many’,
مور   mer ‘mother’ e e é, è, ö e

ə زه   zə ‘I’ ə ə e, ê, u ʌ

o پلار   plor ‘father’ o o o o

a سر   sar ‘head’ a a a ʌ

ā میاشت   myāšt
‘month’ ɑ a ā ɑ

ã وتپم   wətapã ‘I
close’ ã aṇ

əy لمسۍ   lmasəy
‘granddaughter’ əj əy ai

ay سړی   saṛay
‘man’ aj ay ai ɑi, ʌi

aw پلو   palaw ‘side’ aw aw au

 
Table 3.6: Comparison among M vowel transcription systems
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3.1.3 Stress

Word stress in Pashto is assigned lexically. In our transcription of Pashto, we indicate
stressed syllables by putting an acute accent mark over the vowel portion: سړی   /saṛáy/
‘man’, ژبه   /žə́ba/ ‘tongue’. Some words differ only by the placement of stress, as with
the pronouns هغه   /haɣə/́ ‘he/she/it’ vs. هغه   /háɣə/ ‘that’, or continuous versus aorist
forms among second and third conjugation verbs (Section 8.2.5.4 and Section 8.2.5.5).
In this grammar we generally only indicate stress in paradigms and on particular lexi-
cal items in example sentences where its placement sheds light on meaning, or when
relevant to the discussion .

3.2 Orthography
The languages of the world vary along a scale of the ease with which one may de-
duce pronunciation from orthography, or the spelling from the pronunciation. This
is known as orthographic depth (Sproat, 2000: 6). On a spectrum of depth, Spanish
may be considered fairly shallow, or easy to pronounce, and Chinese would be con-
sidered especially deep. Pashto would fall somewhere near English on such a scale,
though the difficulties of deducing pronunciation from spelling (and vice versa) are
somewhat different, as will be described below.¹

3.2.1 The script

Pashto is written primarily in the Perso-Arabic script, which includes modifications
made for Persian, as well as additions specific to Pashto. Like those scripts, and un-
like, for example, the Devanagari script in which Hindi is written, the Pashto script
is in theory an abjad (Daniels & Bright, 1996), in which the letters represent only the
consonants of the language. However, like the Arabic and Persian scripts, the Pashto
alphabet deviates from the strict definition of an abjad in that some letters can also
be used to indicate vowel sounds. For example, the letter ا  alif, which is used to write
both long /ā/ and an initial glottal stop in Arabic, is also used in Pashto to represent
the vowel /ā/. The letter ,wāwو  which writes both /w/ and /ū/ in Arabic, can be used to
represent /w/, /u/, or /o/ in Pashto; and ي  ye, which writes both /y/ and /ī/ in Arabic,
can be used in Pashto for /y/, /i/, and even (with modification to the letter), /e/ and
several other sounds, which can be seen in Table 3.10.

As with other Arabic-based writing systems, the Pashto script is written from right
to left, but numerals are written left to right. The script is cursive, and letters may have

1 More on issues that arise from a deep orthography, in particular variations in spelling, can be
found at Appendix A, Section A.4.
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up to four allographs: the independent form, which is unconnected to other letters;
the initial form, connected only on the left; the medial form, connected on both sides;
and the final form, connected only on the right. (In most word processors, Unicode ren-
dering automatically displays the proper positional form.) Some letters do not connect
to the letter to their left; in these cases the initial and independent forms are the same,
as are the medial and final forms. (See the tables of letters in Section 3.2.1.2.)

3.2.1.1 Letters unique to Pashto
Due to its particular consonant and vowel inventory, Pashto has innovated several let-
ters not present in either Arabic or Persian. To represent the retroflexes /ḍ ṇ ṛ ṭ/, Pashto
employs a diacritic known as a پنډک   /panḍak/ or غړوندی   /ɣaṛwanday/ ‘ring’ on the
letters used for the dentals, as shown in Table 3.7.

Letter Sound

ډ  ḍ

ڼ  ṇ

ړ  ṛ

ټ  ṭ

 
Table 3.7: Pashto retroflex letters with panḍak

Pashto has innovated two letters employing a dot above and below ر  and .س  These
letters represent retroflex sounds in the Kandahar (Southwest) dialect, but other sounds
elsewhere, as displayed in Table 3.8. Further pronunciations of these letters, particu-
larly in the Northwest dialects, are discussed in Chapter 4.

The two letters in Table 3.9 are based on ح  and represent the affricates /ʦ/ and
/ʣ/ in some dialects, but in others they have been simplified to the fricatives /s/ and
/z/, as discussed in Chapter 4.

Finally, Pashto employs a set of five letters based on ,ی  which have a range of
phonetic and morphological values, as expressed in Table 3.10. Note that in much text
encountered on the internet and elsewhere, ی  or ي  may be used in place of the other
forms, without affecting the expected pronunciation.
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Letter Sound

ږ  ẓ Kandahar (Southwest), ž Quetta (Southeast), g Peshawar
(Northeast)

ښ  ṣ Kandahar (Southwest), š Quetta (Southeast), x Eastern

 
Table 3.8: Pashto letters with dot below and dot above

Letter Sound

څ  ʦ (Southwest, Southeast), s (Northwest, Northeast)

ځ  ʣ (Southwest, Southeast), z (Northwest, Northeast)

 
Table 3.9: Pashto affricate letters based on ح 

Letter Sound Function/comments

ی 
ay word-finally

ā word-finally in some words derived from
Arabic, such as حتی   hatā ‘even’. This is
known as alif maqsura.

ي  i, y

ې  e

ۍ  əy word-finally in feminine nouns and
adjectives

ئ 
əy word-finally in verbal forms

not pronounced or ʔ word-medially in some Perso-Arabic
borrowings such as مسئله   masala
‘problem’

 
Table 3.10: Pashto letters based on ی 
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3.2.1.2 Tables of letters and numerals
The full list of Pashto letters is given in Table 3.11. Sources differ on some of the names
for Pashto letters, or give more than one. These differences are due in part to regional
variation in how the letters are pronounced and in part to variation in how the Pashto
has been Romanized. To aid in letter identification, we have listed a variety of possible
Romanized names. Where practical, we have indicated the most common pronuncia-
tions of the letters; where there is further variation we refer to the relevant sections.
The pronunciations listed in parentheses are the formal pronunciations described in
Section 3.1.1.2. Note that some of the symbols listed here (e.g. آ  alif mad and ۀ  he-
hamza) are not considered separate letters from their counterparts without diacritics
(e.g. ا  alif and ه  he); we list them separately here for ease of reference. Letter names
that end in a vowel or diphthong are grammatically feminine, while letter names that
end in a consonant are grammatically masculine.

Following are some remarks on particular letters. alefاً  tanwinappears word-finally
in adverbs derived from Arabic, e.g. تقریباً   /taqriban/ ‘approximately’. The letter و 
wāw is also transcribed as /v/ in some sources, such as Shafeev (1964). The letter ؤ 
wāw-hamza appears word-medially in Perso-Arabic borrowings such as سؤال   /swāl,
suwāl/ ‘question’. When appearing word-finally, the letter ه  he may represent a vowel
such as /a/ or /ə/. The letter ی  ye is also commonly used when referring to the letter
ye in general, as in a section of a dictionary. It thus can be used to encompass .ي  mār-
ufa ye In this usage, it would be called simply ye. The name mārufa ye for the letter
ي  means ‘known ye’, reflecting the fact that its sound, /i/, was known in Arabic. The
namemajhula ye for the letter ې  means ‘unknown ye’, reflecting the fact that its sound,
/e/, was unknown in Arabic. The names for the letter ۍ  include the words for ‘femi-
nine’ (ṣəʣina tānis, muanasa) and ‘heavy’ (saqila). The names for the letter ئ  include
kəṛwāla and feli, meaning ‘verbal’, tazkir meaning ‘masculine’, and saqila meaning
‘heavy’.

Some of the letters are used chiefly in Arabic loanwords, or in loanwords based on
Arabic. The ح  halwa he, for example, appears in Arabic loanwords which are spelled
with this letter in Arabic, and in borrowings from Persian in which one of the mor-
phemes is Arabic: پرحرارت   /purharārat/ ‘ardent, emotional’, which is composed of a
Persian prefix پر   /pur/ ‘full’ and an Arabic root حرارت   /harārat/ ‘heat’. The other /h/
sound, ه  he, is used in native Pashto words, as well as in Arabic and Persian loanwords
which are spelled with this letter. Representing /s/, the letters ث  se and ص  sād are
found in the Arabic/Persian component of the vocabulary, while س  sin is found in the
native component as well. Representing /t/, the letter ط  tā is found in the Arabic/Per-
sian component of the vocabulary, while ت  te is also found in the native component.
Finally, representing /z/, the letters ذ  zāl, ض  zād, and ظ  zā are found in the Ara-
bic/Persian component of the vocabulary, while ز  ze is found in the native component
as well.
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Table 3.11: Pashto alphabet

Unicode Pashto
script

Name IPA Penzl Tegey
and
Robson

This
grammar

U+0627 ا  alif see Section 3.2.1.3

U+0622 آ  alif mad ɑ aa ā ā

U+0627 |
U+064B

اً  alif
tanwin

an an an an

U+0628 ب  be b b b b

U+067E پ  pe p p p p

U+062A ت  te t̪ t t t

U+067C ټ  ṭe ʈ tt ṭ ṭ

U+062B ث  se s s s s

U+062C ج  jim ʤ ʣh j j

U+0686 چ  če/čim ʧ ʦh ch č

U+0681 ځ  ʣe/ʣim/ze ʣ/z ʣ ʣ ʣ/z

U+0685 څ 
ʦe/ʦim/se

ʦ/s ʦ ʦ ʦ/s

U+062D ح  he/halwa
he

Ø/h/(ħ) Ø/h/(h) Ø/h/(ɦ) Ø/h/(ħ)

U+062E خ  xe x kh kh x

U+062F د  dāl d̪ d d d

U+0689 ډ  ḍāl ɖ dd ḍ ḍ

U+0630 ذ  zāl z z z z

U+0631 ر  re r r r r

U+0693 ړ  ṛe ɻ rr ṛ ṛ

U+0632 ز  ze z z z z

U+0698 ژ  že ʒ/ʤ/z zh zh/j/z ž/j/z

U+0696 ږ  ẓe/ge ʐ/ʒ/ʝ/g zz g ẓ/ž/ʝ/g

U+0633 س  sin s s s s

U+0634 ش  šin ʃ sh sh š
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Table 3.11: (continued)

Unicode Pashto
script

Name IPA Penzl Tegey
and
Robson

This
grammar

U+069A ښ  ṣin/xin ʂ/x ss x ṣ/x

U+0635 ص  sād/swād/
sxwāt/swā

s s̤ s s

U+0636 ض  zād/zwād/

zxwāt/zwā

z z̤ z z

U+0637 ط  tā/twe/
txwe/
toy/twā

t̪ t̤ t t

U+0638 ظ  zā/zwe/
zɣwe/
zoy/zwā

z z̅ z z

U+0639 ع  ʔayn/ayn (ʔ)/(ʕ) ’ ʔ see
Section
3.2.1.3
and
Section
3.1.1.2

U+063A غ  ɣayn ɣ gh gh ɣ

U+0641 ف  fe f f f f

U+0642 ق  qāf/qaf k/(q) q q k/(q)

U+06A9 ک  kāf/kaf k k k k

U+06AB ګ  gāf g g g g

U+0644 ل  lām l l l l

U+0645 م  mim m m m m

U+0646 ن  nun n n n n

U+06BC ڼ  ṇun ɳ nn ṇ ṇ

U+0648 و  wāw w/o/u w w/u/o w/u/o

U+0624 ؤ  wāw-
hamza

Ø/w Ø/w

U+0647 ه  he/hā h h h h
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Table 3.11: (continued)

Unicode Pashto
script

Name IPA Penzl Tegey
and
Robson

This
grammar

U+06C0 ۀ  he(/hā)-
hamza/
zwarakai

ə e ə ə (see
Section
3.2.3)

U+06CC ی  ye/yā/
mulayana
ye
(/yā)/prata
ye (/yā)

aj ay ay ay (see
Table
3.10)

U+064A ي  saxtə ye
(/yā)
/klaka ye
(/yā)
/mārufa
ye(/yā)

i/y i/y i/y i/y (see
Section
3.2.1.3)

U+06D0 ې  pasta ye
(/yā)
/majhula
ye (/yā)

e ee e e

U+06CD ۍ  ṣəʣina
ye (/yā)
/saqila/
de tānis
saqila ye
(/yā)
/mua-
nasa
saqila ye
(/yā)

əj ei əy əy

U+0626 ئ  kəṛwāla
ye (/yā)
/ye (/yā)-
hamza/
feli ye
(/yā) /de
tazkir
saqila ye
(/yā/)

əj ey əy əy
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Positional variants for each letter are shown in Table 3.12. In keeping with the di-
rectionality of the script, the initial-position form is on the right. In addition to the
positional variants of individual letters, the script includes an obligatory digraph, ,لا 
used for the sequence of lām + alif.

The Eastern Arabic numerals, which are used in Pashto, are given in Table 3.13.
Numeral forms of compound numbers are given along with the word-form number
names in Table 6.38.

Table 3.12: Positional variants of letters

Independent
form

Final
position

Medial
position

Initial
position 

ا  ـا  ـا  ا 

ب  ـب  ـب   ب  

پ  ـپ  ـپ ـ پ  

ت  ـت  ـت ـ ت  

ټ  ـټ  ـټ ـ ټ  

ث  ـث  ـث ـ ث  

ج  ـج  ـج ـ    ج  

چ  ـچ  ـچ   چ  

ځ  ـځ  ـځ   ځ  

څ  ـڅ  ـڅ   څ  

ح  ـح  ـح   ح  

خ  ـخ  ـخ   خ  

د  ـد  ـد  د 

ډ  ـډ  ـډ  ډ 

ذ  ـذ  ـذ  ذ 

ر  ـر  ـر  ر 

ړ  ـړ  ـړ  ړ 
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Table 3.12: (continued)

Independent
form

Final
position

Medial
position

Initial
position 

ز  ـز  ـز  ز 

ژ  ـژ  ـژ  ژ 

ږ  ـږ  ـږ  ږ 

س  ـس  ـس   س  

ش  ـش  ـش   ش  

ښ  ـښ  ـښ   ښ  

ص  ـص  ـص   ص  

ض  ـض  ـض   ض  

ط  ـط  ـط ـ ط ـ

ظ  ـظ  ـظ ـ ظ ـ

ع  ـع  ـع   ع  

غ  ـغ  ـغ   غ  

ف  ـف  ـف   ف  

ق  ـق  ـق   ق  

ک  ـک  ـک   ک  

ګ  ـګ  ـګ   ګ  

ل  ـل  ـل   ل  

م  ـم  ـم   م  

ن  ـن  ـن   ن  

و  ـو  ـو  و 

ه  ـه  ـه   or ـہ ـ ه  

ی  ـی 


