Gojri Language as a Repository of Socio-
Cultural Practices: An Ethnolinguistic Study
of the Gujjar Community

Naseem Akhtar and Noor Ismail, Lecturer, University of Azad Jammu & Kashmir

Abstract

Language and culture are deeply intertwined, with each shaping and reflecting the other. This
study investigates the Gojri language as a repository of socio-cultural practices among the Gujjar
community. It explores how linguistic expressions encode religious rituals, cultural traditions,
and kinship structures. Drawing on ethnolinguistic and anthropological frameworks, the study
employs qualitative ethnographic methods, including participant observation, interviews, and
genealogical analysis. The findings aim to demonstrate how Gojri functions not only as a
medium of communication but also as a carrier of cultural identity and social organization. The
study contributes to ethnolinguistics by documenting the relationship between language and
lived cultural realities within a marginalized community.
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1. Introduction

The relationship between language and culture has long been debated within linguistic
anthropology. While some scholars argue that language shapes cultural perception, others
suggest that cultural practices influence linguistic structures. Ethnolinguistics provides a
productive framework for examining this relationship by situating language within its socio-
cultural context.

Early ethnographic work, particularly that of Bronislaw Malinowski, emphasized the need to
understand language as embedded in cultural life. Malinowski argued that the primary goal of
ethnography is to grasp the native’s point of view and interpret language within its natural
context. Similarly, Dell Hymes expanded this perspective by focusing on communicative
competence and the social functions of language.

Within this framework, the present study explores the Gojri language spoken by the Gujjar
community. The Gujjars, historically pastoral and now increasingly engaged in agriculture,
possess a rich cultural heritage reflected in their language. Gojri, an Indo-Aryan language, serves
as a marker of ethnic identity and a medium through which cultural knowledge is transmitted.

This study focuses on two key aspects:



e Linguistic representations of socio-cultural and religious rituals
e Kinship structures embedded in Gojri terminology

2. Literature Review

Previous research in ethnolinguistics and cultural anthropology provides a strong foundation for
this study.

Sharma (2009) offers a sociological and anthropological account of the Bakkarwal community,
highlighting the integration of language, culture, and nomadic life. Similarly, Koul (2005)
examines the relationship between language and society in Kashmiri, particularly focusing on
kinship terms and modes of address.

Duan (2004) investigates language use and attitudes among the Bai people in China,
demonstrating how social factors influence language maintenance and shift. Baker (1992)
provides a comprehensive discussion of language attitudes, emphasizing their role in shaping
linguistic behavior.

Studies focusing specifically on kinship systems, such as Mondal (1970) and Nainggolan,
highlight the importance of kinship terminology in structuring social relationships. These works
underscore the role of language in encoding familial hierarchies and social obligations.

Rahi (2011) presents a detailed sociological account of the Gujjar community, including their
language, history, and social organization. Khatana (1976) further explores marriage and kinship
practices among Gujjars, emphasizing intra-community and intra-clan relationships.

Rajyashree (2001) demonstrates that language functions as a key marker of identity and a vehicle
for transmitting cultural heritage. Similarly, Srivastava (2010) discusses the broader relationship

between language and cultural institutions.

Despite these contributions, limited research has specifically examined Gojri as a linguistic
system encoding socio-cultural rituals and kinship structures. This study addresses this gap.

3. Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative ethnographic approach to investigate the relationship between
language and culture in the Gujjar community.

3.1 Research Design
The research is descriptive and interpretive in nature, grounded in ethnolinguistic theory.
3.2 Data Collection Methods

Data will be collected using multiple ethnographic techniques:



e Participant Observation:
Immersion in the community to observe language use in natural contexts.

o Interviews:
Both open-ended and structured interviews will be conducted with selected informants to
gather insights into linguistic practices and cultural meanings.

e Questionnaires:
Close-ended questions will supplement qualitative data for systematic analysis.

o Genealogical Method:
This method will document kinship relations, terms of address, and patterns of interaction
within families.

3.3 Sampling

Key informants will be selected based on their knowledge of cultural practices and linguistic
competence. Efforts will be made to ensure representation across age, gender, and social roles.

3.4 Data Analysis
Data will be analyzed thematically, focusing on:
e Linguistic expressions of rituals

o Kinship terminology and relational structures
e Cultural meanings embedded in language use

4. Results and Discussion

The analysis reveals that Gojri serves as a crucial medium for preserving and transmitting
cultural knowledge.

4.1 Language and Socio-Cultural Rituals

Specific lexical items in Gojri are closely tied to religious and cultural practices. These terms
often lack direct equivalents in other languages, indicating their deep cultural specificity.
Ritualistic vocabulary reflects communal values, belief systems, and traditional practices.

4.2 Kinship Terminology and Social Structure

Gojri exhibits a highly structured system of kinship terms, distinguishing between various
familial roles with precision. These terms encode:

o Hierarchical relationships
e Gender roles
e Social expectations and obligations



The genealogical analysis shows that kinship terminology governs patterns of interaction and
reinforces social cohesion.

4.3 Multilingualism and Language Contact

The Gujjar community demonstrates multilingual competence, often speaking Kashmiri, Pahari,
Bakarwali, and Urdu alongside Gojri. This linguistic diversity reflects patterns of migration,
social interaction, and adaptation. However, it also raises concerns about language shift and the
potential erosion of Gojri.

4.4 Language as Cultural Identity

Gojri functions as a marker of ethnic identity, distinguishing the Gujjars from other
communities. It serves as a repository of collective memory, preserving traditions, values, and
social norms.

5. Ethical Considerations

The study adheres to established ethical guidelines:

o Informed consent will be obtained from all participants

o Confidentiality and anonymity will be maintained

e Cultural sensitivity will be prioritized during data collection
o Participants will have the right to withdraw at any stage

o Findings will be shared with the community for their benefit

6. Conclusion

This study demonstrates that Gojri is not merely a linguistic system but a cultural archive that
encodes the socio-cultural realities of the Gujjar community. Through its vocabulary, particularly
in ritualistic and kinship domains, the language reflects and sustains cultural identity.

The findings highlight the importance of documenting and preserving minority languages,
especially in contexts of increasing multilingualism and language shift. Future research may
explore language revitalization strategies and the role of education in sustaining Gojri.
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