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This document is a work in progress. It is based on “A guide for expatriates learning to read Dari,” which
is the corresponding guide for learning to read Dari. Pashto and Dari are quite different, but since both
use the Arabic script, there is also overlap in the learning process. We hope that this guide will grow and
expand as we receive feedback from people learning to read Pashto.

The purpose of this booklet is to serve as an introduction to the written form of the Pashto language, for
people who have already acquired some competence in spoken Pashto. Learning to read Pashto is helpful for
a variety of reasons, not least in that it helps one to master new vocabulary that might not be reinforced in
daily conversations.

Learning to read Pashto is challenging, because of the lack of resources. The best introductory materials at
this point are probably the BBC books (information about these is given at the end of this booklet), or Pashto
school books published by the government. We can hope that as literacy becomes more widespread, more
effective introductory books will become available. We also hope in the future to offer a more structured
approach, along the lines of what is provided by the the LCP publication, A workbook for reading and writing
Dari. That book introduces the conventions of the alphabet, and has writing and listening exercises. Until those
resources are available, this booklet remains the only introductory guide. It provides a big-picture overview
of the Pashto alphabet, with explicit instruction on certain important points. In learning to read Pashto, it’s
possible to become lost in the details, but having an overview of the alphabet and writing conventions can
prevent that from happening.

As with learning the spoken language, there is absolutely no substitute for time spent on task: only by
reading can one become a good reader. Learning the facts about reading Pashto that are presented here is no
substitute for actually reading Pashto, any more than reading a book about riding a bicycle is a substitute for
actually learning to ride.

1 Why should a foreigner learn to read Pashto?

Learning to read Pashto is not a small undertaking, so it is appropriate here to consider a few of the many
motivations that one might have for learning to read Pashto.

Learning to read Pashto introduces more formal speech styles. Some people think that the Pashto spoken
on the street is the “true” form of Pashto, and that the literary language is something else entirely. In fact,
things are not so cleanly cut. The written form of Pashto is the model for the spoken speech style. This is the
variety of Pashto that is encountered in situations involving any formality at all: formal speeches, the way
people talk on the radio or television, and when people are reading aloud.

Learning to read Pashto helps in learning abstract vocabulary. Being able to read in Pashto opens up
new opportunities for language study. It is difficult to learn abstract terms well, because they’re not used very
often in daily conversation. Reading printed texts can be helpful in mastering abstract vocabulary, since one
can rehearse it as often as one wishes by reading.

Learning to read Pashto helps in learning relevant technical vocabulary. A language teacher can’t teach
vocabulary that s/he isn’t familiar with. To learn more technical vocabulary—say, related to professional
activities—it can be helpful to read printed texts. As with the previous point, one can rehearse newly learned
vocabulary much more easily in print than with a language teacher.

People who can read can use a dictionary. There are good bilingual Pashto dictionaries available. All
of these, of course, are oriented toward the written form of Pashto. Learning to read makes these resources
accessible.



Learning to read in a new language is somewhat easier. A maxim of literacy is that a person only learns to
read once. That is, once one has learned the idea that a letter can correspond to a sound, one has done much
of the hard work of learning to read. Learning to read a second language is easier. Pashto has a reasonably
clear writing system. It is slightly more complicated than Spanish, for instance, but certainly much less opaque
than English. The experience of the first author was that learning to read a cursive, right-to-left script was not
as difficult as he thought it would be.

Learning to read Pashto makes it easier to learn to read other languages, like Dari. The greater part of
the difficulty in learning to read Pashto is learning to read the cursive Arabic alphabet. Since this same script
is used for other languages—and particularly, for all other languages in Afghanistan—learning to read in other
languages is easier. There are no new letters to learn for Dari, for instance.

Pashto has hundreds of years of literary history. In spite of currently high rates of illiteracy in Afghanistan,
Pashto is a language of literature. To be illiterate in Pashto is to miss a significant portion of the language,
and therefore to be ignorant of a significant portion of the culture.

With these motivations in mind, the new reader should be ready to plunge enthusiastically into the study
of written Pashto. The nature of the task is that most of the difficulty lies in the early lessons. Therefore,
perseverance is required at the beginning. After a certain point, however, the only difficulty is the occasional
unfamiliar word.

2 The Alphabet

Pashto is written with a modified version of the Arabic alphabet, which presents three challenges to new
learners.! First, the Arabic alphabet is written from right to left, instead of from left to right. Second, the
letters are often joined together; it is a matter of practice to be able to pull the letters apart in one’s head.
Third, some vowels are not written. This turns out not to be as much of a problem as one might think it would
be, though of course there is a learning curve.

There are forty-four Pashto letters to learn. They are shown in Table 1. A few observations:

+ A Pashto letter is composed of “base shape” plus little marks above or below. Several letters have the
same base shape and are differentiated only by their dots and/or a circle (e.g., «w», «w», «C», «(», and
«C5»). One, two, or three dots are used; these are placed either above or below the base shape. The little
marks are part of the letter, so it is important to note their number and location. The little circle (e.g., in
«») is added to letters that make retroflex sounds (sounds where the tongue turns backward), and also
to turn [Kk] into [g].

+ Each letter has a sound. With only five exceptions, each letter always makes the same sound (setting
aside different pronunciations in different dialects).

* Each letter is shown with a ‘half’ and ‘full’ form (in Pashto, «g,s5 4e,» [nima torej] and «s,g5 053 [pura
torej], respectively). These are the forms that a letter takes when it is written in various parts of the
word. The half forms occur at the beginning and middle of a word. The full forms occur elsewhere. To
be more complete, the shape of a letter can be said to have an isolated, initial, medial, and final form.
This is the nomenclature used below, though it is worth noting that the final form is usually just the full
form with a connecting line, and that the medial form is usually just the initial form with a connecting
line. The different shapes of a letter are called “contextual variants.”

* Generally, the contextual variants resemble one another. There are only a handful of letters for which
the variants are particularly different.

+ The Pashto alphabet has an order, which is used for alphabetization. Some tips for learning the order,
which should be done eventually, are given in Appendix A.

Ipeople who have previously learned to read Arabic need to make some adjustments. Pashto does not have contrastive vowel length,
so there is no correspondence between the length of the vowel and whether it is written or unwritten; instead, some vowels are simply
not written. Many consonants that have different pronunciations in Arabic have a single pronunciation in Pashto. There are also some
new symbols to learn, since Pashto has certain consonant sounds that Arabic does not.



IPA Name Olson  IPA ‘Half ‘Full’
alef A a A, a | [
be b b 3 o
pe p |% 2 <
te t t 3 O
te T t 3 o
se S S 3 )
tsg ch ts = g
dze, ze z dz > &
tse S ts > ¢
he H h = d
X€ kh X > &
dal d d S S
dal D d 3 3
zAl zZ z ) )
re r r ) )
e R 61 B 2
zZe yA z 3 3
3¢ zh 3 3 3
Je/ge/ze 8 i/8/2. 3 3
sin S S w o0
fin sh ) b o
¢in/xin/sin X ¢/X/s < ov
sad S S © P
zad yA z b P
tuj t t b b
Zyj zZ z b b
ajn — — s '
yajn gh Y £ ¢
fe f f 3 e
qaf q q E S
kaf k k S JS
gaf g g S S
lam 1 | J J
mim m m » e
nun n n 3 O
nun N n R
WAW U,O,w uo,w 9 9
he H,e,a h,ea 2 o
narma je Ly i,j 2 S
tsarganda je I i ) S
ujda je E e 3 6
dzwarakaj wala je oy 9j 3 S
?amrija je =) Jj 5 s

Table 1: The entire Pashto alphabet, in alphabetical order, with the various forms of the letters, and pro-
nunciations in IPA and Olson script. Start reading on the right. Pronunciations separated by a slash (/) vary
between dialects; those separated by a comma are different possible pronunciations of a letter, irrespective of
the dialect.



2.1 Connecting and Non-connecting letters

The Pashto alphabet is divided into connecting letters and non-connecting letters. Connecting letters always
join to a following letter in the word. When it connects to a following letter, its shape changes. The connected
form of the letter—which is always narrower—is called the [nima torej] ‘half’ form; the unconnected form is
called the [pura torej] ‘full’ form. On the other hand, non-connecting letters never join to a following letter.
«{» [nun] is an example of a connecting letter: it always connects to a following letter in the same word. «g»
[waw] is an example of a non-connecting letter: it never connects to a following letter. The example below
shows how this works out for the word «(¢» [nun] ‘the letter nun’, which is spelled (-s-O [nun-waw-nun].

oyt ot =09

«{» [nun] is a connecting letter, and since there is a letter following it («¢» [waw]), the «(» [nun] connects
to it, changing its shape in the process: 5. But «g» [waw] is a non-connecting letter, so it does not connect to
the second «(» [nun]. The second «» [nun] does not have any letter after it, so it is written in its isolated form.
It should be kept in mind that a connecting letter always connects to the following letter, even if that letter
is itself non-connecting. In the example above, the first «j» [nun] connects to the «g» [waw], even though
«9» [waw] is a non-connecting letter. “Non-connecting” means only that a letter does not connect to the next
letter following it.

The majority of letters in Pashto are connecting. The non-connecting letters of Pashto are shown below. It
might help to notice that these are the letters «I», «3», «y», and «g», plus all the letters formed by adding little
marks to them.

(2)99.3)’),)Q50|

A connected script such as Pashto’s poses challenges for people who are used to reading Latin script. The
first challenge is that there are more forms of the letters to recognize. In Latin script, letters have two shapes:
the upper and lower cases. There are more potential shapes of Pashto letters.? For the most part, however,
these letter shapes resemble one another very closely.

A second difficulty is that the widths of letters varies in Pashto. A ‘t’ in Latin script is the same size whether
it occurs at the beginning, middle, or end of a word (e.g., ‘tack’, ‘atom’, and ‘cat’). But in Pashto, the widths
of the letters varies con51derably the initial «w» [be] in «u» [bad] ‘bad’ is much narrower than the final «»
[be] in «_ww» [sabab] ‘reason.” For this reason, although it is tempting to think of the isolated form of the
Pashto word as “basic,” it is actually better to think of the initial form of the Pashto letter as the basic one. If
one is trained to recognize «_w» as the letter [sin], then it is more difficult to recognize it when it occurs word-
initially—as in the word «Jw» [sal] ‘hundred’. That is because one of the most visually prominent features of
the isolated form «_w» [sin] is the “swash” at the end of the letter. But in the initial and medial positions there
are no swashes. If «.» [sin] is learned as the basic form, however, it is still easy to recognize it at the end of a
word, for instance in «.J» [las] ‘ten’. The initial and medial forms are also much more frequently encountered
in texts. It takes some time for the eye to get used to recognizing the letter shapes with their different widths,
however.?

Finally, it should be emphasized that in Pashto, not every break in the cursive script corresponds to a word
break.* Single words such as «(3g» or «Glkg>» have “gaps” in them, but are still just one word. Spaces inside
of words are narrower than spaces between words. It is natural for a beginner to have difficulty in identifying
where words begin and end.®

2.2 Connecting consonants

The connecting consonants are described below in groups, according to the basic shapes of the letters. The
letters «o» [bel, «o» [pel, «O» [te], «¢o» [te], and «&» [se] are identical except for the position and number of

2Note that the two languages are not quite parallel. In Latin-script languages, upper case letters mark the beginnings of sentences and
certain kinds of words. In Pashto, the initial/medial/final/isolated forms are used irrespective of what kind of word is being written: only
the position of the letter in the word is significant.

3A tangential note on word length: Latin-based ideas of what a short and long word look like do not carry forward in reading Pashto.
This is because of varying widths of letters, and also because some vowels are not written. The words «cww» and «CS,>» have a similar
width on the printed page, but the former has two syllables ([sabab] ‘reason’) and the latter has three ([harakat] ‘movement’).

4This is unlike cursive scripts in the Latin alphabet: for those, all letters are connecting, so every gap corresponds to a word break.

SUnfortunately, in printed text this difficulty is often exacerbated, with spaces inside of words that are as wide as the spaces between
words. It is sometimes assumed that this is a problem with the Arabic script, but in fact it is merely poor font design. The problem never
arises in a handwritten text.



their dots and the presence of absence of the small circle: thus they have the same base shape. The contextual
variations in the base shapes of the letters for these four letters are all the same: if one can recognize a «w»
[be] in the middle of a word, one can also recognize a «» [pe].

This is a good time to start learning to recognize and name the letters. It it important to pay attention to
the little marks. One wouldn’t want to learn «w» [be] as “the letter that’s shaped like a bowl,” because that’s
an equally good descriptor of «» [pe], «» [te], «Co» [te]l, and «&» [se] as well.

2.2.1 The w-group

The w-group is composed of the letters «» [be], «» [pel], «O» [te], «Oo» [tel, and «&» [se]. These correspond
respectlvely to the sounds [p], [b], [t], [‘[], and [s]. Of these, «&» [se] is encountered only very infrequently.

The various forms of «u» [be] (representing of the w-group) are shown below, written in isolation and
also in context. At this point the other letters are unfamiliar, but try to identify the «w» [be] in each word.
The pronunciation is given for each word, but it’s not important to pay attention to that; it just bothers some
people not to have it.

Final Medial Initial Isolated
— A J ()

® oy o> i oS

[yarib] [xabara] [band] [ketab]
‘poor’ ‘talk’ ‘shut’ ‘book’

The isolated form is written when the letter follows a non-connecting letter (in the «(g¢» [nun] example
above, this is the «g» [waw]).® The initial form occurs when the letter is at the beginning of a word, or if the
letter follows a non-connecting letter. For instance, in the word «Ju <S» [kamarband], an initial «w» [be] is
used because the preceding letter («,») is non-connecting. The medial form occurs when the letter follows a
connecting letter, and is followed by a letter. The final form occurs at the end of a word, following a connecting
letter.

Notice how «» makes the [t] sound, and «s» makes the [t] sound. It’s as if «C» is the ‘plain’ [t] and the
little circle makes it retroflexed.” You can use this as a mnemonic to help you remember the letters.

This group also illustrates the principle that it is better to think of the initial form as basic, with the isolated
(or final) forms having an extraneous swash to complete the letter. Learning «w» [be] as the basic form is not
helpful, since the letter has such a different appearance in the initial and medial forms.

2.2.2 The g-group

The z-group consists of the letters «g» [dzim], «g» [dzel,® «g» [tsel], «z» [tfe], «g» [he], and «g» [xel, which
correspond to the sounds [d3], [dz], [ts], [tf], [h], and [x] (though see the note below on dialect variation
with «t» [dze]). The positions of letters in the z-group are shown below.

Final Medial Initial Isolated

T = = .
(4) = 0 yono> &.«p &l 9)
[hadz] [hud3ra] [d3ang] [riwad3]
‘pilgrimage’  ‘guest room’ ‘fight’ ‘custom’

Here again, it is advantageous to view the initial/medial forms as basic, and the “tail” as something required
just for the isolated and final forms. Try not to focus on the tail of this letter, since it doesn’t occur in all
positions.

The [h]-sound is commonly dropped in spoken Pashto, so the presence of «z» [he] in the written form can
be surprising. For instance, in the word «{ll» [emtehan] ‘test’, the spoken realization of the «» [he] is more
like a [j]: [emtejan].

”»

6The isolated form also appears when the letter is being referred to, such as “the letter «w».
7 All of the letters with the circle follow this pattern, except that «S» is just [g], not a retroflex.
8In some dialects of Pashto, and in some words, «g» [dze] can make the [z] sound.



2.2.3 The (w-group

The three letters of the .-group are «» [sin] and « i» [{in], and «w» [¢in] which represent the sounds [s],
[f1, and [¢] (though see below for dialect variation with «;.e» [¢in]). Previously it was seen that «&» [se] also
represents the sound [s]; «» [sin] is much more commonly used, however.

Final Medial Initial Isolated
s e “A O o
(-2
6 ) ey S el
[rajis] " [rahjise] [saka] [os]
‘boss’ ‘since’ ‘blood relative’ ‘now’

The challenge in identifying these letters is that the vertical lines in the letters also resemble the medial
forms of the w-group letters. Identifying individual letters in words such as «_ww» [sabab] ‘reason’ (v + o
+ ©) is challenging at first.

The letter «;.w» [¢in] makes different sounds in different dialects. [¢] is the Ghazniwala pronunciation. [s]
is the Kandahari pronunciation. Eastern dialects have [x]. In this guide we have used [c] consistently, since
that at least gives «_u» a consistent pronunciation letter, which you can adjust for your own dialect. Note that
if your dialect has [x]—i.e., if «4s» ‘good’ has the same sound at the beginning as «lIs» ‘people’—then you
will need to memorize the spellings of words with the [x] sound.

2.2.4 The po-group

The letters «o» [sad] and «_o» [zad] are fairly rarely encountered. «o» [sad] is an uncommon representation
of [s]—for which «y«» [sin] is more commonly seen. «u>» [zAd] represents [z], for which «)» [ze] is more
commonly used. These letters are used in certain words of Arabic origin.

Final Medial Initial Isolated
-] Q2 L0 =
(6) ua.lp_s dasds o 8= >
[taxalos] [faisala] [senf] [xas]
‘pen name’ ‘decision’ ‘class’ ‘special’

2.2.5 The b-group

The letters «b» [tuj] and «» [zuj] represent [t] and [z], respectively. As with the previous group, these are
the less common representations of these sounds, occurring mainly in words of Arabic origin. The letters are
virtually identical in all positions.

Final Medial Initial Isolated

L b b b
D hags lak) Gl bl

[faqat] [lutfan] [otaq] [nefat]
‘only’ ‘please’ ‘room’ ‘pleasure’

2.2.6 The g-group

The letters «¢» [ajn] and «¢» [yajn] form the g-group. «g» [ajn] is commonly encountered, but it is often
silent. In careful speech, it may be pronounced as a glottal stop ([?]; the middle sound in uh-oh).° The letter
«¢» [yajn] is the [y] sound. As can be seen below, the contextual variants of this letter are fairly distinct.

9The “proper” Arabic pronunciation is a voiced pharyngeal fricative [], or as a pharyngealized glottal stop [?°]. This distinctive sound
might be produced by educated speakers, or those who have had training in Arabic.



Final Medial Initial Isolated

& = < &

S R B Ll

[mana] [talim] [id] [mawzo]
‘prohibition’  ‘education’ ‘Eid’ ‘subject’

2.2.7 The &-group

«» [fe] and «@» [qaf] correspond to the sounds [f] and [q].!° While these letters are grouped here, it is
notable that the isolated and final forms of the letters differ, in that «3» [qaf] has a rounder and shorter “tail,”
while that of «8» [fe] is longer and less curved.

Final Medial Initial Isolated
2 Q S S
© L_Q.liﬁ) L’_QLQ S )5 LSS | QR
[mokalaf] [manfi] [farq] [masruf]
‘bound, charged (masc.)’ ‘negative’  ‘difference’ ‘busy’

2.2.8 The S-group

«S» [kaf] and «S» [gaf] represent the sounds [k] and [g]. The only difference between these two letters is the
little circle.!!

Final Medial Initial Isolated

S S s S
0 Shg JSie ,4S Sb

[tofak] [mufkel] [kafor] [nak]
‘mattress’ ‘difficult’ ‘younger’ ‘pear’

2.2.9 Other connecting consonants

The remaining connecting consonants all have unique base shapes. They are «J» [lam], «p» [mim], «&» [nun],
and «o» [he].

«J» [1am] makes the [1] sound. In reading this letter, it is important not to confuse it with «I» [alef], which
is similar in that it has a single tall vertical stroke. The key to differentiating the two letters is that «J» [lam]
is a connecting letter, so in the initial and medial positions it always connects to a following letter, whereas
«I» [alef] never does. In the final and isolated forms, «J» [lam] has a tail, whereas «I» [alef] does not.

Final Medial Initial Isolated

J 1 5 J
Wb oW Jeuw

.

[bal] [qalam] [land] [bandawal]
‘other’ ‘pen’ ‘short’ ‘to shut’

One final complication for «J» [lam] and «» [alef] is that when the two letters connect, they are written
with a special ligature, a single letter that represents both the original ones. The lam-alef sequence is written
«¥» in isolation, or «M» when it is joined. For instance, the name of the letter «J» [lam] is written <<<=3J>>. The
word [halal] is written as «JMo».

«p» [mim] makes the [m] sound; its forms are shown below.

107 silly mnemonic to remember which is which: [f] is made with the lips; [q] is made in the back of the throat. There is only one pair
of lips (one dot in «é» [fe), but two tonsils in the back of the throat (two dots in «&» [qaf]).

1 Though «S» is the usual letter for the [g] sound, some writers recommend using «S» instead, which is the letter that is used to write
Dari.



Final Medial Initial Isolated

S A

(12) Ol dadle o
[t::n: [iman] [malta] [gsm]
‘correct’ ‘faith’ ‘orange’ ‘scorpion’

«y» [nun] makes the [n] sound, and—following the usual pattern of the little circle—«(» makes the [n]
sound. The forms of «{» [nun] are shown below. As seen below, in the initial and medial positions this letter
acts like it belongs in the w-group, but the medial and final forms are quite different.

Final Medial Initial Isolated

o 4 ; O
95 Jis guy Olish
[nan] [mansal] [nars] [tofan]
‘today’  ‘to accept’ ‘nurse’ ‘storm’

The letter «o» [he] alternately represents a vowel or a consonant. In word-initial or word-medial position,
it represents the sound [h]. At the end of the word, it can either be [a], or [2]. The former is illustrated by
«diue» [mina] ‘love’, the latter by «ey» [z3] T'.

Final Medial Initial Isolated
d 4 o o
19 Ly (S D )
[wana] [bahranej] [hagajl [zra]
‘tree’ ‘foreigner’ ‘egg’ ‘heart’

There is an alternate medial form of «o» [he] that is often used in handwriting, and occasionally seen in
print: instead of «_},s» [bahranej], for instance, «o» [he] is written as «_3y».

2.3 Non-connecting consonants
2.3.1 The s>-group

The sounds «>» [dal], «3» [dal] and «5» [zal] make the [d], [d] and [z] sounds. «>» [dal] is the only way to
write [d] and «y» [dal] is the only way to write [d], but «3» [zal] is a less common way to write [z]. The
medial/final form has a somewhat different shape than the initial/isolated form, as shown below.

Final/Medial Initial/Isolated

Y S
as) 4394 ded
[drund] [daya]l
‘heavy’ ‘this’

2.3.2 The ,-group

The J-group is Comprised of «y» [re], «y» [[‘8], «y» [z€] and «» [32], and «y» UE] «y [re] makes the [r] sound.
«y» [re] makes the [t] sound.!? «}» [ze] makes the [z] sound; it is the most common letter used to represent this
sound. «j» [3¢e] makes the [3] sound. <y [je] makes different sounds, depending on the dialect (see below).
For these letters the medial/final and initial/isolated forms are nearly identical.

12At the end of a word, this letter makes a drawn-out r-sound, which can be written with the IPA letter [1].



Final/Medial Initial/Isolated

J J
o &y )98
[p(a)rax] [tor]
‘broad’ ‘black’

The letter <y [jel makes the [j] sound in Ghazniwala Pashto, the [z] sound in Kandahari Pashto, and the
[g] sound in Eastern Pashto. The example words in this book assume the [j] pronunciation. As with other
sounds that vary between dialects, it may be necessary for you to memorize spellings. If «xissy» ‘comb’ starts
with the same sound as «4S» ‘mixed’ in your dialect, you will have to memorize the spellings.

This concludes the discussion of the consonant letters. Since the vowels are a little more complicated, it
would be worth taking a break at this point to review the consonants: their shapes, their names, and their
sounds. It is a good idea have a working knowledge of the consonants before moving on to the next section.

3 Vowels

While the correspondences between the consonant letters and their sounds is straightforward, vowels are
somewhat more complicated. The Arabic script provides three vowel symbols: «I» [alef], «g» [waw], and «g»
[narma je]. In Pashto, there are nine simple (monophthongal) vowels and four diphthongs. As a result, many
vowels are not written. Approximately: vowels other than [a], [i], and [u] are not written. The reader must
infer when a vowel is present. When an experienced reader sees the word «uu», which has no vowel letters,
s/he knows intuitively that the word is [band] ‘shut’. For a beginner, this may seem like a recipe for chaos,
since «Ju» might also be pronounced as [bend], [bened], [bund], [bunad], [benad], [band], etc.; in practice,
it is not that bad, because there’s usually only one actual word that the letters can spell.

First, we review the positional forms of the three vowel letters. Of the three, «I» [alef] and «g» [waw] are
non-connecting, and vowels of the ¢-group are connecting.

Final/Medial Initial/Isolated

l |
Doyl el

[tfara] [os]
‘knife’ ‘now

]

Final/Medial Initial/Isolated

S S
a  lge )9

[ywa] [\:vale]
‘cow’ ‘why’

The shapes of «I» [alef] and «g» [waw] are nearly identical in either context. Recall from the discussion of
«J» [lam] that «J» [lam] and «I» [alef] look similar, but can be differentiated in two ways: in the initial/medial
forms, «J» [lam] connects to a following letter but «I» [alef] does not; in final/isolated forms, «J» [lam] has a
tail, but «/» [alef] does not.

Final Medial Initial Isolated

2 ¢
1) (yaxas dus 9@ Gaw

" Ifaxsi] [mina]  [jaw] [sagi]
‘personal’ ‘love’ one’ ‘men’

¢

The forms of the s-group are illustrated with «g» [tsarganda je], since that letter occurs in all positions in a
word. Letters in this group look like w-group letters in the initial and medial forms. They have more exciting
forms for the final and isolated contexts.



Turning now to the pronunciation of these letters, it is important to note that all three vowels letters have
multiple possible sounds. This is different to the consonants, which are nearly all consistent. Interpreting the
vowel letters is one of the more difficult parts of learning to read Pashto.

3.1 The g-group

There are five vowels that have the base shape «g»: «», «¢», «¢», «¢,13 and «¢». These letters make different
sounds, but they are also very important in understanding the endings of nouns and verbs. Although the sounds
of the letters are listed here, it might be easiest to make the sense of the different sounds if you look over the
paradigms in sections 4 and 5.

The letter «g» [tsarganda je] can be the consonant [j], as in «g» [jaw] ‘one,” the vowel [i], as in «adSs»
[taklif] ‘difficulty.” How can these distinct pronunciations be distinguished? In the middle of the word, there is
no way to tell, unless you know the word. «aJSs» could be [taklajaf], but it happens that it’s [taklif]. Things
are different at the beginning of a word, however. When the sound [i] occurs at the beginning of a word, it
is represented by «gl». The «l» [alef] shows that the word begins with a vowel sound. Thus [iman] ‘faith’ is
written «(lal». If there is no «I» [alef] at the beginning, the letter is making the consonant sound [j]. As noted
above, [jaw] ‘one’ is written «g».

The letter «¢» [narma je] (without dots) occurs only at the end of certain masculine singular nouns and
adjectives, and makes the [ej] sound,'* as in «g,w» [sarej] ‘man (direct singular)’.1®

The letter «¢» [ujda je] (with two vertical dots) makes the [e] sound, as in <<39$S>> [keju] ‘we become’.1®
When this letter occurs at the end of a noun, the noun will always be feminine (cf. Tables 5 and 6).

The letter «.s» [dzwarakoaj wala je] makes the [9j] sound, and occurs only at the ends of feminine nouns,
as in «,5,5» [karkaj] ‘window’.

The letter «{¢» [?2amrija je] also makes the [3j] sound. It only occurs at the end of verbs as part of the ‘you
(pl.)’ personal ending, e.g., <<(g,..§>> [kejaj] ‘you (pl.) become’.

3.2 The vowel «g»

The situation with «9» [waw] is closely parallel to that of «¢» [tsarganda je], except that there is only one of
them! It can be the consonant [w], or one of the three vowels [u], [0], or [aw].

At the beginning of a word, «¢» [waw] is always [w], as in «J>l¢» [wahed] ‘Wahed.” If a word begins with
one of the vowels, it is written «gl», as in «asgl» [uba] ‘water.’

«g» [waw] can also be used to write [0], as in «Jgi» [tol] ‘all.” As you might expect, when the sound occurs
at the beginning of the word it is written «gl», as in «,gl» [or] ‘fire.’

«g» [waw] can also be used to write [aw], as in «g go94» [mawzo] ‘subject.” It’s as though there is a silent
[a] sound, followed by a «¢» [waw] that makes the [w] sound.

In parallel with «¢» [tsarganda je], then, «g» [waw] can be used to write either a consonant or a vowel. If
«g» [waw] occurs at the beginning of a word, it is a consonant; at the beginning of a word the vowel is written
«gl». If it occurs elsewhere, it is a matter of recognizing the word. As a vowel, «g» [waw] can be either [u],
[o], or [aw].

3.3 The vowel «l»

The vowel «I» [alef] in the middle or end of the word makes the [A] sound, as in «k» [ma] ‘I (oblique)’. At
the beginning of the word, things are quite different. As discussed previously, «)» [alef] can be used to write
[il, [ul, [o], and [aw] at the beginning of a word. When «» [alef] is written by itself at the beginning of a
word, it can be either [a], [e], [o], or [u]. For instance [emtehan] ‘test’ is written «l=wl», [aspa] ‘horse’ is
written «d.wl», and [uzbak] ‘Uzbek’ is written «SGjl». One can tell that these are representing one of these
three sounds—though not which one—because the following letter is not «g» [ja] or «g» [waw].

To illustrate these principles, consider the word «3l3l». One can’t be certain whether the first «» [alef] is
[al, [e], [o], or [u], but the second «I» [alef] must represent [a]. In this case, the word is [azan] ‘call to prayer’.

13«.¢» could technically be considered to have a different base shape, since the little tail is added to the end of the swash.

141t makes the [ej] sound in Eastern Pashto, but in other dialects it makes the [aj] sound.

I5A special note is in order for «¢» and «g», which are differentiated by the two (horizontal) dots beneath. These are distinct letters in
Pashto, but not in Dari and Arabic. (In Arabic, «g» is used. In Dari, «s» should be used, but «gs» also creeps in as a typing mistake.) In
the middle of a word, they are both written with two dots underneath, so it is really ambiguous whether the letter is «g» or «.». If this is
confusing then you don’t need to think any more about it. i

16This sound does not occur at the beginning of a word, so there is no spelling like «gh» at the beginning of a word.
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Meaning Direct Oblique
Written form Pronunciation Written form Pronunciation
I o) Zd L maA
you (sg.) 4t G ta
he s> dej &> do
she ls da g de
we P30 < y3e  MUNY P30 < y3e  MUNJ
you (pl.) sl taso swl  taso
they (masc. or mixed) s9>  duj s9>  duj
they (fem.) ss>  duyj s9>  duj

Table 2: Personal pronouns in the direct and oblique case. Note that using the ‘you (pl.)’ is a way to show
respect when individuals are addressed.

Meaning Pronunciation = Written form
tired doctor storej daktor SIS g
tired doctors  stori daktoran OISy i
tired teacher  storej cowunkej  (S9gur (S piw
tired teachers stori cowunki N9 (§ piw
tired Pashtun  storej pactun O (8 i
tired Pashtuns stori pa¢tana d.aL.a.u S i
big man yat satej S ﬂ“q;c
big men yat sari Spw e

Table 3: Masculine nouns in the direct case

How is a word written if it begins with the [a] sound? In that case the sound is written with a different
letter, «I». The word [alu] ‘potato’ is written «gJl». «I» is called [alef mad].

To fill in the picture of vowels at the beginnings of words, recall from the section on consonants that some
consonant letters are not pronounced. A word that in spoken Pashto begins with a vowel sound might actually
begin with a consonant letter, such as «o» [he], «p» [he], or «¢» [ajn]. Examples of this are «;,3e» [aziz] ‘Aziz’,
«ykaga» [ocjar] ‘intelligent, savvy’, and «ulus» [esab] ‘arithmetic’.

4 Nouns

Pashto nouns can be either masculine or feminine. They are inflected either in direct or oblique case.!” This
section will introduce a few paradigms to introduce the written forms of the pronouns.

Table 2 shows the personal pronouns (I, you, he, she, it, ...) in the direct and oblique cases. The spellings
are predictable. ‘We’ can be written with or without the «(» (« 90» OF «yge»). Also, it is worth noting that
oblique form of ‘he’—«é5»—is shown here with a small diacritic called [hamza]. This diacritic is often not
written, but when it is written, it helps to identify a form as masculine.

Examples of masculine nouns in the direct case are shown in Table 3. The spellings are just what one would
expect, given the pronunciations. This is a helpful paradigm for rehearsing the difference between «¢» and
«g». Similarly, the masculine nouns in the oblique case, given in Table 4, are what one would expect. (This
table shows dialectal variation in the form ‘big men’, which is reflected in the written forms as well.)

Table 5 shows feminine nouns in the direct case. The spellings are predictable, and the use of «.¢» to
write the [9j] sound is illustrated, e.g., in ‘big dog’. The oblique forms are shown in Table 6, and are fully
predictable. One noteworthy thing from this paradigm is that when the sound [9j] occurs in the middle of a
word, it is written with «g» rather than «(¢»: as in «s.w» [spajo] ‘dogs (obl.)’. The [3] sound is unwritten as

usual, and the «g» makes the [j] sound. 18

171f these terms are unfamiliar, “direct” refers to the case used for subjects in present tense, and “oblique” is the other case. For the
word ‘T’ or ‘me,’ [z3] is in the direct case, and [ma] is in the oblique case.
18 different way to think of it would be that in the middle of a word «.s» looks like «g» or «g» in the middle of the word.
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Meaning Pronunciation = Written form
tired doctor stori daktor ANy Gt
tired doctors  storo daktarano 91581 9w
tired teacher  stori cowunki 99 (S piw
tired teachers storo cowunko S99 9y
tired Pashtun  stori paxtun Ogiie &yt
tired Pashtuns storo paxtano SR 9 ytw
big man yat sari S JORURS
big men yat sago Gy (b

ya sagjo 5w G

Table 4: Masculine nouns in the oblique case

Meaning

tired doctor
tired doctors

big tree
big trees

big dog

big dogs
tired teacher
tired teachers

Pronunciation = Written form
store dakfara 053513 (G yiw
store daktorane 1,51y 6 i
yata woana z a4zt
yate wone 9
vata spaj —_
yate spaj e
store cowunke 095 (S piw
store cowunke ;5553-{«: 6 Fer

Table 5: Feminine nouns in the direct case

Meaning

tired doctor
tired doctors

big tree

big trees

big dog

big dogs
tired teacher
tired teachers

Pronunciation Written form
store daktore SHSNY Gy
staro daktarano 331,513 9yt
stogjo daktorano 931,513 ¢ ytw
yate wone S
yato wano RTINS
yate spo)j o
yato spajo S 956
store cowunke N9 (S yiw
staro cowunkjo ;15.39 o s

Table 6: Feminine nouns in the oblique case
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Meaning Pronunciation Written form

kej-om I become xS
kej-e you (sg.) become SpS
kij-i he/she/it becomes 5)5
kej-u we become 9).5
kej-9j you (pl.) become L_;)AS
kij-i they become 6)5

Table 7: Subject agreement in the present tense

Meaning Pronunciation Written form
I arrived wo-rased-om £y
you (sg.) arrived wo-rased-e Sk
he arrived wao-rased-9 éJ..:.w 9

wo-rased S
she arrived wo-rased-a O
we arrived wa-rased-u PRVY
you (pl.) arrived wo-rased-9j CRVT
they (masc.) arrived wao-rased-al Jdwys
they (fem.) arrived  wao-rased-ale ERVY

Table 8: Subject agreement in the past tense (intransitive)

5 Verbs

This section illustrates the written forms of verbs. Pashto grammar requires us to consider the present tense
separately from the past tense, and the past tense of transitive verbs separately from the past tense of intran-
sitive verbs. Table 7 illustrates subject agreement in the present tense for the verb ‘to become’. The spellings
reflect the pronunciations. Note that, at the end of a verb, the [9j] sound is written with «g».

Verb agreement in the past tense intransitive—illustrated in Table 8 for the verb ‘to arrive’—is much the
same. The difference is that in the past tense, there is a difference in the third person for the masculine and
feminine gender. The form for ‘he arrived’, if written with the «o», can be written with the hamza marker
(«6») to emphasize that it is masculine. The hamza is not always written, so you should not rely on it.!° For
the past tense transitive forms, shown in Table 9 for the verb ‘to hit’, the writing is no more complicated. The
spellings are parallel to the past tense intransitive, in spite of the fact that the verb now agrees with the object
rather than the subject.

6 Remaining complications

+ In Pashto the [an] suffix changes a word into an adverb (like the English -ly suffix). For instance,
[mutabeq] ‘corresponding’ becomes [mutabeqan] ‘correspondingly’. There is a special spelling for this in
Pashto, using an «»-and-diacritic combination: «/». The previously mentioned words are spelled « o>
‘corresponding’ and <<’L25_;Lh,a» ‘correspondingly’.

+ (Rare) At the end of words a «g» [narma je] sometimes makes the [a] sound. An example is «_izo»
[mAna] ‘meaning’.

 (Rare) Occasionally a diacritic (called [tafdid]) is written over a consonant to indicate a lengthened
pronunciation «,l&» [nadz3ar] ‘carpenter’. This is not encountered consistently in print, and it does not

19The pronunciation of the 3rd person masculine singular (‘he arrived’) in particular varies quite a bit with dialect, so you may need to
make adjustments here for the dialect that you know.
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Meaning Pronunciation Written form

hit me woa-wahoal-om SELH
hit you (sg.) wa-wahoal-e 299
hit him/it wa-wah-a dalgs
hit her/it woa-wahol-a FIEYY)
hit us wa-wahoal-u Slagg
hit you (pl.) wa-wahal-gj YY)
hit them (masc.) woa-wahal Jagg
hit them (fem.) wa-wahosl-e S99

Table 9: Object agreement in the past tense (transitive)

change the pronunciation. It follows, however, that if the same letter is written twice in a row, then
» 20

there must be an intervening vowel, as in «,S«ses» [mumken] ‘possible’.

« (Rare) In certain Arabic words, the letter «i» makes the [a] sound, as in <<,\§T3» [takid] ‘emphasis.” These
words are often written with a plain «)» [alef] instead, however, giving rise to words with an «I» [alef] in
the middle of the word that makes the [a] sound: «.SG».

7 Tips for getting started

Probably the most daunting thing about learning to read Pashto is coping with the lack of vowel symbols.
Earlier it was noted that the word «.u» could be read with a variety of combinations of vowels, other than
the correct pronunciation, [band]. In practice, this ends up not being much of a difficulty. The reason is that
most words are clearly differentiated by their consonants; vowels are less important. Indeed, even speakers
of English commonly eliminate vowels from SMS messages, and the result is only marginally less intelligible.
There are very, very few instances of Pashto words that can be confused because of the absence of written
vowels.

It is important to keep in mind that a mature reader does not read letter-by-letter, but word-by-word.?!
That is, the shapes of whole words become familiar as one reads, so that the brain is decoding the whole
word, rather than taking apart each letter. This happens naturally with practice, but a new reader lacks that
practice. The initial effort must be made to laboriously pick apart the letters of each word, and then to find
the meaning. It’s undoubtedly tedious, but do keep in mind that it becomes automatic with practice.

With that said, new words are often encountered, and a reader needs skills to figure out what an unfamiliar
word is. There is a heuristic rule that may be useful: guess [a]. That is, when ones encounter a sequence of
letters must have a vowel, try first to insert an [a].?? For some words, like «_S,>», guessing [a] produces the
right pronunciation, [harakat]. For the word «S,i», guessing [a] produces the incorrect [farakat], but that
might be close enough for you to recognize the word, [{erkat].

A related problem is knowing where to put the vowels. Even non-native speakers of Pashto have some
intuition about what a possible Pashto word is. It is still occasionally necessary to guess, however. For the
word «CS,>», for instance, [herkat] is a possible Pashto word—for instance, «_S,i» is pronounced [ferkat]—
but the correct pronunciation of «S,>» turns out to be [harakat].

The easiest words to recognize are the words known already in the spoken language. With surprisingly
little practice, these words are recognized automatically. The more difficult words are the ones learnt for the
first time on the printed page. Unless one reads texts from entirely within one’s sphere of previous experience,
learning new words is part of learning to read. Obviously, broadening one’s vocabulary is one of the prime
motivators to learn to read: only, be aware that this is also the more laborious and time-consuming part of the
reading process.

It’s impossible to overstate the important of repetition and practice. A technique that the first author used
in learning to read in this script was to read the same passage over and over again. While one might think that
reading the same thing repeatedly wouldn’t force one’s brain to learn the symbols, in fact, the rote procedure
of moving one’s eyes over the words with understanding is just what is needed to firm up reading skills.

20 An uncommon but systematic exception to this generalization is in compound words, where a double-letter can occur even if there is
no intervening vowel. Example: «Cwlssb» [jaddact] ‘memo’ from the words meaning ‘memory’ and ‘to have’. (Mace 2003: 196)

21And even phrase-by-phrase!

2213] is more than twice as common as [¢] and more than ten times as common as [0], so it makes more sense to guess [a] than anything
else.
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At the outset, it helps to adopt some practices that may seem childish: following the words with one’s
finger and reading aloud. These are helpful practices, though, which is why children use them. If possible, try
to find printed text that uses a larger font size than would be used for Latin script. For whatever psychological
reason, an unfamiliar script looks tiny even if it is printed in a reasonable font size.

A dictionary is necessary for looking up unfamiliar words, and for checking the spellings of words one
knows from the spoken language. Several Pashto-English dictionaries are available.

The most useful for daily use is the Pashto — English Dictionary by Dr. Abdul Hamid Bahij (Danish Publishing
Association, Peshawar, 2008). For looking up Pashto words starting from English, there is the English — Pashto
Dictionary (Danish Publishing Association, Peshawar, 2007), and also Bahij’s English — Pashto Dictionary by
Dr. Abdul Hamid Bahij (Danish Publishing Association, Peshawar, 2009). More advanced students can use a
Pashto-Pashto dictionary, such as the Aryan Pashto — Pashto Dictionary by Kamal Sind (Academy of Sciences
of Afghanistan; Kabul), and the Pashto — Pashto Descriptive Dictionary (4 volumes; Academy of Sciences of
Afghanistan, 2005). Robert Sampson’s A Dictionary of Spoken Pashto (Peshawar: Interlit Foundation) is an
English-to-Pashto dictionary; the words are given in both in Pashtu script and a phonetic alphabet.
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A Learning the order of the Pashto alphabet

It isn’t necessary to learn the order of the Pashto alphabet immediately. It is useful, however, for using
dictionaries or other resources whose entries are organized alphabetically. Refer to Table 1 for order of the
alphabet. This appendix provides a few mnemonic devices that can be used to learn the order more simply.
One may take or leave any of these items; they are merely observations that the author has found helpful.

+ The letters are grouped by their base shape. First comes «/» [alef], then the letters shaped like «_» [be],
then those shaped like «z» [d3im], then «s» [dal], then «» [re], then «yw» [sin], then «yo» [sad], then
«b» [tuj], then «g» [ajn], then «» [fe], then «S» [kaf].

« Within these subgroups, the first letter of the group is often the unmodified version, with the following
letters being the “decorated” versions: «uw» [sin] precedes «i» [fin]. (This doesn’t hold for the w-group
or the z-group, however.)

+ The letters with a circle always come right after the equivalent letter without the circle.

+ The «» [alef] — «w» [be] order is like the Latin a-b order (and like the Greek alpha-beta order, which
itself gives us the word “alphabet”). If you happen to know the term abjad, this can be a mnemonic for
the first four letter groups: «» [alef] — «» [be] — «z» [d3im] - «s» [dal].

* The «S» [Kaf] — «S» [gaf] — «J» [lam] - «e» [mim] —«4» [nun] - «g» [waw] sequence is like the Latin
k-1-m-n-o sequence. («S» [gaf] intervenes, but it must since it is the more decorated form of «S» [kaf].)

B Learning the numbers

In addition to the letters of Pashto, the numbers need to be learned as well. These are shown in Table 10, along
with mnemonic devices for recognizing the shapes. Somewhat surprisingly, numbers in Pashto are written just
as they are in Latin script: from left-to-right. Thus, the number «\0» is 15, not 51. Note, however, that the
overall order remains right-to-left. If someone were referring to a range of 15-20, it would be written «¥+-Y0».

The only other complication is that for the numbers 4, 5, and 6, («f», «0», «#») there are alternate forms:
respectively, «¢», «0», «1». These alternate forms are actually the Arabic varieties of these numbers. They are
seen fairly commonly in Afghanistan, however.
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Latin-based Pashto Arabic Mnemonic

0 .
1 \ looks like a 1

2 Y has two strokes

3 Y has three strokes

4 ¥ 3

5 ) 0

6 4 1

7 \% looks like the v’ in ‘seven’
8 A

9 q looks like a 9

Table 10: Persian & Arabic numerals.

C The vowel accent markers

Pashto can be written with accents to indicate the presence of a vowel. A slanted line under a consonant
(called [zer]) indicates the presence of the vowel [¢] following that consonant. For the word [ketab] ‘book’:

(20) kTJ LIS

A slanted line over a consonant (called [zwar]) indicates the presence of the vowel [a], as in «wu» [band]
‘shut’ below:

(21) JHJ

The presence of a small diacritic called [pec], which has the shape of a small «¢» [waw], represents the
vowel [u], as in [tfup] ‘shut™

s
2

When the diacritics are followed by vowels, it is a diphthong, as in [mawzo] ‘subject’.

(23) &9.03.3

These diacritics are rarely used, and only in very specific situations: in very early elementary school ma-
terials, or written text when it is necessary to indicate the pronunciation of a word (e.g., if a word might be
confused with another one).2® The fact that these diacritics were not introduced earlier indicates the attitude
of the author toward their use. Although they seem helpful, a new reader shouldn’t depend on them. An
important part of learning to read Pashto is to learn to identify a word based on the sounds that are written:
this can’t be learned if one is constantly relying on diacritics.

D Ideas for early reading

After the first primers have been completed, what should a new reader begin to read? Based on the princi-
ple that in learning one moves from what is known to what is unknown, the following progression may be
suggested for a new reader.

Known subject, known text. At the very beginning, it is most helpful to read translated texts, since these
provide maximum context, thus allowing a focus on the process of decoding rather than of discovering
the meaning. These may be stories that are already familiar, or that are also available in English trans-
lation. The IAM Language & Culture Programme has a number of short (1-4 page) fairy and folk tales,

23In fact, the vowel diacritics are most commonly used in the Qur’an to indicate proper pronunciation of the Arabic words. Arabic is a
separate language of course, and in fact the diacritics have different interpretations in Arabic.
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which are available in English and written Pashto.?* The organization Operation Mercy has published
abridged translations of several Western classics (Les Miserables, Tom Sawyer, etc.), which are available
for purchase from the Kabul office of Rahmat Publications, and in bookstores around the country. The
BBC has published the well-known “BBC books,” the plots of which can largely be inferred from the
pictures; these can be purchased from the BBC’s Kabul office, or from second-hand bookshops.?®

Known subject, unknown text. The next step is to read books about familiar subjects, but in a unfamiliar
text. This is a stage, for instance, in which one might wish to read books about one’s professional
interests. It is not difficult to visit a bookshop, mention a topic to the proprietor, and buy a large number
of reasonably priced books pertinent to one’s professional interests. Wikipedia articles written in Pashto
are also a good resource.?® One difficulty at this stage is that, depending on the book, the language might
be very elevated, and the use of a dictionary might therefore be a constant necessity.

Unknown subject, known text. This category covers reading material that is available in Pashto and English,
but which addresses subjects that the reader usually does not discuss in Pashto, or at all. This could be
any material which can be found in English and Pashto translation. The military propaganda newspaper
that usually comes with naan is printed in Pashto, Dari, and English, for instance.

Unknown subject, unknown text. This final category, of course, covers the rest of the printed material in
the world. The most straightforward sources for new texts are newspapers, bookshops, and Afghan or
Pakistani media available on the internet.

24Find contact information at: http://iam-afghanistan.org/lcp

25BBC Afghan Education Project, House 271, Street 1, Qalai Najarha, Khair Khana. A caution: the BBC books suffer from very poor
typography—particularly in the spacing between non-connecting letters and words—which can make them very hard to read. Some books
are also printed with a calligraphic style that is difficult for readers just learning the shapes of the letters. These are not ideal books for
beginning readers, but they may be the best option for Pashto.

2http://ps.wikipedia.org/
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