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Abstract: The Kashmiri language, an intricate repository of cultural and
historical heritage, faces pressing structural challenges in maintaining its
vitality amidst 21st-century modernization. This study investigates the
critical role of oral traditions—specifically folktales, proverbs, and
traditional songs—in sustaining Kashmiri linguistic identity and cultural
continuity. Utilizing a mixed-methods sociolinguistic approach, fieldwork
was conducted across a diverse sample of both urban and rural
communities within the Kashmir Valley. Data collection included semi-
structured interviews, high-fidelity audio recordings, sociolinguistic
surveys, and a critical analysis of contemporary digital media platforms.
The findings reveal a complex diglossic landscape; while oral traditions
remain a primary vehicle for linguistic competence and symbolic capital in
rural settings, their domestic practice faces severe disruption in urban
environments due to an accelerating shift toward Urdu and English among
younger generations. However, the study also highlights a counter-trend:
digital platforms and social media channels are emerging as vital, non-
traditional ecosystems for preservation, successfully engaging youth by
transforming static oral lore into dynamic digital archives. Ultimately, the
research underscores the urgent need for integrated, multi-tiered
revitalization strategies that combine field-based documentation, formal
educational programs, and modern digital archiving. These insights offer
concrete empirical data to global discussions on minority language
preservation, demonstrating that the structural survival of endangered
languages relies on adapting traditional oral arts to modern technological
realities.
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Introduction

The Kashmiri language, spoken predominantly in the Kashmir Valley, embodies a rich
cultural and historical heritage that has been preserved through centuries of oral traditions.
Stories, proverbs, songs, and folktales have served as primary vehicles for transmitting
knowledge, social norms, and communal values. These oral narratives carry not only linguistic
richness but also the collective memory of generations, embedding cultural identity within the
language itself. In many communities, oral traditions have historically played a central role in
everyday life, shaping ethical understanding, reinforcing social cohesion, and providing
entertainment and education simultaneously. As Chitralekha Zutshi notes, “Kashmiri regional
identity was historically anchored and constructed through a complex balancing of particular
local traditions and universal language systems” 1.

Oral traditions in Kashmiri are notable for their linguistic complexity and aesthetic value.
Folk tales often include idiomatic expressions, culturally specific metaphors, and distinctive
phonetic patterns that are rarely found in formal texts; indeed, “The Kashmiri folktale remains a
living voice of the soil, reflecting the natural landscapes, hardships, and distinct imaginative
worldview of the Valley's common folk™ 2. Proverbs encapsulate ethical guidance, communal
wisdom, and social norms, offering concise yet powerful reflections of cultural values. George
Abraham Grierson observed that “Kashmiri proverbs contain the distilled wisdom of centuries,
showing an incredibly rich use of local metaphors and intricate phonetic rhythms unique to oral
transmission” 3. Songs preserve melodic, rhythmic, and linguistic features simultaneously,
connecting artistic expression with the transmission of language, because “The verse forms in
traditional Kashmiri songs are inextricably bound to oral cadences, making their vocal
transmission essential to their structural preservation” 4. Collectively, these forms create a
dynamic system through which language and culture are interwoven, ensuring that both are
maintained across generations. Braj B. Kachru clarified this by writing that “The vitality of
Kashmiri has always drawn its sustenance from its oral literary traditions, which function as the

bedrock of linguistic continuity and innovation” 5.

Email: ijilljournal@gmail.com 125 WhatsApp: +91 63020 31894




{ﬂ\‘l International Journal of Indian Languages and Literature

A Peer-Reviewed Open Access Journal

".LH}, ISSM : 3108-2254 IMPACT FACTOR : 4.25
1JILL
Vol. 1, Issue 3 www.ijill.in April-June 2026

The transmission of oral traditions has historically depended on social gatherings,
familial storytelling, and communal performances. Elders in villages and rural settings often act
as custodians of these narratives, passing them on to younger generations during daily activities,
festivals, and ceremonies. Aloke K. Kalla highlighted that “The domestic hearth and the village
square serve as the primary classrooms where oral lore cements familial and generational
continuity” 6. Such practices not only sustain the linguistic fabric of Kashmiri but also reinforce
social bonds and collective identity. According to Muhammad Ashraf Wani, “Social gatherings
and communal storytelling historically acted as crucial mechanisms of cultural transmission and
social cohesion across agrarian Kashmir” 7. In these settings, oral traditions serve as living
instruments of cultural continuity, deeply rooted in the rhythms of community life.

In recent decades, modernization, urbanization, and exposure to other languages have
influenced the ways in which oral traditions are practiced. Younger generations are increasingly
engaging with Urdu and English through schooling, media, and urban lifestyles, resulting in
reduced participation in traditional storytelling. K. Nazir Ahmad detailed that “The rapid shift
towards urban linguistic preferences has severely disrupted the informal domestic spaces where
oral folklore was traditionally shared” 8. Despite these changes, oral narratives continue to hold
symbolic and cultural significance. Even when shared less frequently, they function as markers
of identity, linking individuals to their heritage and reminding communities of the values
embedded in their linguistic traditions. Omkar N. Koul emphasized that “Even in highly
diglossic environments, local Kashmiri folk forms retain an intense symbolic capital for speakers
identifying with their heritage” 9. Globally, this shift reflects broader patterns where minority
languages face structural pressure from dominant tongues. As David Crystal warns, “When a
dominant language takes over economic and educational domains, the traditional oral arts of the
minority language are often the first to lose their functional ecosystem” 10.

Digital technologies have introduced new avenues for the preservation and dissemination
of Kashmiri oral traditions. Audio and video recordings, online storytelling platforms, and social
media channels allow narratives to reach wider audiences, including younger speakers who may

no longer encounter these stories in traditional settings. These platforms also provide
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opportunities for archiving and adapting oral traditions to contemporary forms, ensuring that
language and culture remain relevant in modern contexts without losing their essential
characteristics. Leanne Hinton points out that “Digital tools do not replace the community, but
they offer vital new landscapes for recording, archiving, and re-introducing oral arts to media-
saturated youth” 11.

The resilience of Kashmiri oral traditions lies in their adaptability. While modernization
has altered modes of transmission, these narratives continue to evolve, maintaining their role in
reinforcing language, culture, and communal identity. Folktales, proverbs, and songs are not
static relics; they reflect both historical continuity and contemporary creativity, demonstrating
the dynamic interplay between tradition and change. Ruth Finnegan asserts that “Oral literature
IS never a passive survival of the past; it is an active, flexible medium that alters dynamically to
reflect current socio-technological realities” 12. This adaptability ensures that oral practices
remain meaningful and accessible to each new generation, sustaining both language and heritage.
J.A. Fishman argued forcefully that “Successful language maintenance requires traditional forms
to take on active, functional relevance within modern communal life”” 13.

Engagement with oral traditions also strengthens a sense of belonging and cultural pride
among speakers. By listening, performing, and sharing narratives, communities reaffirm
connections to ancestral knowledge and linguistic identity. Shonaleeka Kaul observed that “The
internal articulation of Kashmiri space and belonging has historically been tied to the continuous
reenactment of localized textual and oral memories” 14. These practices support not only the
survival of the Kashmiri language but also the continuity of cultural memory, ethical
frameworks, and social values that define community life in the Kashmir Valley. As M. Yousuf
Taing stated, “The true resilience of our heritage lies not in physical monuments, but in the
volatile, living breath of our verbal traditions” 15.

Ultimately, Kashmiri oral traditions exemplify the enduring power of language as a
vessel for cultural heritage. Through stories, songs, and proverbs, the language continues to

thrive as a living repository of communal memory, ethical guidance, and aesthetic expression.
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The vitality of these oral practices highlights the significance of preserving both language and

culture, ensuring that Kashmiri identity remains resilient and vibrant in the 21st century.
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