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Language is not just a way to exchange thoughts. It's the record of our history, a mirror reflecting power structures in society, and now, a shield for the protection of our identities in this digital world. For a very long time, however, a ridiculously narrow view has been projected on academic grounds: that the Nepali language only exists, flourishes and looks as it does due to the benevolent influence of Sanskrit. In this book, Bones and Skin: The Indigenous Essence of the Nepali Language Beyond Sanskritisation, Dr. Nawa Raj Subba presents a detailed critique of this perspective, exploring how the language has been shaped over time.

The author's research strays beyond the dull, rigid domain of the formal linguistics discipline and instead brings to focus how the language actually breathes within the complex reality of our society, culture, world politics, and today's technological sphere. Courageously and with the honesty of the scholar, the author provokes a necessary discourse about freeing the Nepali language from its historical internal hegemonic influences. Through twenty-two insightful chapters, the author unearths irrefutable evidence that the Nepali language was not only created, moulded and refined by a ruling class or a particular caste, but its very root and foundation stem from the oral traditions, indigenous cultures, and the daily life of the local people, such as the Magars, Tibeto-Burmans, and Limbus from the east.

One of the most rebellious and interesting questions asked by the author concerns the politics of spelling and script. He argues that the incessant debates held within various institutions and governing bodies over grammar and orthography are no longer questions of a misplaced dot or a slight rule but rather the highly politicised attempt of the educated elites to remove the innate indigenous charm from pure Nepali and reinstall the utter monopoly of Sanskrit.

The later chapters, making this work immensely timely and urgent, tackle the results of the National Census 2021 (2078 BS) in detail. The author draws from these figures to reveal an unfortunate fact: that even though Nepal officially is a multilingual nation (according to the census), its government, legal and administrative systems operate almost entirely in one singular language. Indigenous languages have often been overlooked in our courts and offices, and the author advocates for the implementation of a three-language policy as well as court translators for ensuring fair justice to all users. Going forward, the author also explores how digital archives and machine translation can help in promoting indigenous, local knowledge to the global level.

In a word, this book serves to liberate the Nepali language from the control of the purists to whom it belongs exclusively, a narrow few, and it glorifies Nepali for its true identity as a beautiful, multicoloured and indigenous tongue. The book is indeed going to be a milestone.
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The most painful way in the world is for someone to sit down and write a book challenging the number one professors in their field and top scholars in their own country. It really requires a different type of courage. As an author, completing this book was a true voyage of unlearning for me. I was raised in the same educational system that taught us that in order to appear smart, Nepali had to be heavily laden with Sanskrit. However, as my study moved away from those dry textbooks and towards the genuine, everyday lives of regular people, the state's fabricated history began to shatter right in front of my eyes.

This book is about the biology of language: the skin and bones. In essence, if we delve deeper into the actual structural behaviour of Nepali – such as the split ergative marking with the '-le' suffix, spontaneous nasalisation, a vibrant echo-word system and existential meanings from the verbs 'ho' and 'chha' – we can find the raw skeletal structure of the Tibeto-Burman substrate. The superficial and dense infiltration of Sanskrit Tatsam words – a deliberate act of academic and political elitism – is merely the "skin" worn on top. For centuries, our entire educational machinery has been fooled by this "skin" and completely failed to notice the authentic "bones" holding it upright.

This book is very consciously structured to move back and forth between history and present-day digitally mediated reality. It is from the 11th-century stone inscription in the kingdom of Sinja all the way up to the statistics of 2078 BS (Nepal National Census) and beyond into the digital future of 2026. Linguistic justice is simply not possible if it remains stuck in the past. If our traditional knowledge must thrive, it must "gain computer citizenship", be encoded with Unicode, form parallel datasets, and be made available in open-access AI libraries.

My intent here is not to criticise anyone or the classical beauty of any language. What I want to bring to the foreground through this book is the critique of linguistic hegemony, that structurally used tool of internal colonialism to suppress the variety of oral traditions in Nepal. I am simply trying to democratise our speech. I leave this book to the reader, hoping for an easy-flowing, meaningful dialogue about these difficult issues instead of a rigid list of grammatical structures.

— Dr. Nawaraj Subba


​
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The fundamental flaw of the new Nepali identity, as manifested through manufactured amnesia, is that under the umbrella ideology of 'Ek Bhasa, Ek Bhesh, Ek Desh' (One language, one vesture, one country), the state machinery post-unification of Nepal systematically manipulated the national language (Khas Kura/Nepali) in a bid to force an artificial homogeneity on an intrinsically pluralistic topography. Through this state project, it concurrently suppressed the indigenous languages (Adivasi Janajati tongues) of the land while also 'cleaning' the national language of its indigenous vernacular constituents, replacing them with an elitist, Sanskritised lexicon.

Flesh and Bone: The Indigenous Essence of the Nepali Language Beyond Sanskritisation is an exhaustive socio-linguistic discourse aimed at dismantling this elite overlay, and using the theoretical framework of decolonial analysis, a historical-sociological triangulation and a qualitative narrative enquiry method, it charts the deep-layered evolution of Nepali from prehistoric times under the Sinja empire to its current, highly politicised transnational status.

Chapter Outline and Structural Design: The book's 22 chapters are intricately laid out in the following design.

Chapter 1 offers an academic primer of how Khas Kura became the national language, documenting orthographic battles over time right up until recent institutional decisions between the years 2073 and 2081 BS.

Chapter 2 examines the socio-historically linked relationship of the Khas language and the Magar tribe, illustrating the blending of the ethnic and linguistic categories using the theories of identity fluidity in the writings of Fredrik Barth and the substratum theory of Antoine Meillet.

Chapters 3 and 17 provide an overview of the deep structural, phonetic and semantic impacts on Nepali from the Tibeto-Burmese languages and an exploration of 101 jargon words from vernacular speech that highlight the historical depth of the indigenous languages of the land.

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 look into the politics of alphabetic reformations and the Sanskritisation movement as it masquerades as purification. Dr. Subba deciphers the way that institutions such as the Pragya Pratisthan leverage the Tatsam Sanskrit component to perpetuate a system of internal colonialism, illustrating the harmful implications with examples from recent administrative abuses such as the controversy regarding Koshi Province nomenclature.

Chapters 7 and 16 re-examine the Jharro movement with a new decolonial angle and discuss the efforts and sacrifices of individuals such as Balkrishna Pokharel in their struggles to preserve Khas originality and criticise the transmission of academic hegemony across generations.

Chapters 8, 9 and 11 describe the main theoretical argument of the book: the Bones and Skin paradigm. By analysing the archaic stones of Damupal's inscription (1038 BS) and the philosophy of Mundhumian thought, these chapters focus on the existential verb meanings of 'ho' and 'chha' as a testament to a primal indigenous revolution in being and consciousness.

Chapters 10 and 15 deal with the structural and material constraints facing implementation of language policies locally; this section analyses the geopolitics of the Devanagari script, the politics of printing, and a detailed case study of the Limbu language in Eastern Nepal.

Chapters 12, 13 and 14 place these struggles within the context of global issues such as UNESCO's role in indigenous language preservation as well as examine the relationship between written Nepali poetry and the Limbu poetic forms (Hakpare, Palam and Khyali).

Chapters 18 and 19 offer a strict quantitative and legal analysis of the latest National Census of 2078 BS, revealing the sustained oppression and marginalisation of indigenous languages by our courts and institutions despite the constitutional framework on pluralism.

Chapters 20, 21 and 22 are focused on the future, where this study looks at how machine translation and artificial intelligence can advance local knowledge systems; it tracks how the global Nepali diaspora creates the global Himalayan decolonial identity through writing and utilising the vernacular and provides a clear pedagogical blueprint to restore the "Indigenous pulse" for psychopolitical liberation among the modern youth.

Finally, this is much more than a book of grammar rules. It is a political and personal investigation into the power and vulnerability inherent in language – in our own survival and mental liberties. I hope this book motivates teachers, legislators, and readers to stop settling for token, surface-level diversity and instead do the hard work of creating a world in which every language and voice is accorded the respect and dignity it deserves. 



​
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​[1] From Khaskura to National Language: An Academic Review of the Origin, Development, Controversies, and Contemporary Confusions of the Nepali Language
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​Summary

The Nepali language is a significant member of the Aryan subgroup of the Indo-Aryan language family. It has a written tradition of over one thousand years. The article intends to critically examine, from a scientific point of view, the real history of Nepali, its origin, development, and commonly believed fallacies regarding Nepali with the help of linguistic archaeology and comparative historical linguistic methods. This article proposes that Nepali originated from the Khas language (Pokhrel, 2024). It is widely assumed to have originated from the Sinja Valley. The history of the Khas language and the literary standardisation of it are emphasised too. The Dullu inscription (1038 AD), the earliest evidence of the Nepali script, is emphasised as significant evidence (Upadhyay, 2021). The misconceptions about the Nepali language, 'it is just Gorkhali' and 'it is just a dialect of Hindi', were also challenged in this article. In the midst of a dispute on script and grammar construction, the recent order of the Supreme Court appears to set the scientific responsibility for the public towards the natural preservation of language (Supreme Court of Nepal, 2024). Concludes that the history of the Nepali language is natural, participatory and adaptive.

Keywords: Nepali language, Khaskura, Khas Prakrit, Indo-European family, Dullu inscriptions, linguistic movement, communication language, linguistic confusion, standardisation, spelling controversy.

​1. Introduction

Language is one of the roots of the identity of a nation. We all use language for the purpose of expressing ourselves, our feelings and our culture. Nepali Bhasa is the national tongue of Nepal. It is also the language used in government work in the country, and that has been declared in the constitution of Nepal. Furthermore, Nepali is also one of the 23 official languages as described in the Eighth Schedule in India (Rai, 2019).

A large number of people are not aware of the proper development and history of the Nepali language. Different myths have been prevailing about its history, such as some people believing that Nepali is one of the dialects of the Hindi language, while some people call it the Gorkha dialect only. But the linguistic survey does not accept all these things (Subedi, 2016).

This article has been prepared for literate readers to describe the history of the Nepali language in an easily comprehensible way. The main aim of the article is to throw light on the scientific history of the origin, development and wrong understanding of the Nepali language.

From a dialect, it had become Gorkhali or Parbate and, finally, Nepali, and it had been very interesting. During its history, there have been many political, cultural, and social changes, which will be discussed in the article. Before starting with the history, it is important to point out that the Nepali language was never the property of one single group of people or the land but a common means of communication formed through the mixture of various races, languages and cultures (Resist, 2026).

​2. Justification

It would be quite beneficial to compile a scientific history of the Nepali language for quite a lot of reasons: To start with, the Nepali language itself can be seen as a formula for national integrity. But quite a few untruthful facts about Nepali are prevalent in non-academic sectors of the community that cause people to think in the wrong way. 

To add more to this, recent times have witnessed some unscientific ventures to amend orthography and language policy by government departments and a few academic institutions, which have been an enormous cause of conflict among linguists. According to the statement made by Dr. Devi Prasad Subedi (2016) in his paper, the upper administrative layers of education have taken steps to modify orthography and grammar without any basis, which has bred confusion in the minds of students. 

Thirdly, it is due to the absence of discussing the inherent characteristics and history of the Nepali language that superstitions are still misleading the public. Hence, it is extremely important to document the journey of the Nepali language scientifically. Finally, it is very convenient to divide the evolution of the Nepali language into three distinct chronological periods that can be analysed using linguistic archaeology and the comparative method, all of which are laid out in this article. Thus, this article is essentially an educational as well as public responsibility to debunk the myths.

​3. Theoretical framework

Two major theoretical foundations are utilised in this article. Both are quite famous and widely utilised in the field of international linguistics.

​First principles: Historical-Comparative Linguistics 

According to this theory, all the languages in the world have been developed from a single root language in the past, which branched out into many languages. For instance, Sanskrit, Greek, Latin, Persian, English, and Nepali all came into existence from the Proto-Indo-European root language. This theory helps the linguists in deciding the rules of change of sounds (sound laws). For example, there is a common change from Sanskrit "dwar" to Nepali "dhoka", Sanskrit "danta" to Nepali "daant", etc. The well-known scholars like Sir George Grierson and Suniti Kumar Chatterjee used this principle in classifying the Nepali language in the Pahari subgroup under the Indo-European family in the Aryan branch (Grierson, 1909, as cited in Pokhrel, 2024).

​Second theory: Linguistic archaeology

The written evidence, inscriptions, copper plates and historical documents have been analysed in this theory. The root assumption of this theory is that language is not something static but a product of culture, politics and geography. This principle helps in the study of the Nepali language a great deal. The ancient Nepali inscription (Dullu inscription) serves as important evidence of the development of the Nepali language. This principle says that the inscriptions in Nepali words should not be studied with present-day assumptions; rather, they show the pronunciation and script of the past.

On the basis of these two principles, this article would discuss the development journey of the Nepali language.

​4. Research Methodology

This is a completely descriptive, historical-interpretative article. The research is complete. The following procedures were followed in its preparation.

​Source Data:

- Primary facts: analysed (11th-century Dullu inscription, Khas kingdom's copper plates and other historical documents), analysing its linguistic expressions as the base (Upadhyay, 2021).

- Secondary facts: textbooks used include different books, contemporary scientific articles, books from universities, the latest Supreme Court decision, academic journals, etc. Mainly used as a reference is Subedi's 'Cultivation of Delusion in Nepali Language' (2073, Nagarik Dainik), which is the reference for contemporary observation. Also gave utmost priority to the whole text of the decision given on 2081 Asar 9. (Supreme Court of Nepal, 2024)

​Procedure of Analysis:

- This article has used a comparative and analytical method. The available facts are arranged systematically; comparison is carried out among them in ancient and modern form.

- The confusions are pointed out separately, and clarification has been made regarding each misconception from facts.

- Dispute of linguistic right to regulation has been given importance in special note with the Supreme Court's decision.

This procedure has made the article scientific, impartial and factual.

​5. Presentation and analysis

Here, all aspects of the Nepali language, from its beginnings to the current controversies, are presented point-wise. Each point has sub-points that will be elaborated upon.

​5.1 Prehistoric origins of the Nepali language: a pursuit of Khas Prakrit

The genesis of the Nepali language is believed to have roots in the Khas culture. The term 'Khas' appears in the oldest Indian texts. The 'Manusmriti' (circa 100 B.C.) refers to the Khas as the 'Vratya Kshatriya' (degenerate Kshatriya) caste, and Kalhana's 'Rajtarangini' (1148 A.D.) details the Khas kingdom and its language. (Sharma, n.d.)

But the question is: is the Nepali language itself derived from Sanskrit? The answer is NO. The linguists assert that the Nepali language originated from a mediaeval language called 'Prakrit'. Among the Prakrits, 'Khas Prakrit' is believed to be the ancestor of the Nepali language. (Pokhrel, 2024, March 19)

Where was the Khas Prakrit prevalent? It was prevalent in the valley of Karnali-Bheri from far western to midwestern Nepal. The capital of this kingdom was 'Sija' (present-day Sinja of Jumla). According to Grierson in his 'Linguistic Survey of India' (1909), it was identified as 'Khaskura' or 'Western Hilly'.

From this, Khasukura developed three subsequent branches:

1. Western Hills (Doteli, Kumaoni, Garhwali)

2. Central Hilly (some dialects of Karnali and Gandaki regions)

3. Eastern Pahadi (which gradually evolved into modern standard 'Nepali')

Therefore, the Nepali language did not emerge directly from Vedic Sanskrit. It evolved from Khas Prakrit. This explains the distinction between the Nepali and Hindi languages that evolved from 'Shauraseni Prakrit' (Timsina, 2021).

​5.2 Oldest written evidence of the Nepali language: Dullu inscription

When did the documented history of the Nepali language begin? This evidence was found in the Dullu area of Dailekh district. This is called the 'Damupal inscription' or 'Dullu inscription'. Historians claim this inscription was crafted in the year 1038 B.S. (981 A.D.) (Upadhyay, 2021).

This inscription is more than just an ordinary piece of stone; it contains a rich repository of the history of the Khas kingdom, along with an accurate account of the chronology of rulers of that time. Importantly for us, it is written in an old dialect of the modern Nepali language.

The Nepali equivalent sentence states, "Issue 9 of Damupal was written on Monday. " Even though 'likhitam', found in this inscription, is of Sanskrit origin, the Old Nepali usage can be noted in the words 'ank' and 'navami' along with 'somavasare'.

As argued by Prof. Jagat Prasad Upadhyay, the inscription not only proves that the Nepali language existed in present-day Nepal but also in Kumaon towards the west, Garhwal towards the east, Sikkim towards the east and Bihar-Bengal towards the south (Upadhyay, 2021).

The Dullu inscription is not the only one found, as there are inscriptions belonging to the 11th century A.D. Onwards, such as the pillar inscription of Bamu Khadka and the copperplate inscription of Ashoka Challa, also written in the Khas language (Sharma, n.d.). This proves that the Nepali language has existed for over 1000 years.

​5.3 Development of the Nepali language (three chronological stages)

The history of the Nepali language can be classified into three chronological stages. These are:

​Stage 1: Primary Stage (circa 1000-1550 A.D.)

This was the golden age of the Khas kingdom. The Sija (Sinja) region was the capital of Karnali Province, which was under the Khas Malla dynasty. Their court language was 'Sanskrit', while the common language of administration and communication was 'Khaskura'.

Features of this stage:

- Numerous inscriptions and copperplates produced during this period.

- Influence of the Sanskrit language on Nepali, but with simple grammar.

- Comprehension difficult for modern Nepali speakers. (Resist, 2026)

​Stage 2: Middle Stage (circa 1550-1900 A.D.)

Two key events marked this phase. The collapse of the Khas kingdom and the rise and spread of the Gorkha kingdom. Under Prithvi Narayan Shah, a ruler of a small hill kingdom, Nepal was unified in 1768-69 after the fall of Kantipur (Kathmandu). Afterwards, the control of eastern Nepal, Sikkim and part of India was taken over.

This step is very important from the linguistic viewpoint:

- Various terminologies were in vogue, such as 'Gorkhali' (language of the Gorkhas), 'Parvate', 'Pahadi' and 'Khas Kura'.

- Spread of language: The language spread all over Eastern Nepal, Sikkim, Darjeeling, Kalimpong, Assam, Meghalaya and Burma with the invasion of the Gorkha army and administration.

- Beginning of literature standardisation: Bhanubhakta Acharya wrote the 'Bhanubhaktiya Ramayana' around 1880 using sweet, clear and simple Nepali. This writing contributed a lot towards the creation of Nepali literature. (Timsina, 2021)

- Writing grammar: Father A. Turnbull wrote 'Nepali Grammar' in 1888 in Darjeeling. (A Grammar of the Nepali Language) It was the first attempt at creating a unified grammar of the Nepali language.

​Stage 3: Modern Stage (1900 A.D. – present)

During this stage, the development of the Nepali language became institutionalised. While Nepali was the court and judicial language even during the reign of Rana Prime Minister Jung Bahadur Rana (1846-1877), after the advent of democracy in 2007 B.S., it became stronger.

Significant points of this stage:

- Foundation of Pragya Pratishthan (2014): The national academy of Nepal, Pragya Pratishthan, is tirelessly working for the standardisation, literature and dictionary of the Nepali language.

- Contribution of the Ministry of Education: Numerous textbooks have been published so far by the Curriculum Development Centre (CDC) which have standardised Nepali writings and alphabets.

- Indian recognition: After Nepali was listed in the 8th schedule by the Indian government in 1991, it also became the official language of Sikkim, Darjeeling, Assam, Nagaland, Mizoram, Meghalaya and Manipur. (Rai, 2019; Soga, 2017)

It is thus clear that from a dialect prevalent in Khasakura, Sinja has developed to be spoken by more than 17 million people throughout the world and as a language listed amongst one hundred world languages by United Nations data.

​5.4 Controversy over the naming of the Nepali language: From 'Gorkhali' to 'Nepali'

Most people get confused: are Gorkhali and Nepali two different languages? Actually these names have always been used as synonyms for a single language. When the Gorkha Kingdom extended itself, 'Gorkhali' became more popular for the government and the army to use. But the speakers of this language were not only Gorkhas (Brahun and Kshetris). The language was spoken by people of all castes, namely Bahun, Kshettri, Thakuri, Magar, Gurung, Rai, Limbu, Kami, Damai, Sarki, and Sunar. So to term this language as 'Gorkhali' is to minimise its multi-ethnic status. It came to be known as 'Nepali' in India around the end of the 19th century. 

Influential writers who had fled to India from Nepal, like Parashuram (1890-1941) and Dharanidhar Koirala (1893-1980), adopted this new name as 'Nepali Bhasha'. In 2013, even the Constitution of Nepal renamed it 'Nepali Bhasha'. Slowly, the name 'Gorkhali' phased out, and 'Nepali' took over. (Resist, 2026)

Though few celebrated writers can be found to be using the term 'Gurkhali'. This, however, shows a lack of scholarly knowledge and ignorance.

​5.5 Refutation of linguo-myth with empirical evidence

There are three myths prevalent about the Nepali language; below, they are answered with concrete evidence.

​Myth 1: The Nepali language is solely spoken by the Gorkha caste (Bahun-Khetri).

Refutation: This is entirely false. The Nepali language, from its very inception, was an interlanguage. The language is spoken by the peoples of the hills, namely Magars, Gurungs, Rais, Limbus, Tamangs, Sherpas, Kamis, Damais, Sarkis and Gainas. The largest number of Nepali speakers are Kshetri people

​Myth 2: The Nepali language is just another dialect of the Hindi language.


​Myth 3: The Nepali language is a recent (20th century) arrival in India.


​5.6 Orthography Controversies and Linguo-Authoritative body (2073-2081 BS)



​Origin of controversy:



​Verdict from Supreme Court (2081 Ashar 9):







​5.7 Constitutional recognition and the linguistic movement for Nepali in India


​Historical Movement:


​Achievement:


​5.8 The role of Nepali as a contact language




​6. Conclusion 
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