
Prof Tariq Rahman's From Hindi to Urdu A Social and Political History is an 
excellent book. There is very little I can say that can be critical of what I have 
read this far, not the least because I would never have the temerity to critique 
such astounding scholarship; in fact, the book has clarified and strengthened my 
own convictions on the topic. 
 
The book traces the social and political history of the two languages by moving far 
beyond the usual platitudes of two scripts one language, syncretic traditions. 
Instead of proceeding from the standard assumptions of H\U are High varieties of 
a common core, and dismissing the politicisation\religiousization of these 
identities as the by-products of Partition, Tariq Sahab has written the definitive 
account of how both politics and identity have shaped every stage of the language, 
and that questions of identity and religion have always been constitutiveof all the 
labels of Urdu and Hindi. 
 
In chapter 4, Prof Rahman, taking into account the historiography of possession"  
asks the question --  is Urdu a joint product of the interaction between Muslims 
and Hindus and is, therefore, a shared possession? Or is it the possession and 
monopoly of the Muslims of a certain area of the subcontinent? Or all Muslims?" 
The answers to these questions, he says, are "deeply political in significance" and 
"that  is why the purely linguistic answers to questions of origin are insufficient 
for our purposes." 
 
I would like to discuss how Prof Rahman's reflections on these questions lead us 
to understand the following extracts from Premchand's letter of 1930. 
 
The Pharaohs of Urdu (translated by CM Naim) 
Munshi Premchand, “Urdu mein Firauniyat,” in Premchand Adabiyat (Patna, 
1993), pp. 92–4, where he protests Niyaz Fatehpuri's objections to the 
Hindustani Academy (which Premchand notes was established for the 
strengthening and development of both Urdu and Hindi) selecting some Hindu 
translators for the translation of some English plays into Urdu. 
 
But now he objects: “Why were English plays chosen for translation?” And, “Why 
couldn’t Muslim writers be found for the job?” In his view, no Hindu can write in 
Urdu even if he spends an entire life doing just that; while a Muslim, according to 
him, knows naturally how to write in Urdu. In other words, a Muslim emerges from 
his mother’s womb as a full-fledged expert in Urdu language. … 
 
I am willing to concede that the Muslims have done Urdu, relatively speaking, many 
more favors, but I shall never accept that the Hindus did nothing for it. Crores of 
Hindus today read Urdu, lakhs of them write it, and thousands of them creatively 
express themselves in that language, be it in prose or poetry. Urdu still continues to 
exist with the help of the Hindus. The Muslims of the Punjab speak and write 
Punjabi; those of Bengal, Bengali; those of Sindh, Sindhi; those of Gujarat, Gujarati; 
and those of Madras, Tamil. Urdu-speaking Hindus and Muslims are mostly in this 
province [U.P.], and somewhat in the Punjab and in Hyderabad. I think that if 
someone properly investigates how many Hindus and Muslims separately speak 



Urdu it would be found that their numbers are not that far apart. It would be 
another matter, of course, if Mr. Niyaz also declared the Urdu of the Hindus not to 
be Urdu at all. For, in that case, no Hindu could be accused of prejudice if he similarly 
disqualified the Urdu of Muslims. If a Muslim seeks to give Urdu an Islamic color 
bystuffing it with Arabic and Persian words, then a Hindu can also wish to give Urdu 
a Hindu color by putting into it vocabularies from Hindi and Bhasha. 
 
Urdu is not the exclusive heritage either of the Muslims or of the Hindus. Both have 
equal rights to read and write it. The Hindus have a prior right over it because it is a 
branch of Hindi. Hindi soil and water have given Urdu its inherent shape, and that 
cannot be altered by inserting into Urdu a few Arabic and Persian words—a change 
of dress does not change anyone’s race or nationality. No matter how wrathful Mr. 
Niyaz might become, the Hindu cannot discard his rightful claim on Urdu, nor can he 
refrain from writing Urdu in his own way—no less than the Muslim who writes Urdu 
in his own way. 
 
From what we learn from Prof Rahman's book, Premchand is fighting here "the 
ideology which goes into the construction of the history of Urdu" with its natural 
opponent – "ideology at work in the construction of the history of Hindi". "In 
short, questions of the origin of Urdu, which are also questions of the origin of 
Hindi, bring us close and then take us apart as the same geographical location 
and genealogy are, nevertheless, wrenched apart by the uses to which the 
histori- ography of both languages lends itself to." 
 
this scholarly treatment that makes both Hindi and Urdu the languages of 
distinct imagined speech communities actually removes a historical 
commonality of origin and a secular use across religions as the basis for 
promoting Hindustani in independent India.  
 
Because as Prof Rahman's Chapter 5 shows us, the process of the standardization 
of Urdu that begins in the late 18th century, is actually the historical antecedent 
of the process that we see in the 20th. Claiming that between the 15th and 18th 
centuries that "Urdu-Hindi was a far more Indian (Sanskritized) language from 
the fifteenth till the eighteenth centuries than it is now", Rahman notes the 
process of standardization of Urdu that began in the late 18th century, purged out 
Sanskritic words, Words of local dialects and substituted with, words of Persian 
and Arabic. Literary and cultural allusions, metaphors and symbols would be 
predominantly to Iranian and Islamic cultures. this new Muslimized language 
which became an identity symbol of the elite (ashrāf) community of North India. 
In the words of Shah Hatim 1765 
([words out of] the Arabic and Persian languages which are intelligible and 
commonly used [he has used]. And the daily usage of Delhi which the gentlemen of 
India and the correct users of language and their idiom is acceptable. And the 
language of various localities and also Hindi which is called bhākā [the common 
language] has been stopped. And he has adopted that language which is used in 
daily life and is popularly liked and also liked by the connoisseurs of language. 
 



The movement probably had more to do with class than with religion to begin with. 
the overall effect of the linguistic reform movement was to create a discourse 
which favoured the Muslim ways of thinking, feeling and describing reality. 
These discursive imperatives drew upon Muslim cultural values and used Islamic 
cultural references in such a manner that they became literary imperatives 
which the tradition of poetic apprenticeship imposed upon all literary 
practitioners. Later on, other imperatives, such as the necessity of aligning 
oneself to the antagonistic and hegemonic Muslim or Hindu identities during the 
freedom movement of the later nineteenth and twentieth centuries, took over. 
Krishna Kumar could be right when he claims that the ‘reaction to this 
identification [of Urdu with Islam] took the only available form of associating 
Hindi and the Nagri script with Hinduism, and of its “purification” by the removal 
of words of Arabic-Persian lineage’ (Kumar 1991: 136). However, it should not be 
forgotten that the first movement (Persianization) was a class movement to begin 
with while the second (Sanskritization), even if a reaction, was a political and 
communal one. Thus, Urdu and Hindi kept drawing apart till now their formal, 
high literary registers are mutually unintelligible. Yet, the common peoples’ 
language in the streets of Delhi and Karachi are mutually intelligible. 
 
My question is: is this language Hindustani? 
As Prof Rahman unsettles the history of the ancestor, we can no longer do the 
common core hypothesis with any conviction. If we have only inherited these 
divided identities (first by class and then by religion), why is it that Urdu-Hindi 
persists? 
In the book, Prof Rahman calls this common peoples’ language Urdu-Hindi or 
what wuld have been called Hindustani by the British. The term suggests two 
distinct languages, but then he says this language had been a product of Hindu-
Muslim cultural synthesis from the thirteenth till the eighteenth century.  
 
At other places, he remarks: the spread of Hindi promotes spoken Urdu. 
And 
 the language of Bollywood dips towards the Urdu end, as does that of the soap 
operas on the TV and the street itself, because this is the natural language of 
North Indian and Pakistani cities. 
 
In other words, this common people's language is sometimes one syncretic form, 
in other times, a product of multilingualism, and\or multilingual awareness. 
 
Although Prof Rahman says in his preface that he is at the fag end of his career, I 
hope he still has another book left in him – about Hindustani. 


