
Urdu is an Indo-Aryan language of the Indian subcontinent and its diaspora, spoken by 51 million 
in India, and an estimated 13 million in Pakistan. Despite the fact that the language is spoken as a 
first language by a minority of speakers in both countries (about 8% in Pakistan and about 5% in 
India), it is a language of importance — it is Pakistan’s national language and one of the 22 
Constitutionally recognised languages in India, and the official language of three Indian states. 
 
History and politics 
The use of the language name ‘Urdu’ to refer to an Indo-Aryan language with extensive Persian, 
Chagatai and Arabic borrowings became current in the late 18th century, though the origins of the 
linguistic variety so named can be traced back to the 12th century to the sub-regional Middle 
Indo-Aryan apabhramshas of north-western India. One of the earliest exemplars of this lexically 
hybrid linguistic variety can be found in the work of great folk poet, Amir Khusrau (1253-1325). In 
this period, the language was variously called Hindavi, Hindi, Dihlavi, Gujri, Dakani and Rekhta, in 
roughly the order listed.  
 
The separation of the referents for the names for ‘Hindi’ and ‘Urdu’ arose mainly as a result of 
British colonial interventions at the turn of the 19th century, by which ‘Hindi’ came to refer to a 
linguistic variety that is lexified mostly by Sanskrit/Indic stock and is written in the Devanagari 
script and ‘Urdu’ to one that draws mostly on Perso-Arabic loans and is written using the Persian 
version of the Arabic alphabet, in the Nastaʿlīq style of calligraphy. The colonial construction of 
these two as distinct ‘languages’ was completed by assigning Hindi greater proximity to the 
‘original’ (‘Hindu’) variety, and which was later adopted and relexified by the incoming Turkish, 
Persian, Arab Muslims from the 12th century onwards.  
 
This colonial construction of Hindi and Urdu as effectively religious sociolects has held sway in 
the popular and political imagination of the subcontinent, particularly in India, at three levels: one, 
that Urdu and Hindi share a ‘common core’ in terms of syntax, morphology and lexicon, 
particularly in the spoken language; two, that religious faith and literacy in script are major 
determinants of which variety can be claimed as a first language; and three, that the language 
names refer to essentially choices in a High register. As a consequence, claims to Urdu as a 
mother tongue in India and in its diaspora, are made primarily on the basis of religious ascription, 
with claims to second/other language knowledge being heavily constrained by access to script 
and use of the written High register. In the written form, there is considerable lexical divergence 
between the two languages, but the language of oral performance (poetry, drama) retain a large 
part of the Perso-Arabic stock.  
 
Urdu grammar 
That the word Urdu is originally Turkish is a trifle misleading, as in fact Urdu has negligible direct 
borrowing from Turkic languages. Most Turkish words in the language (also true of a large number 
of Arabic borrowings) have entered the language via Persian, as indicated by the fact that they 
retain the Persian pronunciation of these words.  
  
Urdu, like Hindi, can have a maximum of 45 consonants – nasals, plosives, affricates, fricatives, 
flaps and approximants – and aspiration is phonemic. A reliable marker of educated speech is the 
use of the uvular plosives /q/ and the palatal fricatives /ʃ/, /ʒ/ and the velar fricatives /x/, /!/. The 
language has back and front vowels, for which both length and nasalisation and length is 
phonemic. There are also 38 oral and nasal diphthongs, 4 oral tripthongs, and two nasal ones.  
 
In terms of morphology, the language distinguishes the word-classes of nouns, verbs, adjectives, 
and postpositions. Nouns are obligatorily classified by a two-way grammatical gender system, 
with two numbers, singular and plural, and three inflectional forms — direct, oblique (in the 
context of adpositions) and vocative. Concord in the noun phrase is obligatory for adjectives and 
demonstratives for the grammatical features of number, gender, and oblique inflection. Further 
the genitive adposition must also be obligatorily inflected for the number, gender and oblique of 
the possessum. Case relations are marked by phrasal clitic postpositions. Animacy and specificity 



constrains the differential marking of objects by the dative/accusative marker: humans are 
obligatorily marked by it as are specific inanimates. There are no free adpositions in the language, 
Borrowed Persian compounds maintain the use of ezafe. 
 
Verbs mark the grammatical features of tense (periphrastic in present and past), aspect 
(periphrastic for the progressive), and mood (imperative, subjunctive). Modal auxiliaries and light 
verbs are used to attain further aspectual/modal distinctions are common. Verb agreement is with 
the first subject or direct object unmarked by a Case adposition: if both subject and object are so 
marked, the verb assumes the 3MSG default. In the present and past tenses, agreement is split 
by grammatical feature, with the main verb indexing number and gender features and the tense 
auxiliary indexing number and person of the subject argument; object agreement however never 
accesses the person feature, and can only crossrefernce number and gender.   
 
Syntactically, the language’s alignment is nominative-accusative, even as it exhibits 
morphological split ergativity, conditioned by perfectivity. The language is WH-in-situ, though 
there is a tendency for WH-words to occur preverbally in matrix clauses. The basic word order is 
SOV, though finite complement clauses are obligatorily extraposed and are islands for WH-
extraction; as a consequence, a Wh- scope marking strategy is employed to enable wide scope 
of WH-. In non Wh-constructions, word order is highly flexible and both short distance (clause 
internally) and long-distance movement (across clauses) is allowed, both to left and the right. 
Each such order encodes a distinct discourse effect. 
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