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Urdu has always felt like a mother tongue that encourages cosmopolitanism. As a native
speaker | can converse in Hindi but not read or write it. | can read and write Arabic and
Persian but will, at best, only understand a word or two in a sentence. It's a linguistic
beginning that gifts both a familiarity and an awareness of distance; it endears curiosity and

a tolerance for linguistic limbo, of almost understanding.

(Nasar, 2026)
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What does it mean to design with a language that feels both familiar and foreign?
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Polyphony of Urdu in Post-colonial
North India*

RIZWAN AHMAD

Writing

. Qatar University, Doha, Qatar
’- | Email: rizwan.ahmad @qu.edu.ga
I : ' Abstract

Many scholars, politicians, and the lay people alike believe that Urdu in North
A PRACTICAL India symbolizes a Muslim identity and culture. Based on an cight-month long
cthnographic study and quantitative language data collected in Old Delhi, this
N T article challenges this notion and shows that the symbolic meanings of Urdu
INTRODUCTI have been mutating in post-colonial India. A cross-generational study involving
f both Muslims and Hindus shows that different gencrations assign different
RUQ AH SCR'PT meanings to Urdu. Unlike the older generation, Muslim youth do not identify
themselves with Urdu. A study of the Urdu sounds /7, /2/, b/, /gh, and /q/ in
the speech of Muslim youth furcher demonstrates that they are losing three of
these sounds. Another transformation involves the adoption of the Devanagari
script to write Urdu by many Muslims. This change in the literacy practices of

o, Muslims reinforces the shift in the symbolic meanings of Urdu. I argue that the
transformation in the symbolic meanings of Urdu s reflective and constitutive of
° ° the sociopolitical changes that Muslims have undergone in the twentieth century.

Introduction

a comprehensive sourcebook

In scholarly writings, political discourse, and public conversations,
the Urdu language in India is understood to be a symbol of Muslim
identity and culture. Based on an ethnographic study and quantitative
language data collected over an eight-month period in Old Delhi in
2005, and 2006, this article challenges this widely held notion and
shows that the symbolic meanings of Urdu have been undergoing
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which have helped sharpen the focus of this article. T would also like to thank Irfan
Ahmad and Erin Holiday-Karre for reading the manuscript and providing useful
feedback as well as the College of Arts and Sciences, Qatar University, for giving me
a course release, which was helpful in the preparation of the manuscript
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Letters and strokes of Perso-Arabic script used for Urdu
language

Devika Rajendra Bhansali,

Sir J. J. Institute of Applied Arts,
Intern at Whitecrow,
devika0525@gmail.com

Abstract: Urdu language is native to India and Pakistan and it is written in the Perso-Arabic script.
A distinctive feature of the script is that it is written from right to left. Nastaliq is the most widely
used style for writing Urdu in India.

The paper not only talks about the basic differences in Naskh and Nastalig, but also talks about why
calligraphy and calligraphers are seen less today. It talks about the simple difficulties a person can
face while trying to learn Nastaliq calligraphy for Urdu. The paper talks about my experience of
learning calligraphy. It talks about why it was needed to design a bi-lingual calligraphy manual for
the script and explains the attempt done for the compilation of the instruction manual and its
contents.

Key words: Indic scripts, Pe Arabic, Urdu, Nastaliq, Calligraphy, Instruction
manual

1. Introduction

The Urdu Language is a mixture of words taken from different languages such as Arabic,
Persian, Turkish and Hindi. The Urdu language was born because of the soldiers and
businessmen from different regions coming together for military camps and trading. It was
a language that was born from these camps, for the common man. Earlier, Urdu didn’t
belong to the Islamic religion particularly. People from many different religions were seen

Typography Day 2016
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Cultural Memory | in the Present

JACQUES DERRIDA

Monolingualism
of the Other

The Pros
of Origin

Translated by Patrick Mensah

The Contemporary Journal

The Madness of
the Mother
Tongue

Through a reading of Jacques Derrida’s
Monolingualism of the Other: Or, the
Prosthesis of Origin, this text explores the
maddening paradoxes of identity,
translation, the mother tongue, and the
coloniality of language and culture. How to
speak of oneself and one’s experience
when one has no ‘proper’ language in which
to do so - when one’s testimony must
always be an act of translation? When
translation - both literally and in an
expanded sense - is simultaneously both
possible and impossible? When one’s
relationship to one’s ‘own’ language (the
so-called mother tongue) is both cause and
symptom of a ‘disorder of identity'? And
when the desire for the mastery of
language and self-representation involves
the risk of precisely the (colonial)
expropriation or usurpation that is being
testified to?

In an extended footnote to his 1996 short yet
i book, li lism of the Other;
or, The Prosthesis of Origin, Jacques Derrida
cites a 1964 conversation between Hannah
Arendt and Giinter Gaus in which Arendt
professes her ineradicable attachment to a
unique mother tongue: German. When asked
whether she survived exile in America, her
teaching, and her publications in Anglo-
American, ‘even in the bitterest of times’ (the
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time of Nazism), she replied, without
hesitation: ‘Always’. She always, Derrida
writes, ‘kept this unfailing attachment and this
absolute familiarity’, as if implying that ‘the
language called maternal is always there, the
“always there” [...] but also that there is perhaps
no experience of the “always” or the “same”
[...] except where there is, if not language, at
least some trace which allows itself to be
represented by language’.* And hence an
unfailing fidelity to language. Arendt
continues:

Always, | was telling myself: What is to
be done? It is not really the German
language, after all, that has gone mad.
And in the second place, nothing can
replace the mother tongue.*

For Derrida, what Arendt does not see, or does
not want to see, is the abyss opening up under
or between these two apparently simple and

p that ingly follow
each other so naturally. Taking leave from this,
my concern here, read through
Monolingualism, will be the relationship
between madness and language; or, more
specifically, between madness and the mother
tongue. And, as I am coming to, translation -
both between given languages (as if languages
were ever discrete and countable) and in an
expanded sense, as the (unlocatable) source of a
certain ‘disorder of identity [trouble
d’identité]’ M A disorder, moreover, that must
be testified to.

Monolingualism of the Other is Derrida’s
attempt to testify to such a disorder, and an
exemplary one at that: to testify to his
childhood experience of growing up in colonial
Algeria as a Franco-Maghrebian Jew and his
ongoing relation to and experience of ‘his’
language (French), as the only language
through which such a testimony might be
proffered. The text is an elaborate (infuriating,

Political & Historical Context

Urdu Education in India
Four Representative States

Ather Farouqui

Urdu has become a language of the Muslinis and Urdu education is
sought only by poor Muslins in most states of India. The most important
contributory factor for this state of affairs is the lack of support offered to

Urdu by state governments.

'URDU has been 5o neglected in India that
it has become the language of only the
Muslims. In other words, Urdu education

 synonymous with Muslim edu-
cation. Itis also worth mentioning that an

Urdu is taught in some schools as an
optional subject cither from sixth class
onwards, or,in certain schools from first
t0 10th class. There is a provision for
teaching Urdu as an optional subject

exams, rather than the regional language.

i almost all the states in India, except
Maharashtra, Urdu education has reached
the verge of death. Middle, low income or
lower-middle class people wo make their
‘wards receive education in Urdy medium

as & medium of instruction is available
only up to the seconda

opting for regional language as the me-
dium of instruction have to drop Urdu
education which remains the only source

iterature in Tndia. Of

in and other Islamic
ther languages but this work

so-
cial and political conduct of the Muslims
as well as the causes of their backward-
ness in cducation cannot be cxamined
unless the dimensions of the politics,
around, Urdu after independence are un-
derstoo

Muslims’ backwardness
associated with their religious and social
complexities. But this
main incomplete and or until it s
admitted in principle that the Muslim back-
ward sections are not very different from
the other backward Indian communitics

from sixth a few places
in UP. There are some schools where
Urdu, besides being (aught as optional
subject from first o 10th class,is also the
medium of instruction. In some schools
the regional language i also taught as an
optional subject from third or fourth class

Interestingly, even in Urdy medium
schools subjects like science and maths
are generally taught in English or the
regional language (including Hindi me-
dium). The main reason for this is lack of
adequate scientific vocabulary in Urdu.

the difference between Indian Muslims

and the other backward communities in
I

essential atvarious levels, especially com-
paring them with other communities be-
cause the circumstances an
condition differ at every level,
‘Anextensive survey through Bibar, West
Bengal, Andbra Pradesh and Maharashira
disclosed, surprising, that there was no
even a single non-Muslim student en-
rolled for studying Urdu even as an

jence subjects, like history and
geography, etc. In some states private
publishers have started publishing Urdu

ks in science and technology by using
technical vocabulary picked up from Pa-
Kistani publications. Some publishers in

i i tyet
taken a clear decision cither o adopt Urdu
orallowit to be confined o egions where:

Urdu language
and Urdu education is most pitiable in
lesh, a state whict

high schools are those run by and affili-
ated to Aligarh Muslim University. Con-
sequently, the generation born and brought
up in this st ndependence is

with Urdy. They are nei-
ware of the problems faced by
Urdu, nor do they have any emotional
attachment (o it. The occasional refer-
ences 1o Urdu literature and Urdu culture

publishing the Pakistani books illegally.

But this development is still

stage. In Hyderabad province, before in-
pendence an experiment {0 introduce

higher cducation through Urdu m

initiated by the then Nizam of Hyderabad,

growth of private schools everywhere in
the state. This phenomenon has g

ise 10 several technical complexities in
the field of education. Fifty to 60 per cent
of such schools are unrecognised. Still

ary level, or opting for Urdu as the
‘mediom of education. It is disheartening
at

tions *Darul-tarjuma’, an institution set

available about Urdu language or

Neither the government nor
any private cducational body has cver
tried to conduct any research in thi field.
On the contrary. after independence,

up for translating technical books into
du, did

Job. After par-
tition the political role of Hyderabad be-
came uncertain. Urdu had already come to

opt 0 send their children to these schools
for education, even though it is very well
known that these insti
business centres. These unrecogaised
schools’ which are nothing more

i i children

beaccused
partition o India. As a consequence Urdu
was abolished a5 a medium of education

attempts were government
o erase Urdu.
“The first

tarjuma was burnt to ashes in extraordi-
i Urdu

hing
up 10 fifth standard after which the stu-
dents have no other option than secking

possible only by greasing the palms of the

in Uttar Pradesh. An analysis of the state
of Urdu education in some states above is

on the basis of the drop-out rates in five
schools from each of the four states,
namely, Andhra Pradesh, Maharashira,
Bibar and West Bengal besides UP.

hools entitle them to

of in-

most of the course books
arc available only in English or the re-
gional language. Students whose mother
tongue is Urdu prefer Urdu as medium of

get admission into high schools o inter-
mediate colleges.

Interestingly, thoughthere s no ocility
for teaching Urdu in Uttar Pradesh, stu-
dents can opt for an Urdu paper at the
Junior high school examinations. At some
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Urdu: A Language of
Composite Culture

INDER JIT LALL

“Urpu 15 a sacred heritage which the Hindus and Muslims
have inherited from their forefathers and it is indivisible,”
thus observed Sir Tej Bahadur Sapru many years ago. The
truth of this dictum is as established nowadays as it was estab-
lished many years ago. This is because Urdu represents an ex-
quisite intermingling of cultures and languages, and is sym-
bolic of India’s secularism. Urdu indeed is the repository of
a composite culture and the language of Indian synthesis.
The composite structure of Urdu follows more closely and suits
more fittingly the composite culture of the Indian nation than
any other language of India.

The present-day Urdu has an enormous stock of words and
phrases. It has undoubtedly become a weapon of great flexibi-
lity and strength capable of being wielded for any literary or
other expression. Its cosmopolitan character can be gauged
from the fact that this language has assimilated words from
English, Hindi, Arabic, Sanskrit, Persian, Pali, Punjabi and
Portuguese languages. Nowadays, about three-fourth of the
words found in standard Urdu vocabulary have been derived
from different vernacular and modern languages of India.

Urdu is a Turkish word meaning a ‘camp’ or an ‘army’
with its followers. It was the name given to the language by
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Abstract

Many scholars, politicians, and the lay people alike believe that Urdu in North
India symbolizes a Muslim identity and culture. Based on an eight-month long
ethnographic study and quantitative language data collected in Old Delhi, this
article challenges this notion and shows that the symbolic meanings of Urdu
have been mutating in post-colonial India. A ional study involving
both Muslims and Hindus shows that different generations assign different
meanings to Urdu. Unlike the older generation, Muslim youth do not identify
themselves with Urdu. A study of the Urdu sounds /f/, /2/, /kb/, /gb/, and /q/ in
the speech of Muslim youth further demonstrates that they are losing three of
these sounds. Another transformation involves the adoption of the Devanagari
script to write Urdu by many Muslims. This change in the literacy practices of
Muslims reinforces the shift in the symbolic meanings of Urdu. I argue that the
transformation in the symbolic meanings of Urdu is reflective and constitutive of
the sociopolitical changes that Muslims have undergone in the twentieth century.

Introduction

In scholarly writings, political discourse, and public conversations,
the Urdu language in India is understood to be a symbol of Muslim
identity and culture. Based on an ethnographic study and quantitative
1 data collected over an eight h period in Old Delhi in
2005 and 2006, this article challenges this widely held notion and
shows that the symbolic meanings of Urdu have been undergoing
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