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Abstract

Many scholars, polmcxans and thc lay people alike believe that Urdu in North
India symbolizes a Mu and culture. Based on an cnght month long
ethnographic study and quanmatlvc 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 cross-generational study involving
both Muslims and Hindus shows that different generations assign different
meanings to Urdu. Unlike the older generatlon Muslim youth do not identify
themselves with Urdu. A study of the Urdusounds/£ ‘ , an

the speech of Muslim youth further dcmonstrates that thcy are losmg 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 lmlanguage in India is understood to be ag

i by and gulture. Based on an ethnographic study and quantltatlve
language data collected over an eight-month period in Old Delhi in
2005 and 2000, this article challenges this widely held notion and
shows that the symbolic meanings of Urdu have been undergoing

mpbol ol L'

* I would like to thank the two anonymous reviewers for their insightful comments,
which have helped sharpen the focus of this article. I 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.

678

This content downloaded from 31.205.201.92 on Mon, 27 Apr 2026 21:55:06 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

POSITIONS THROUGH CONTEXTUALISING

POLYPHONY OF URDU 679

a major transformation in p ial Indla Using a combination
of insights and methodologws fromysociolinguistics and limguistic
ology, I trace this transformatlon ln three key areas.

Flrst I study the languagesidec 3' of ordinary Muslims and
Hindus belonging to three different generauons——the old, the middle-
aged, and the youth. I show that Urdu does not index an exclusive
Muslim identity to the first generation of Muslims and Hindus born
before the Partition of India in 1947.? To the middle generation born
after Partition, however, Urdu becomes exclusively associated with
Muslim identity. And for the generation of Muslims born in the early
1980s, Urdu has acquired yet another symbolic meaning: it indexes
a poor, uneducated, an ive Muslim identity. Consequently,
young Muslims of this generation disaffiliate from the Urdu language
and culture, and claim that they speak a mixed language containing
elements of Hindi, English, and Punjabi.®

Secondly, I examine the use of the /y /gh/, anc
which distinguish Urdu from Hindi on the spoken Ievel among the
three generations of Muslims and Hindus.” By analysing the recorded
speech of the first generation of Muslims and Hindus, I show that
among them the distribution of these sounds is quite comparable.
This suggests that the use of Urdu does not index an exclusively
Muslim identity for the older generation. These sounds, however,
largely disappear from the speech of middle generation Hindus, while
Muslims of the middle generation retain them. This reflects—as well
as contributes to—the formation of the ideology that Urdu symbolizes

'T use the term m to refer to the set of beliefs and perceptions
that speakers have about their language.

? Following Gyanendra Pandey, Remembering Partition: violence, nationalism, and history
in India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), I refer to the events of 1947
as ‘Partition’ rather than ‘Independence’ since the former impacted on the status of
Urdu in India more than the latter.

¥ This generational conflict and the transformation in the symbolic meanings that
it depicts may not be generalized across all regions in India where Urdu is spoken.
However, it is largely true in ia. More empirical studies are needed to
understand the contemporary meanings of Urdu in other parts of India, especially
Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh, and Karnataka.

¥ Abdussattar Dalvi, ‘ibtedayiya (Introduction)’, in Abdussattar Dalvi (ed.) urdi mé
lesani tahqgiq (Linguistic research in Urdu) (Bombay: Kokil & Company, 1971). See also
Ismat Javed, nai urdii qawaed (Modern Urdu grammar) (New Delhi: Taraqqi Urdu Bureau,
1981); and Gopi Chand Narang, Urdu language and literature: critical perspectives (New
Delhi: Sterling Publishers, 1991).
T use the symbols /f/ /d /kb/ /gb/ and /q/ to reprcscnt the ﬁrst sounds ingldrdu

1C ), zulbm’ (‘u | gand:‘garz’ (‘loan’). Later

denote ong vowels.
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RA: lafz5 ké alawa bhi farq hai kya? RA: Are there differences other than
those of words?
NQ: nahi aur kéi nahl. Actually, urda NQ: No, actually, Urdu is not the

zaban jo hai kisi ki miras to6 hai property of anyone.
nahi

NQ: ke sahab wo musalmand ki zaban NQ: So that, sir, this 1s Muslims’
hai ya hindu ki zaban hai ya sikh6 ki language, or Hindus’ language, or

zaban hai ya isaiyo ki zaban hai, Sikhs’ language, or Christians’
samjhé. yé us zamané ki lashkari language, okay? This is a language of
zaban kahlati thi the army camp of the olden days.

The power of language as icon must never be underestimated. Like it or
not, the Urdu script means Muslim, the Devanagari script means Hindu.
The Urdu script as seen by an angry, inflamed Hindu mob summons up
talismanic images from the present and the past: cow slaughter, temple-
bashing, iconoclasm, crescent and star, Aurangzeb, green ... The Hindiscript
conveys to an enraged Muslim mob Vishnu and Shiva and a score of many-
headed gods and goddesses, cowdung, music before the mosque, dead pigs
flung into mosques, Shivaji (emphasis original).'?

PC: ...zaban sé hi, talaffuz sé hi pata

lag jata hai ke yé urdii speaking hai

RA:achha t6 talaffuz se pata lagta hai?

kaisé? to kis chiz ka talaffuz ?

PC: bhai pronunciation ka, tallafuz

means pronunciation wo jo hindi 16g
bola karté thé to wo kuchh aur hi
tariké sé ke hamé t6 wo samajh hi
nahi ati thi. aj ki tarix tak hamé
hindi bilkul samajh nahi ati. pure
salis hindi b6lé t6 hamé bilkul nahi
samajh mé ayégi. ab jaisé kapil hai,
ab wo sanskrit mé kar riya hai apna j6
hai course magar hamé t6 nahi
samajh mé ati. ham t6 kahté hai ke
madri bhasha t6 hamari urda hi
hai dar asal, kyonke ham né birth sé
hi urda dékhi, father hamaré urdi
mé hi kam karté thé. kardbar urda mé
hi tha.
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PC: You know it from the language, the

pronunciation that this is
Urdu-speaking.

RA: So, you can tell from the

pronunciation. How? Pronunciation of
what?

PC: By pronunciation. Tallafuz; means

pronunciation. The Hindi that they
used to speak was of a different kind.
We would not understand that.
Even until today, we don’t
understand Hindi at all. If someone
spoke pure Hindi, we won’t be able
to understand it. For example,
Kamal [his grandson] is doing his
course in Sanskrit, but we don’t
understand it [his Hindi]. Let me
tell you that in reality Urdu is our
mother tongue, because we have
seen Urdu since our childhood.
Our father used to use it. All our
business was conducted in Urdu.
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£12/Kh Igh /g4,
{an (ary)
2ulm (inwhu)

Khush (hayw)
q“’l ( loan)

rok 1
chawal 1
Khana Bivalinty
pina l

par /Ko ,,( pnbosi\’\M})

tariknh  (Arabit doan - evd)

v
falvm

jstam

2ara ( pleare)
ZaKhira

tallafu

2.aban

miras (1) Cpropecty

muws haera

rubal (poom)
hama?

bokhar / bukhar
Akkayv / digyA"
Shin gaf (letred)

q\f\a\«\

WORD TRANSLATION
symbol TP
w e lJE

muslim  Laf e
JpJ U (

14 ‘\’“’3 »___A:"BJ

S
wedu 2y,
WOML \.9 l‘."}

I )
¢ S O
Hindus tan! kj) L }*-:

SRVANES J e
Mob r,;.}“
r2:&

cracny J‘Jz
JlJo»
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TRANSLITERATION
alamal £ :
Hm AN
marsalman

AHm i [

shakhsiyalt o~
! U

Qllbﬁqu hein

urdy |
T b
2abaah 3
',-'1 d ‘: l Zay
i'q,s?m e
taq,siim ey
i+ aa
Hin dus YAt 2
mr oy \v\ou[
b
Hujuum 4
wu[
; A
hilaal d
(G "

Mosgmt

fan [ArY

\ni\uﬁ(( /
(th'g

Hpky

Loan
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i
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Suar | Sors

Fan

talafeur

AW

mum

fay

2 oay

KhaY

gauf
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= ‘onsonants | xv
ALIF by et omgimrnc i I vy | k kaf o
% bhai ‘brother’ aspirated b b be = gand ‘to sing’ asoplrat.edk o khe s
par ‘on’ unaspirated -y bhe . i ghar ‘house’ a8 ted & saf 2y
phal “fruit’ aspi::::je p P Pe ¥ ! lahaur ‘Lahore’ ;i:;"a 4 gh ghe s
P e ph phe 4 | madrds ‘Madras'  Madr ! i J
tha ‘was’ aspirated ! e = nam ‘name’ na:n » e i §
taiksi ‘taxi’ rez’oﬂ:x : " the rs valid ‘father’ betweun o’ " o o ‘T ’ d e e n d i n g 0 n t h d
S e ' - o woven v o , ora P g e word.
sabit *proved” g ! th the z ham ‘we’ home
MANGO jana ‘to go’ jar 2 e <& yar ‘friend’ ard r gloirne * b
il “lake’ ey J_h 1;‘:n C y y ye ¥ Exam le:
- o P i jhe z ; » ’
bt ol - ce & Reading and writing Urdu ety
ed ¢
hal ‘condition’  hall o i £ C "
xan ‘Khan’ Scottish loch ! ki ¢ AT v ¢
sh loc x s
dal “lentils’ dorital:d xe v We have seen that the Urdu script is cursi i Yo u m a a t
dhil ‘dust’ aspicited 4 Zh Z-Zle 2 ;Ilg most Iet_ters are joined to one ano:.:xer ‘f':o:‘::):)]:hb?ht: gtf’:tz(:ih;n d[:‘lm- :
Zgh; l?;j,v reteofie d e - a; etters fall into two categories, cc A ek Tu es d ay — u d :
Ak 2" aspirated d ¥ 7 2
z,qu; o . (::ra d fh dmhf - 5 :znnecmrs These are letters which join from both directions. r: 9J
lr;'?]a “l(if‘g, (ltalian) Roma N - 5 e letter = be, b, being a connector has four shapes:
ard ‘big (American) P = % Final = Medial Initial |
- e : ; " Independent Theh ( Here the letter is pronounced and
arhd ‘increased’  aspirated 7 " ) ) i ¢ - F 3 =
zaban Z00 : ; rhe D/‘: The initial and medial shapes lose their long ‘flourish’ v l e \ & ) o l n C las I therefore Spe lled as a ‘T’
relivizan “TV" LA r z J connect as follows: g “flourish’, and the shapes it I s meant t b Sical arah "
sal ‘year’ seven = % L d 0 "
B Gt s sin ¥ % b b+b+b e pron
Jer ‘tiger o i s 3 A + ¢ ’ . 0 u nc fl .
di ¢ , o Sin ( ) €‘ :
d e j:n;r ‘fz:;“afiyl | seven 3 e :’; ?{::ﬂm;ectms These are letters which cannot be joined to a following lette; a T h t h n k) b u t in th Ve
BUK G ‘smdeﬂl:'y inz:tal t . Fet ‘f S%ﬁﬂl;szse::; ::: ;h:salphzb;! ! alif, whose function is discussed lanerg in r.hirs. t ' a n d l a le C t I t - l e EE'
UKRI : o T t h e, and has only an independes ot
GOAT zalim ‘cruel toe b ly an independent and a final shape: w
‘arab * Ar,u;,v (Zgi(;cussed Jater) % 20e 5 Final Independent B nounce d ‘ I E Ofte n be pe"
ik A - W
gan_b‘ poor (Greek) Georgiou ¢ g;; 9 [} | as an S '
T Sy —— farst ‘Persian’ — 7 (/
e e T e quran “Quran’ back &’ ye ) 4 ; |
q aif J ¥ be+alif BUT < ' alif + be E l
xample:
- - u Sarwa:
« Wealth -3,
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0506795
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L) §TED ol 1
) () ST ol 2
(o) (D S 0) 0S0T60r 3
4
5

o) UeST A (6

) A0 & () () i
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: R
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gt Petdu I UG sl
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. aslam sahib, yih bataie. karact men iskiil acche hain?

: jT han. lekin mera betd, hamid, yahan hai. hamid se piichie. e
hamid tum idhar do. yih hamare angrez dost, ismith sahib, hain.

jan
aslam
hamid : assalamu alaikum, ismith sahib.

jan - va *alaikum assalam. hamid, yih batdo. tumhard iskiil kahan hai?
hamid : meraiskil kliftan men hai. bara amrikan iskil hai.

jan . acchd. tum amrikan iskiil mei ho. vahan kitne bacce hain?

hamid : bahut bacce hain. do tin sau bacce hain.
jan - vahan larkian bhi hain ya sirflarke?
}ﬂ' i i . hamid : sirflarke hain. larkian nahin.
(e G “Eé"'mf“J-"‘J?' ke jan ¢ auriskalmen tum xus ho? H
el .
e the letter is prounounc

hamid : jihan, ham log vahan bahut xu$ hain.
- aurkliftan kahan hai? yahan se dur hai?
. jihan, yahan se kafi dar hai, lekin acchi jagah hai.

[X)»J¢ mukilimado Dialogue2 | -
While dinner is being prepared, John asks Hamid about his school. = a n d th e re fo re S p e l le d a S a n ‘Sy.

sl St el o

re the schools in Karachi good?

John : Aslam Sahib. Tell (me) this. A
amid!

Aslam : Yes. But my son, Hamid, is here. Ask (from) Hamid. Eh, H;

LT P doe) -y s U ol £ U g M
¥ -J,% sl ;’l‘_—f;fﬁim (V b - Come here. Trnis is our English friend, Mr Smith.
-ebi’"ﬁrll)l _ Hamid : Hcllo,MrS-mnh ' :
John : HelloHamid. Tell (me) this. Where is your school?

i
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»
The story of in India...suggests that
minority languages and scripts can become

stigmatized and marginalized in polities that

dejure claim to support and sustain them.

{ Alif Diacritics }

Letter Name Sound
| alif a
-
' alifzabar a
' alifzer i
pe
S
‘ alifpes u
-~
alifmadd 1Qa

In standard writing practice, people do not
use zabar, zer, and pesh diacritics with alif
and other letters as they represent short
vowels—/a/, /i/, and /u/—which are often

assumed. However,
them

recognize

it is

important to
used.
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Urdu language, is a member of the Indo-Aryan group of
languages. It’s spoken predominantly in India and

Pakistan and is officially recognized, or “scheduled,” in

constitution of India.

the

S
X1

Urdu

S+5+ 7+ |

wao [u]

daal [d]

ray [r] alif [a]

The symbolic meanings of
u have been mutating in
post-colonial India... [this]
transformation is reflective
and constitutive of the
sociopolitical changes that
Muslims have undergone in
the twentieth century.

A e ALIF

Alifis the first letter of the Urdu alphabet,

acting as a long "aa" sound ("father”) or as

a "silent carrier" for short vowel sounds at

the beginning of words. It does not

connect to the following letter to its left.
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({ Letters & Forms })
& <& ar (4
= = =< In scholarly writings, political discourse 2
. . . .

:‘.; Urdu has a large grapheme inventory, primarily because each 1‘; l‘; and PUbl.lc co.nv.ersatlons, the Urdu :ﬂ;
- letter, except nine non-connector letters, takes three distinct - language in India is understood to be a

L4 shapes - initial, medial, and final - relative to their neighbor. 933 X3 of Muslim identity and culture. =
r wr (14 (1 1]
- -l “;’ "!
% "®%r (1 1] "%
' LY d -« -l
(114 (114 [ 14 (14
N A <z 2
& wr W “ =3
e _ - - -'
== alamat e symbol — —_ P
"®r (34 ’ 1L 14
[ 1] " (14 "%
o s Sz =

Independent Letterforms
(1 14 & "%y 1 ]
25 R R S
alamat
= = & &
~ & + + ' + + - = symbol A e AIN v
(114 (114 " 2 74
Sy S s’ L5’
& &7 (74 Wwr
:"' :‘,’ l‘,’ The letter ain entered the script from Arabic, where it l‘,’
L 4 represents a distinctive sound produced deep in the
& & L4 ‘ / + + + -l- throat. This sound does not quite exist in Urdu; when (1 {4
-l (e H H -'” - ' -
- Positional Variations - - ain appears in an Urdu word, it is either silent or =
= (4 (L pronounced as a vowel. Often, the pronunciation can &
B Letter Position Forms Ry -y be deduced based on its position in a word. et
'Q""; l"_"' lf_"' tay [t] meem [m] alif [a] laam [1] ain [a] :‘,’
& L R & (13 (133
Initial
(114 &y (L 4 =r
ain [a] Z/ 2 .
(1 74 a7 (1 3 - ‘ (1 14
= ‘1 = B GO N GO Ay, { | / &
g e = R TN I SO T i S S~ st
& higeiel L34 w|!l N o - 3
& laam [1] L} 4 & o o
(134 “=or (14 / S
"wr Initial "wr %7 . . ’ s
= Rt s For the generation of Muslims Ny
i he earl
'$' ( ‘) "|' '; ) b orn n t ' y .$'
= meem [m] = =23 1980s, m has acquired yet g
*® (7} & another symbolic meaning: it &
= o = = indexes a poor, uneducated, and =
ﬁ b . . . .

L L g ; & (1 74 conservative Muslim identity. .
5 Final ~- N~ L2
& - c, &7 & &
-« ' - ' -l
- tay [t] S’

&7 &r & (1 74
(T 4 o (T 1 %
AN )& VAN )&
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