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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 cross-generational 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/, /z/; /kb/, /gh/, and /g/ 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
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

* Iwould 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.
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An Undu dictionary shaped by spoken

language, memory and family

ghar ke lafe

words from home

! kz\ilidu

Masham ki tasnecf.

1A greeting commonly
associated  with  urdu
speaking  communities;

colloquially meaning hello.
*The secular alternative to

<l

Adaab
Hello (with respect)

assalamu alaikum.

* Greeting an elder must
always be with an adaab.

* Accomapinied with a
aised right hand towards

ng
and  fingertips

palm

almost  touching  the
forehead.

say adaab y ; %

[

nor like this,

with your head bowed

)

-

24

Hello (with respect)

Adaab

Alif + A

Bano
Lady or woman

! Lady or woman, ofien
implying respect and honor.

My nani (left) and her siscer, 960-70s

e Sol st

nani aur unki behen

* Rooted in Per
"Banu” similarly

lady of high status

*A monthly Urdu magazine
for girls and women; used
by my nani (maternal

grandmother)  to  teach b

herself how to read and

b
write Urdu, / / ’
o/, >0
* *
kar padh padh woh

Vi

Iearne (Urdu)

Bano | Volume 21

January 1967, New Delhi

| (Cheatit)
| < \
|

ke Qayamat
Pe « P
L4
JO v J
L A4
. g
har ke paani din
I L 24
ka qatre Paani
/ Water
‘ ﬁ . | | I : 1 Wasting water is considered sinful;
as achild T old I would one day
‘ L have to ans for every drop of
water I wasted.
hoga hisaab
* Bringing water for elders is a sign
of respect, always on a tray though.
On the day of judgement, every drop
of water wasted must be accounted for.
A A

! The clear and correct
articulation of letters or 'S 2

words from the mouth L o4

* The pronunciation of
Urdu sounds (talaffuz) is
becoming corrupted among
- this

younger audienc
inadvertently reflects a shift

Talaffuz

in the symbolic meanings of
Pronunciation

the language (Ahmad, 2015).

' My mother says
“shortcuts” of learning Urdu
through  English  and
Devanagari, while making
the language more
accessible, h:

e also made

Urdu lose

4
o [0

*
por

* In Tslamic worldview, thawab refers to
spiritual merit or reward that accrues
from the performance of good deeds and
piety based on the guidance of the Quran.

5 Amongst other things, as a child T was

told the following would ger me sawab: [RESTR{ N

- padha  namaz

maanna baar ki baap ma

talecly Sl

padhna  Quran -
bblbles
baamna  khana - )

aana  pesh  se tameez

. 1) Soana
Bl ol s - e

mila se pyaar  sabse ;

Se + S

LA positi
show the reward given for good dee

* Meritorious Reward

Sawab
Reward

reward, mostly used to

* The spiritual recompense granted by

God for performing good acts, piety,

or obedience.

through reading Py
gaye seckh Bano
Lady, or woman
¥ )
! A famous narration &

recounts the incident

when the Prophet was
visited by his daughrer,
her husband and their
two children. 9

from the household of *»
the Prophet  which u
»

In our house the

Hadees was recited in Hadees e Kisa
Tradition of the Cloak

Urdu on  Thursday
evenings by my dadi
(paternal grandmother),
father or mother. The

tradition  ceased  soon

aternal

after my dada (p
grandfather) passed

My dadi, Syeda (left) and my two
aunts (phupphiyan), late 1980-90s

Ol 92 G s @ s

A typical cover of the small
rectangular booklet

Badi Hay » H

Hadees ¢ Kisa
Tradition of the Cloak

Dal + Soft D
* Prayer, supplication, Dua
invocation, or blessing. Prayer

? The act of calling upon God
to seek help, guidance, or to
express gratitude.

3 As children, instead of
namaz, we were often told to:

-o

(come on, make a prayer/
ask God for whar you want)

.L‘ﬁ) »

maango dua  chalo

! “Aurevoir”; Used to say

farewell or goodbye :

* Khuda (Persian: God) + Hafiz
(Arabic: Protector or Guardian)

3 Distinct from the traditional,
cultural approach of the more
Arab-influenced "Allah Hafiz”

)

Khe « K

Khudahafiz

May God protect you

hai hora sahi talaffuz na
/ R
.
— 3 -~
*»
hoga thec —_— uska na
Talaffuz
The pronunciation will not be correct, nor will the meaning be right. Pronunciation
e 1
1 Patience or endurance: bearing
hardships or pain withour
losing hope or complaining,
 Patience when life gives pain.
* Perseverance or Steadfastness:
Continuing to do good deeds
. despite opposition or difficulty.
Eid i .
. Ain + A Suad + S
Festival e .
Self-Control: Managing inner
reactions, maintaining
composure and  restraining
oneself from anger or sinful acts My an
during difficult times. nsays
‘e é;: L
karo sabr
Ashura
Tenth

Ashura gathering ar our local
dargal (shrine), New Delhi

* Specifically refers
to the 10" day of
Muha:
first month of the

am,  the

Islamic calendar.

? Observed by Shia
Muslims  chrough
mourning, prayer,
and remembrance.

Sabar
Patience

1 A rule, regulation, base,

method, principle, or
custom. °

* Used to define a set
procedure, formality, or
formula for something.
Qaida
* A beginner's book for Rule
learning Urdu or Arabic
reading, serving as the
"foundation” of literacy.

Quaf + K

O

A page from one of my Cover of a new Urdu
urdu Qaidas (2006) Qaidas (2026)
rqgﬂs;gn;'eas:g.;mess’ /
H o | S5 o
o e ——r]
8 ehirnnansidudt /
: PRSIV WY R
AT SN S T \
v CIE vae UG New Delhi (2000)
o’ nt % 3% "2
EAV‘-‘ WU oS
- B 7 4%  Seyg
B Qv S
- 0rt 0 2t
o &= del
Q324 5 2 232
° DePe Sty A =
BAUD Ry R T qaafalit )
Eu;—-: e S s

' L t L4 L2,
g:du Al iz

ey 2 Ay .
L IR, SRS ) Quida
s Rule

\g L))
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‘The assembly room ar ar our local dargah (hrine),
where majlis Ugatherings) are heldt thead usually.

vonsisr of celigions sermons in Undi

* An assembly, meeting,

company; or gathering.

2 A council or committee

* A special sitring area in

a home for socializing, or
a  religious  gachering,
particularly one Meem » M
commemorating the

Karbala.

martyrs

Majlis
Assembly or Meeting

(N
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