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9.3: Nationalism and culture 

Introduction 

 
The critical link between nationalism and culture was recognized when the idea of 
nations and nation-states became the dominant organizing principle in Europe in the 
19th century. The conventional understanding was that all cultural forms—literatures, 
art, music, dance and folk traditions were aligned and expressed the unique genius of a 
people, their national culture.  National Culture then claimed for itself the sole right to 
represent all people within a territory. National culture also created a cohesiveness and 
unity which enabled the community to devise and demand its own modes of governance, 
the political roof of the nation-state. The legitimacy granted to nationality, nationalism 
and the nation-state resulted in the formation of the League of Nations and subsequently 
the United Nations. Over the 20th century, colonized societies also staked their claims to 
nationhood. Today, for all of us, nationality/national identity fulfils an imperative need. 
E. Gellner noted this when he said - “A man must have a nationality as he must have a 
nose and two ears.” (Gellner 1983, 6).The paradox lies in the fact that everyone needs a 
nationality and yet each nationality claims to be unique. 
 
How did nationalism become so pervasive and powerful? It was this question which 
triggered major debates on nationalism and national cultures in the second half of the 
20th century. The understanding that national cultures are organic, natural, primordial 
and perennial was subjected to criticism. Scholars working from the perspectives of 
Modernism and Ethno-Symbolism have demonstrated that nations are products of the 
modern world and are the result of human agency and intervention—nations and 
national cultures are modern and constructed. 
 
Ernest Gellner argues that nationalism is a necessary and functional response to the 
modern world of industry and urbanism. His focus is on the process of homogenization 
produced by industrialization which transforms the organization of labour and the pattern 
of consumption. In the anonymous and impersonal context of urban living, cultural 
communication is based on a shared linguistic culture. This linguistic community is 
created by standardized mass public education supported by the state. The ‘high culture’ 
of the academy is emulated by the new migrants to the city and gradually spreads to the 
countryside - thus the new modern nation is invented and constantly renewed. 
 
E. J. Hobsbawm and T. Ranger lay emphasis on nationalism as invention. For them 
nationalism is constructed by elites and supported by the nation-state for instrumental 
ends, to manipulate the ‘masses’. The state sponsors activities like primary education, 
public ceremonies and mass production of monuments to create and sustain national 
cultures. They remind us that the nation-state has an interest in sustaining nationalism 
for its own legitimacy and coherence. 
 
What about nationalism in societies that were not industrial and which were not 
independent nation-states? Colonial societies also turned to nationalism and sought to 
create modern national cultures. Their journey to nationhood was difficult because the 
state was not supportive and the process of homogenization was limited. National 
culture had to be recognizably classical and yet modern. It is in this context that 
Benedict Anderson’s idea of the nation as an imagined community is particularly 
appealing. Anderson suggests that imagining the nation became possible in the era of 
print capitalism. He says that print culture standardizes language, creates a large 
reading public through the dissemination of books and newspapers in the vernacular and 
creates a literary idiom - a national culture - with the power to represent the people. 
 



Nationalism and Culture  

 

 
4 

Institute of Lifelong Learning, University of Delhi 

Imagining a nation community based on a linguistic tradition inevitably requires a sense 
of history and it is scholars likeAntony D. Smith who suggest that nations can be viewed 
as ethno-symbolic constructs. National cultures may be invented, but modern nations 
choose and are able to build on particular pasts because the inventing is structured by 
pre-existing ethnic ties and loyalties. According to ethno-symbolism, national cultures 
are derived from symbols, myths, memories, values and traditions, which constitute a 
pre-existing cultural repertoire for the fashioning of modern cultural traditions. National 
imagining draws upon the resources of the past by highlighting certain aspects and 
repressing others. 
 
A nation, therefore, denotes not only a political organization but also an entity which 
produces meanings through a system of cultural representations. A nation can be seen 
as a symbolic community, which is created and affirmed through rituals such as flag 
hoisting, singing the national anthem, wearing certain kinds of garments, observing and 
commemorating particular events. The importance of national culture lies in the fact that 
it produces meanings with which we can identify. In the modern world, the national 
culture into which we are born is one of the principal sources of our cultural identity. Yet, 
this identity is neither natural nor given nor unitary, but is formed within and in relation 
to representations. To quote Stuart Hall “People are not only legal citizens of a nation; 
they participate in the idea of the nation as represented in its national culture….A 
national culture is a discourse—a way of constructing meanings which influences and 
organizes both our actions and our conception of ourselves.” (Hall 1995, 612). 
 
Recent writings focus on the plural, contingent and contested aspects of cultural 
traditions. By historicizing nationalism, scholars have unraveled its totalizing, 
standardizing and homogenizing tendencies. They have contested its attempts to 
marginalize and repress cultural traditions which do not conform to its standards of high 
culture. They have shown how traditions which cannot be classicized are often sanitized 
and doctored by dominant groups. These writings on national cultures recognize 
contestation and stress the role of power politics in the formation of cultural identities. 
 
 
The Indian context 

Partha Chatterjee’s critique of Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities is probably 
the best way to begin the debate about the fashioning of Indian cultural identities in the 
age of colonial modernity. He rejects Anderson’s argument that nationalist movements in 
colonial countries chose to replicate modular forms of nationalism developed in Europe. 
He argues that conventional political histories ofIndia may subscribe to Anderson’s 
formulations but a closer look at cultural developments does not corroborate 
Anderson’sargument. The critical point for Partha Chatterjee is the role of the colonial 
state which, unlike the state in Western Europe, does not favour the articulation of an 
Indian nationalist identity. The nationalist intelligentsia therefore has to create its 
domain of sovereignty within colonial society before its political battle with the imperial 
power. “It does this by dividing the world of social institutions and practices into two 
domains - the material and the spiritual……In this domain (the material) Western 
superiority had to be acknowledged and its accomplishments carefully studied and 
replicated. The spiritual, on the other hand is an inner domain bearing the ‘essential’ 
marks of cultural identity.” This inner domain of national culture is “where nationalism 
launches its most powerful, creative and historically significant project: to fashion a 
‘modern’ national culture that is nevertheless not western”. (Chatterjee 1996, 217). As 
Lajpat Rai said in his work The Problem of National Education in India, “We do not want 
to be English or German or American or Japanese …..We want to be Indians, but 
modern, up to date, progressive Indians.” 
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What is this national culture and how is it produced? Cultural nationalism generates a 
flowering of historical narratives and literatures as intellectuals establish cultural forums 
to campaign for and ‘create’ the idea of the nation as a living principle in the lives of the 
people.  It was primarily in the area of language, literary and aesthetic forms that 
Indian-ness was formulated and was said to reside. In this context, Chatterjee’s 
argument about the search for autonomy from the colonial state has to be read with 
caution because nationalism needs to articulate its distinctiveness and yetfollow 
conventions which provide it with the legitimacy of being and presenting itself like other 
nations. The experience ofcolonialismcould not be removed by willing, it structured the 
very imagining of the nation. 
 
 

Value addition: did you know? 
The creation of national culture – the national flag and song 
The song Vande Mataram was sung at the Calcutta session of the Indian National 
Congress in 1896, by Rabindranath Tagore to music composed by him. It was 
translated into Marathi in 1897, Kannada in 1897, Gujarati in 1901, Tamil in 
1905, Hindi in 1906,Telugu in 1908, and Malayalam in 1909. Vande Mataram 
became the rallying cry during the heady days of the Swadeshi Movement in 
Bengal. The song caused resentment in some sections of the Muslim community 
as early as 1905. A more elaborate critique emerged by the 1920’s. Some 
objected to the idolatrous nature of the song, others to the author Bankim 
Chandra Chattopadhyay’s hatred of Muslims. The Congress decided to take 
Rabindranath’s advice and recognize only the first two stanzas. Songs were very 
important generally for the creation of a national culture –Bipin Chandra Pal  and 
Surendra Nath Banerjee both write that they became extremely emotional  when 
they participated in the processions singing  nationalist songs. Songs were 
composed by Sarla Chaudhuri in Bengali, by Anantarao Krishnaji Tekade in 
Marathi, S. Bharati in Tamil,by Iqbal in Urdu. Harvansh Rai Bachan’s first efforts 
at composition in Hindi consisted of writing nationalist songs for the Salt 
Satyagraha—a successful song was Sar jaye to jaye par Hind azadi paye –‘our 
headsmay fall but Hind will win freedom’. 
 
Songs fostered nationalist sentiments, but remained confined to regional 
traditions—it is in this context that the flag became an important symbol of the 
nation.  “The particularity of this symbol and its political value lay in transforming 
these temporary, short lived responses to events and information into more 
permanent, shared feelings of loyalty to the nation. It socialized individual 
sensations into national patterns of political behaviour.” (Virmani 2008, 213) 
 
In May 1923, the Congress decided to institute a Flag Day for display and 
veneration of the national flag. It was to be celebrated at 8.00 a.m. on the last 
Sunday of every month. A manual was prepared by Dr. N.S.Hardikar with 
illustrations and norms. “From 1930 onwards Flag Day was observed all over 
British India and even princely India. The flag’s association with groups like 
women and children communicated an additional emotive power to the symbol… 
Indeed, it was the shift in emotional mood of these years (1930’s and 1940’s ) 
that constituted the deep psychological change many held to be necessary for the 
emergence of the Indian nation.” (Virmani 2008, 213) 
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You are probably familiar with the story of the Indian national flag, how it evolved 
along with the nationalist movement, but do you know that by the 1930’s there 
were groups who questioned its legitimacy? After 1937, the Muslim League 
opposed the Congress strategy of mobilization around flag, nation and Congress. 
In 1940 the green flag with a crescent and star was declared to be the national 
flag of Muslim India. 
 
The national flag made of khadi became the symbol of the Indian nation and 
every individual who spun and wove became the producer of the nation.  Gandhi 
promoted khadi as freedom’s fabric and many Indians subscribed to khadi and 
chose to wear it. 
 
“Khadi was political in the sense that a simple gesture of wearing it transformed a 
person into a vehicle of assertion……Khadi was a visible shift in allegiance from 
abstract empire to neighbourhood….it was not only national but also 
personal…..the tale of personal empowerment.” (Ramagundam 2008, 232) 
 
The significance of dress and the debates around it were also important for the 
nationalists. Western dress denoted affiliation to empire—Gandhi’s dress changed 
over a period of time.  Eventually his adoption of the loincloth was also a 
statement about nationalism. 
Source: Bhattacharya, S. 2003. Vande Mataram: The Biography of a Song. 
Delhi: Penguin; Virmani, A. 2008. A National Flag for India: Rituals, 
Nationalism and the Politics of Sentiment. Ranikhet: Permanent Black; 
Ramagundam, R. 2008. Gandhi’s Khadi: A History of Contention and 
Conciliation. New Delhi: Orient Longman; Tarlo, E. 1996. Clothing 
Matters: Dress and Identity in India. Delhi: Viking. 

 
 
Vernacular literatures 

 
Though India had developed a scribal manuscript culture in the classical and vernacular 
languages, the introduction of print by the East India Company’s state speeded up the 
velocity and range of communication among existing communities of knowledge. Print 
transformed the cultural landscape, because it facilitated standardization of languages 
through dictionaries and grammars, publication of manuscripts and a conscious policy 
adopted by voluntary associations to promote a particular script and establish a classical 
canon. The colonial state initiated the process, but over the 19th century, the indigenous 
elites were able to carve out an arena of institutional networks for themselves. These 
consisted of printing presses, publishing houses, literary societies, newspapers, 
magazines, public and lending libraries. Ulrike Stark refers to the ‘commercialization’ of 
print which made books cheap and easily available. The introduction of lithography and 
chromolithography initiated the production of the mass produced manuscript. This new 
technology permitted faster reproduction at lower costs and allowed small scale printers 
to simultaneously produce works in several languages. It also facilitated Indian 
participation in the book trade. Veena Naregal points out, print was a new 
communicative technology that changed assumptions about language, literacy and the 
literary. 
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Print culture and its development in colonial India was to a large extent shaped by the 
writings of early British scholars generally known as Orientalists. Orientalists wrote about 
‘Indian literature’ and brought under its ambit all kinds of texts—Vedas, Puranas, 
Mahabharata, Ramayana, Natyasastra and others. This perspective changed over the 
19th century, but it had important consequences for the articulation of the nationalist 
imagination. Nationalists were deeply influenced by Orientalist scholarship which 
recognized the classical languages of India and the allied literary traditions. (Dharwadker 
1993) 
 
Print culture facilitated the establishment of an expanding educational system which 
created a critical public. Partha Chatterjee emphasizes the importance of the autonomy 
of the public domain which was no longer dependent on patrons and patronage, but 
looked for appreciation and support from its readership.  The formation of this public was 
based on what Neeladri Bhattacharya calls the “the contrary dialectic of homogenization 
and segmentation (which) can be seen at play in the constitution of linguistic 
publics…Inevitably, in each region, a new language of the elite was fashioned through a 
process of exclusion and repression.” (Bhattacharya 2005, 142). This process is best 
represented by developments in North India that witnessed a split in its vernacular 
traditions with the emergence of two print cultures - Urdu and Hindi. 
 
 

Case studies: Urdu and Hindi 

 

Pre-colonial India witnessed the flowering of plural classical/cosmopolitan and vernacular 
traditions. Persian was the language of the court, the literati and the administration. 
Persian too had its plurality with distinctions between Indian Persian and Iranian Persian. 
Though attempts to regard Indian Persian as autonomous were not taken seriously, yet 
as Muzaffar Alam suggests, Indian Persian diction, sabk-i-Hindi, signified a dialogue 
between the Persian language and the Indian cultural ethos. (Alam 2003, 187).  The 
Indian style of Persian poetry was quite well developed by the 17th century. Sanskrit 
was a cosmopolitan/classical trans-regional language, used by courts for public-political 
expressions such as inscriptions and courtly literature till as late as the 14th century. 
Sheldon Pollock says that between 900-1500 CE Sanskrit was gradually displaced by 
regional/ vernacular literary traditions such asAvadhi, Brajbhasha, Hindi, Hindui, Marathi, 
Kannada, Telugu etc.At the same time communities of Sanskrit scholars continued to 
read and write in the language, and it continued to cast its shadow on the vernaculars 
(Pollock 2006). 
 
 
Persian in the Indian style can be traced back to the Ghaznavid era. It was developed 
further by the Mughals who used it as the language of the court. The vernacular 
traditions of Rekhtah/Hindi also developed and by the 17th century the literisation 
(development of written form) and literarization (development of imaginative working 
discourse) of these languages had begun. By the early years of the 18th century, the 
poet Vali revolutionized the literary landscape. Vali demonstrated that great poetry could 
also be composed in the vernacular. His poetry spread like wildfire and Rekhtah (another 
name for Urdu) began to supplant Persian. Through the 18th century, poets influenced 
by Vali continued with Persian but also composed poetry in vernacular languages. The 
literarization of the vernacular necessitated the establishment of codes of conduct, 
protocols of behaviour and performance. A system of mentoring –the institution ofustad 
and shagird developed within this literary tradition. The affiliation to an ustad generated 
a network and helped establish a patronage system. The mushairah or literary 
gathering became the norm. The new system spread to various cultural centres:  
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Lucknow, Benaras, Allahabad, Patna, Aurangabad, Hyderabad, Surat, Rampur, Madras 
and others. 
 
 
At the turn of the 18th century, almost at the moment of its inception, this literary 
culture became obsessed with correctness. The aim was to provide the vernacular with a 
pedigree and status at par with Persian. In the hands of Shah Hatim and others, 
tatsama words were excised, Persian and Arabic words were privileged, and purism 
prevailed. This new literary culture not only continued the tradition of the iham 
(wordplay generated by the intent to deceive) but developed it further. There was an 
elaboration of forms like kaifiyat, khyal, bandish, rabt, riayat and shor angez. In this 
period, literature recognized various poetic forms and the anthology (tazkirah) 
becamepopular. The tazkirah tradition elaborated a highly formalized and coherent vision 
of poetry. Each anthologist chose the poets he considered worthy of the great tradition. 
By the 1840’s, Hindi/Rekhtah/Urdu literature was so rich that Sadat Khan Nasir could 
write a tazkirah of the poets of Hind, with the details of their various lineages 
(silsilahs). Urdu literature was now based on a shared resource pool of verse, practiced 
and acquired through apprenticeship, (the ustad-shagird format) and performed at 
regular gatherings – mushairahs. This change transformed a vernacular language into a 
literary language and created a community through the process of reading, hearing, 
performing and reproducing of texts. 
 
 
Early names for the language now called Urdu, were Hindi, Hindvi, Dihlavi, Gujri, Dakani, 
and Rekhtah. The term Urdu came into circulation in the 18th century, as a shortened 
form of ‘zaban e Urdu e moalla e Shahjahanabad’—‘the language of the imperial 
court/city of Shahjahanabad’. It was around this period that the Company publications 
authored by J. Gilchrist and N. B. Halhed started differentiating between the linguistic 
traditions of the Hindus and Muslims—by referringtoHindavi derived from Sanskrit as the 
language spoken before the Muslim invasions, andHindustani (later Urdu)as the 
language emerging after the establishment of Muslim rule. 
 
 
The introduction of print in the last decades of the 18th century effected a major change 
in the scribal, manuscript culture. In the 19th century, Urdu acquired print status, based 
on an adaptation of the Persian script. Mohammad Taqi Mir became the first Urdu poet 
whose complete works Kulliyat e Mir Taqi were published in 1811. Urdu tazkirahs were 
also published. In 1837, Urdu replaced Persian as the official vernacular in the North 
Western Provinces. Commercialization of Urdu print began with textbooks and 
newspapers, eventually spreading to the sphere of books. Lithography facilitated the 
reproduction of the nastaliq script and provided continuity with the manuscript tradition. 
In 1859, the newspaper Avadh Akhbar started publication in Lucknow. By 1877, it had 
become a daily. It was a popular newspaper, read across the sub-continent. One of its 
famous readers and contributors was Mirza Ghalib. By 1900, the number of books in 
Urdu was 548,030. 
 
 
Though the sphere of Urdu expanded through the 19th century, the cataclysmic events 
of 1857 transformed the world of Urdu literature. Asadullah Khan Ghalib was a poet who 
wrote about and confronted the new post-1857 colonial order. Muhammad Husain Azad’s 
Ab–e-hayat, (1880) was also written in the aftermath of 1857 when the old patrons were 
no more. It is the last tazkirah and also the first linguistic and literary history of Urdu. It 
ends what literary critics refer to as the classical period of Urdu literature.  The account 
of Urdu poetry provided by this anthology followed western linear conventions of history 
writing. Azad divided history into daurs/phases. Azad also recognized and responded to 
the sensibility of the new rulers. He deleted and removed passages which could have 
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offended Victorian norms of behaviour. He was also reacting to a stringent critique of 
Urdu mounted by the Hindi publicistsridiculing Urdu as a degenerate, coarse, vulgar, 
sentimental, artificial and unmanly language.Urdu was being sanitized in order to carry 
out modern literary and educational tasks. Poetry that celebrated the beauty of the 
beloved beautiful young boy had to be removed and edited out of the anthology. 
Literature had to conform to the norms of the colonial world and this was a prerequisite 
for the generation of a modern national culture. 
 
 
The shift in tradition is clearly evident in the works of S. A. Khan and A. H. Hali. In 1875, 
Sayyid Ahmad Khan launched his campaign for reform of Urdu literature and the 
necessity of education in the ‘language of the nation’. In 1879, Hali, his close friend and 
disciple wrote Madd o jazr e Islam, better known as the Musaddas. This text was 
extremely popular because it depicted the contemporary and sad plight of Islam. 
Christopher Shackle says that “While specifically addressed to the Muslim community 
(qaum) Hali’s Musaddas is very much a poem which evokes a vision for the nation (also 
qaum in Urdu). This was appropriate to the new circumstances of the colonial era in 
which present humiliations may be overcome by looking to a future recovery inspired by 
a sense of past achievements.” (Shackle 2010). Hali’s style was modern and aimed to be 
popular, national and contemporary. It achieved its purpose by eliminating Persian 
literary conceits, including simple vernacular words, as well as English words like liberal 
and nation. The popularity of the Musaddas among Muslims inspired Brij Mohan 
Dattatreya Kaifi to write A Mirror for India in Urdu, a parallel address to the Hindus which 
celebrated Vedic civilization and  Hindu religion. 
 
 
The development of Urdu prose (in contrast to poetry) has been attributed to the 
introduction of print culture. The efforts of J. Gilchrist to get translators for FortWilliam 
publications catalyzed this transition. The oral and performing traditions of dastans and 
qissas were also published and found an eager audience. The development of the novel 
started with Rajab Ali Beg Sarur’s Fasana e Ajaib and Pandit Ratan Nath Sarshar’s 
Fasana e Azad. The short story, drama and nazmproduced a literary culture which was 
accessible and available to all. Fiction and prose created a real world, quite at odds with 
the mannered and formal traditions of Urdu poetry. The everyday concerns and 
negotiations with the colonial order were articulated and the sad plight of the colonized 
was now visualized as cause célèbre. The community created by modernizers and 
reformers of Urdu was not comfortable with its immediate classical past. A vision of the 
future had to clearly follow current moral practices, but also needed to draw inspiration 
from an idealized past. The past that Hali invoked reminded his co-religionists of the 
universal civilizing mission of Islam. 
 
 
The early decades of the 20th century witnessed greater mobilization for nationalist 
politics and Hindi challenged Urdu on home turf. Both Urdu and Hindi adopted the Khari 
Boli tradition for their articulation, but the scripts were different—Nagari for Hindi and 
adapted Persian for Urdu. The trans-regional and inter-related textual aspects of these 
literary traditions meant that there was much overlap, but gradually, both tried to 
demarcate and identify separate audiences and establish distinctive historical trajectories 
for themselves. This demarcation also affected creative writers. For example, Premchand 
started his career in Urdu, but became a canonical figure in the Hindi literary tradition. 
The identification of Urdu in the Persian script with Islam and Hindi in Devanagari with 
Hinduism, was linked to the writing of a history of these languages. Azad and Hali chose 
not mention any Hindu writers of Urdu in their anthologies, and historians of Hindi also 
portrayed it primarily as the language of the Hindus. 
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Nationalist sentiments were expressed in Urdu in the early years of the 20th century. In 
1908, Premchand published Soz-e-vatan (‘mourning the country’)which was proscribed 
by the colonial government. Another budding writer who chose a romantic and 
nationalist theme was Mohammad Iqbal. His early poems celebrate the unity and 
greatness of all Indians, irrespective of religious differences. Iqbal is famous for the song 
Tarana-e-Hind (more popularly known by its opening words ‘Sare jahan se achchha’). 
Christopher Shackle observes that the power and beauty of Iqbal’s poetry is a striking 
testimony to the intrinsic advantage that Urdu poets working in a long established 
tradition had over their Hindi contemporaries who had to forge a poetic language for 
themselves from scratch. Gail Minault notes that ‘political poetry’ was created in Urdu in 
the first two decades of the 20thcentury, in response to global developments and 
Khilafat nationalism. 
 
 
M. A. Faruqi says that the modern movement led by Hali and Azad culminated in the 
poetry of Iqbal. She points out that Iqbal invented new symbols and metaphors, created 
new meanings from old metaphors, and lifted the language of poetry to the level of 
concentrated discourse, which could also address political issues. Iqbal’s patriotism and 
understanding of community changed as he matured and the simple patriotism of his 
early writings was replaced by a more complex and textured understanding of the word 
community. He clearly recognized the importance of religion in creating communitarian 
traditions and refused to accept the simplified understanding of secular as aggregative 
rather than integrative. 
 
 
Mohammad Iqbal has been celebrated as the poet of Pakistan and is now acquiring the 
status of a trans-national poet of Islam. The tradition that Iqbal invoked was deeply 
spiritual and rooted in a religious idiom. His self- reflexive religious faith articulated a 
new concept of selfhood/khudi which inverted sufi notions, and engaged with the 
problem of identity in the contemporary world. Javed Majeed explains Iqbal’s discomfort 
with the fiction of a secular, homogenizing nationalism, which was becoming popular in 
India in the 1930’s, which assumed that an amalgamation of communities could take 
place in India, without accounting for religious differences (Majeed 2009). Nationalism 
and culture intersect in ways that do not find easy resolutions in politics. 
 
 
It is in this context that we have to locate the development of Hindi and its literary 
culture. As noted earlier, Hindi is a Persian term for Indian and local Indian vernacular 
languages. Print culture necessitated the choice of script. Colonial officials suggested 
that all vernaculars be written in Roman script, but this was not acceptable to the 
colonial Indian elite. The development of the new modern language called Hindi, written 
in the Nagariscript, was the result of a movement which began in 1867 and gathered 
momentum during the 1880s and 1890s. Bharatendu Harishchandra, in his famous 
address Hindi ki unnati par vyakhyan, in 1877 outlined the agenda for Hindi; he asked 
for “better communication and more cohesiveness within the family; literate 
mothers…..fostering pride in cultural heritage; a systematic appropriation of Western 
knowledge, scientific and technical….; more newspapers and political consolidation, 
together making for the progress not only of Hindi and its community but of the nation.” 
(Dalmia 2010, 39) Public orchestration for Hindi was conducted by the numerous Nagari 
Pracharini Sabhas which had mushroomed all over North India. In 1900, the government 
recognized Hindi in the Nagari script as an official language. 
 
 
According to Harish Trivedi, “This public demand on the British government was 
accompanied by an internal literary development: the search for a form of Hindi suitable 
for the writing of prose…..for which a growing need was acutely felt”. (Trivedi 2003, 
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959). In his treatise, Hindi Bhasha, in 1883-4 Bharatendu had argued that Hindi existed 
in a variety of forms and advocated the use of a Hindi which could be more 
comprehensive in its scope and also more accessible.  The form of Hindi selected was a 
regional form- Khari boli, spoken in Western U.P., Haryana and Delhi. Other regional 
forms, Brajbhasha and Awadhi, which had highly developed poetic traditions, were 
considered unsuitable. The journals Nagari Pracharini Patrika, 1896 and Saraswati, 1900 
(edited by Mahavir Prasad Dwivedi), facilitated the standardizing and shaping of Hindi 
literature. The Hindi Sahitya Sammelan, 1910 also fostered the growth of Hindi. The new 
prose in Hindi—essays, novels and histories—continued to use poetry sourced from the 
other regional forms, Brajbhasha and Avadhi. Here too, erotic poetry was censored and 
poetry that generated high moral values was encouraged. In the 1920s, the Chhayavad 
movement generated a poetic tradition for modern Hindi, and gave it fresh confidence. It 
was in this period that the intelligentsia began to propagate Hindi as the national 
language. The shift in the perception of Hindi from linguistic repertoire to national canon 
occurred in a short span of six decades (1860-1920), during which Hindi was 
standardized, Sanskritized, given the status of a discipline at the level of school and 
university, provided with a historical pedigree and, also, recognized as a language of 
administration. 
 
 
Vasudha Dalmia refers to the process of the shift in the idea of Hindi as the ‘deshbhasha’ 
to that of ‘rashtrabhasha’ as “nationalization of Hindu traditions”. (Dalmia 1997). She 
explains that this was made possible by historicizing Hindi, by deliberately Sanskritizing 
the language and by emphasizing its Aryan roots. This was clearly visible in the large 
number of Sanskrit–Hindi texts available in the market. Francesca Orsini in her book, 
devotes an entire chapter to history and says, “A linguistic and conceptual novelty 
fashioned by Hindi historians and writers was the historical subject ‘we’, which referred 
to a cohesive well-defined nation.” (Orsini 2002, 240).This ‘we’ traced its historical past 
to the ancient period, constructed the Hindu golden age based on Orientalist /colonial 
writings, and presented itself as the legitimate successor to Sanskrit. This historical 
imagining had to confront the subject of the ‘oppressive present’—the colonial 
predicament (Chandra 1994). The explanation provided for decline was that the great 
and splendid Indian/Hindu civilization became decadent as a consequence of Muslim 
conquest. The classic text that articulated this position was Maithilisharan Gupta’s poem 
Bharat-Bharati (1912). This epic poem compares well with Hali’s Musaddas, both were 
able to convey the power of their linguistic traditions and also raise the issue of Hindu 
and Muslim subjecthood. Bharat-Bharati stated its intent as explaining “who we were, 
are and shall be.” The identification of Hindi with Hindus and Hindustan remained an 
important strand within the nationalist movement as it grew in depth and range from the 
1920’s. 
 
 
Urdu and Hindi attempted to create communities based on language and culture which 
inextricably linked them to particular religious traditions.  There was a standoff between 
Urdu and Hindi, yet to suggest that they constituted two emergent nations in the early 
decades of the 20th century would be a-historical. In this period, in terms of circulation 
of newspapers and books, Hindi was moving ahead.  Hindi marched forward with the 
support of Ek Lipi Vistar Parishad Calcutta which suggested one script, Devanagari, for 
all the vernaculars. The idea of one script for all vernaculars though not feasible, gave 
Hindi the status of a favoured language, supported by Nagari Pracharani Sabha, the Arya 
Samaj, the Prayag Hindi Samaj, Hindu Mahasabha and the Hindi Sahitya Sammelan. 
Soon, the idea of a national language was mooted. In 1916, at a Conference on National 
Language and Script, Hindi was declared suitable for the honour. The declaration that 
Hindi would be the national language had wide ranging repercussions.  Proclaiming Hindi 
as the national language did not necessarily entail its use, in the public domain, even by 
its own propagandists. Urdu publicists also petitioned against the use of Hindi in local 
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boards etc. and nationalists realized that this was becoming a divisive issue. In 1920, 
the Congress declared Hindi-Hindustani the national language. 
 
 
Gandhi’s advocacy of Hindi-Hindustani was prompted by a desire to overcome the fault 
lines between Hindi and Urdu. Hindustani, in this context, was the language spoken by 
both Hindus and Muslims - written in Nagari it is Hindi and when written in the Persian 
script, it is Urdu. The promotion of Hindustani was based on an attempt to develop a 
national identity, which could bring together the Hindi and Urdu publics. The 1930’s, 
however, marked a shift, as communitarian positions became more explicit and also 
more antagonistic because mobilization became more pervasive. At the Bhartiya Sahitya 
Parishad, (a national organization) in 1936, Gandhi suggested the use of Hindi-
Hindustani by the organization. This created a storm because he had used the term 
Hindi, not just Hindustani. This was read as Gandhi’s support for the Nagari script. 
Maulana Abdul Haq of the Anjuman Taraqqi e Urdu wrote, “If he cannot let go of Hindi, 
we cannot let go of Urdu either.” Hindustani could not bridge the gap between Hindi and 
Urdu - a fact recognized by Iqbal, Premchand and eventually Gandhi. The attempt to 
bring the two publics together and create an inclusive nationalism could not succeed. 
 
 
In this section, we noticed how literary traditions were tailored to fit a particular 
understanding of culture and nation. Both Hindi and Urdu created high cultural traditions 
for themselves by harking back to classical canons; both excised and sanitized particular 
trends to fit in with contemporary requirements and both emphasized historical 
continuities and created communities of literary culture. Lastly, both constructions 
looked for and found sustenance from religious practices, which were also reworked in 
this period. It is interesting to find that Hindi gained ground and was conflated from 
region to nation, thereby acquiring a clear and marked spatial dimension. As Charu 
Gupta points out, in the last decades of the 19th century Hindi imagined the nation as 
motherland with Hindi as the mother tongue. Even more significant was the fact that an 
image of nation as mother took the shape of a detailed physical map. Eventually, the 
Bharat Mata temple, begun in 1918, was completed in 1936. A sacred space and icon 
had been created which was theoretically available to all, Hindu and Muslim, lower caste 
and upper caste. (Gupta 2006).  Yet, this cultural tradition, in its very conception 
marked and formulated an identity which fore grounded particular religious practices and 
therefore was in actual practice not representative of all the other cultural traditions that 
continued to persist within colonial modernity. Urdu, on the other hand, would have to 
find its spatial location as national community by confrontation, demanding a space 
which was located outside the canonical forms prescribed by Hindi nationalism. 
 
 
Attempts by nationalists like Gandhi to build bridges by arguing that both cultures 
shared a spoken language were not persuasive and the parting of ways could not be 
prevented. E.  Gellner has remarked—“But nationalism is not the awakening of an old, 
latent, dormant force, though that is how it does present itself. It is in reality the 
consequence of a new form of social organization….It uses some of the pre-existent 
cultures, generally transforming them in the process, but it cannot possibly use them all. 
There are too many of them”. (Gellner 1983, 48).Nationalism thus privileges some 
traditions and consequently marginalizes others—and is invariably contested by the 
marginalized cultures. 
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Figure 9.3.1: Sample of Urdu script: a poem about the outbreak of World War I, 

Jangnama e Europe by Durga Prasad 'Nadir' 
Source: 

http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00xcallig/urdu/jangnamah/jangnamah.ht
ml 

 

http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00xcallig/urdu/jangnamah/jangnamah.html�
http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00xcallig/urdu/jangnamah/jangnamah.html�
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Figure 9.3.2: Urdu Calligraphy 

Source: www.exoticindiaart.com 
 

http://www.exoticindiaart.com/�
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Figure 9.3.3: Vande Matram in Nagari script 

Source: www.indianetzone.com 

 
Value addition: from the sources 
Cultural-nationalist writings in Urdu and Hindi 
Altaf Husain Hali (Urdu): 
If anyone sees the way our downfall passes all bounds, the way that Islam, once 
fallen, does not rise again, 
He will never believe that the tide flows after every ebb, once he sees the way 
our sea has gone out. 
 
Shibli Nomani (Urdu - Reaction to police firing on the Kanpur Mosque): 
But the truth cannot be denied 
That in the blink of an eye death received general admission…. 
Bullets left their mark on the minbar and mihrab 
For the mosque was in need of embellishment 
Even now the mosque is beautified with henna-patterns of blood 
This is that artwork which until Doomsday will remain. 
 
Abdul Majid Daryabandi (Urdu): 

http://www.indianetzone.com/�
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Thus  spake the mother of Muhammad Ali, 
Son, give your life for the Khilafat. 
And with you, too, Shaukat Ali, 
Son, give your life for the Khilafat. 
Even had I had seven sons, 
I’d sacrifice them all for the Khilafat. 
This is the way of the faith of the Prophet, 
Son, give your life for the Khilafat 
 
 
Maithilisaran Gupta (Hindi): 
Rise and decadence are a natural law: 
It is the sun which rises first in the sky then falls 
Thus decadence itself speaks of our past progress 
How can anyone fall without having risen first?  
 
Bharatendu Harishchandra (Hindi): 
For the progress of our own language is the root of all true progress. 
Without knowledge of our own language, can our searing pain regress… 
Observe how they all unite, the Muslims and the Christians, 
Only we live in discord, alas, though there is no reason why… 
Our own language, own religion, own honour, works and social intercourse--- 
Make haste, get together, work to make them grow, call out to 
Others… 
Source: Hali, Altaf Husain. The Flow and Ebb of Islam or Musaddas. 
(translated by C. Shackle, in Nijhawan 2010); Nomani, Shibli. You are not 
Oppressors, by Any Means, but Still We Are Oppressed (translated by A. 
Sean Pue, in Nijhawan 2010); Daryabandi, Abdul Majid. 1954. 
Muhammad Ali, Zati Diary ke Chand Warq. (translated by Gail Minault, in 
Minault, G. 2009. Urdu Political Poetry during the Khilafat Movement: 
Gender, Language and Learning. Ranikhet: Permanent Black; Gupta, 
Maithilisaran. Bharat-Bharati (translated by F. Orsini, in Nijhawan 2010) 
Harishchandra, Bharatendu. A Discourse on the Progress of Hindi 
(translated by Vasudha Dalmia, Nijhawan 2010). 

 
 
Prose: narratives – histories and novels 

The emergence of vernacular literary cultures during the colonial period witnessed the 
greatest efflorescence in the writing of narratives in prose. Earlier most compositions 
aspiring for attention and claiming intellectual seriousness were composed in verse 
partly because they had to be memorized. The shift from a tightly controlled scribal 
system to a written easily accessible form of knowledge acquisition gave prose an 
advantage. The performing aspects of texts were no longer important as the culture of 
the silent reader became the norm and modern criticism was no longer face to face (as 
in a poetry reading session) but became more private and impersonal. The poetic 
traditions of the pre-colonial world could not carry the burden of a modern culture which 
required a vocabulary for law, science and administration. Prose emerged as the 
standard bearer of modernity and culture. New genres also developed in the prose 
form—history writing, historical novels, plays, short stories and the novel. 
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In Europe, the 19th century was preeminently the century for the writing of history. 
Colonial scholars applied the European traditions of history writing to India and were 
critical of Indian intellectual traditions for their lack of historical consciousness. The 
Indian intelligentsia responded to this critique and took to history writing with great 
enthusiasm. Appropriation of the past was essential for nationalism. As E. J. Hobsbawm 
has noted, “Nations without pasts are contradictions in terms. What makes a nation is 
the past.” (Hobsbawm 1996, 255). How was the past to be narrated, what conventions 
were required to make history intelligible and acceptable, so that the Indian nation could 
be represented? According to Sudipta Kaviraj, to the intelligentsia of colonial Bengal, 
history became a symbol of the new age—of hope and despair. Of despair, because it 
had to explain the subjection of the present, hope because the past was a way of talking 
about the collective self, bringing it into existence and thus gifting to this ‘we’ a  modern 
future. (Kaviraj 1995). 
 
A number of scholars devoted themselves to the historical enterprise. The earliest works 
were invariably translations from English, to be used as textbooks. For example, B. G. S. 
Jambhekar adapted English history texts into Marathi for schools. History was also 
produced outside colonial state sponsored institutions. History writing, in the vernacular, 
followed the same conventions of research—use of primary sources, documentation, 
footnotes and bibliography. For example, V. Chipulankar, set out to write in Marathi a 
history which could reveal the special qualities of the Maratha people; he believed that 
Marathi language needed to be classicized to enable it to express the truth of history. He 
developed a passionate and emotional style of writing which came to be called 
Chipulankari walan. Another scholar, V. K. Rajwade, realized the importance of sources 
and contributed to Maratha history by publishing 22 volumes of documents in Marathi. 
Thus we find that scholars chose to write, in the vernacular, histories that conformed in 
style to the English discipline. The archive was consulted, journals were referred to, 
sources were quoted, and indigenous records were also introduced. The veracity of the 
narrative was attested to by the use of footnotes and bibliographies. The creativity of 
these texts was evident in the manner Puranas, Vamsavalis, folksongs, ballads and other 
oral traditions were yoked to the construction of temporal and spatial narratives which 
fashioned identifiable communities in the present. 
 
However, such writing was implicated in contemporary power structures, and was a 
project for and by local elites—who explained through this history their dominance. For 
example, Badri Dutt Pande’s Kumaun ka Itihasa, cited theGazetteer, folklore, 
genealogies and folk songs. It also claimed high ritual status for some families on the 
basis of particular records. This history was inevitably contested by a number of groups, 
but it represented the articulation of a modern Kumauni identity. In a similar manner, 
the Marathi historical tradition also gave prominence to Brahmins and recognized them 
as ‘natural’ leaders. Chipulankar and Rajwade were explicit in referring the superior role 
of the Brahmins; other historians, too, assigned Brahmins a central role in Maratha 
history. This perspective was first criticized by Jotirao Phule who invoked Shivaji as the 
Kulavadi Bhushan of the aboriginal community, the earliest claimants to the land of 
Maharashtra. Keshav Sitaram Thackeray noted, ”When only one particular group 
emerges as glorious and self-reliant from this ancient history at the expense of all other 
groups in society, its partisan nature is sharply revealed.” (Deshpande 2007, 176). 
 
Yet, as Dipesh Chakravarty reminds us, other histories were also being produced, at 
sites such as the news media, creative literature, art, theater and even in music.  Fiction 
and novel writing was one such location (Chakravarty 2006). Thenovel is widely 
considered as the literary genre that narrates the national community. It was the new 
symbolic form that the nation needed in order to be understood. The novel correlated 
with the nation through the medium of the standardized vernacular languages in which 
the novels were written. S. Kaviraj delineates the dilemma of Bankim Chandra 
Chattopadhyaya who attempted to piece together a history of Bengal, but was unable to 
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narrate these fragments. Since none of the pre-existing identities could become a 
nation, the nation would have to be invented, not by a discourse of facts, of history but 
by the mythic discourse of novels. Novels helped actualize the past of Bengal, they also 
provided Bankim with the most powerful ground for the people/nation—the land - the 
Matrabhumi. All those who lived here could have a sense of belonging and with 
reverence lay claim to the motherland by declaring - Vande Mataram. Imaginary history 
thus granted a powerful unity to the community which dreamt up the icon of the 
nation—feminine, maternal, territorial and Hindu. 
 
In Marathi literature, too, we find the discourse of imaginary history—in the historical 
novel, historical plays and later on, in cinema. Historians like Chintaman Vaidya and 
Dhanurdhari who had collected historical source materials also tried their hand at fiction. 
These novelists filled in the gaps in historical writing, so as to make it easier to imagine 
the nation.  A novelist like Vitthal Vaman Hadap explained, “The available historical 
sources display so much bias, prejudice, superstition, lack of pride, and contradiction 
that anyone who seeks the real historical truth in them has to use a fine-tuned and 
conscientious intelligence. This is what I have tried to do in my Peshwai series.” 
(Deshpande 2007, 156). Fiction would provide an alternative and inspiring history to the 
Marathi and the Bengali people. To quote Ranajit Guha, “There was one battle that 
Britain never won. It was a battle for the appropriation of the Indian past.” (Guha 1998, 
1) 
 
 
Oral traditions/popular culture, literature and nationalism 

The discussion outlined above has demonstrated the privileging of the Sanskrit 
traditions, by the emergent vernacular cultures. How did this translate into popular 
perceptions? According to Nehru, “The old epics of India, the Ramayana and 
Mahabharata  and other books, in popular translations  and paraphrases, were widely 
known among the masses…….I realized that even the illiterate peasant had a picture 
gallery in his mind,….drawn from myth and tradition and epic heroes and heroines.” 
(Nehru 1946, 56). This was an important cultural resource for imagining the nation. 
Sheldon Pollock has traced the history of Sanskrit literature over the last two millennia, 
and his understanding provides us with a direction when we try and make connections 
between the epics and Indian nationalism. In the 19th century, the Indian intelligentsia 
invoked a Sanskrit tradition which through inscriptions and manuscripts constituted a 
shared trans-regional discursive field where, ”Beyond all variations across space - across 
time—beyond all factors of differentiation….lay a larger organizational framework for 
cultural life, the cosmopolitan sphere.” The Mahabharata texts narrated a domain which 
was local (regional scripts) and trans-regional—“Constant oral reiteration, enabled by 
manuscript culture…..Achieved coherent mass representations of the geography of 
power.” (Pollock 2006, 560). This provided the under girding for the modern vernacular 
traditions in their negotiation with nationalism. 
 
The link between print, folklore and nationalism forms another strand in the study of 
literary cultures. The conventional understanding of ‘folklore’ is to see it as an extension 
of the colonial Orientalist project. Stuart Blackburn points out that there was no word for 
folklore in any Indian language, until the neologisms of the 20th century, (Blackburn 
2003). However, the Indian intelligentsia also took to the study of folklore and played a 
role in the collection, publication and ‘nationalization’ of oral traditions. Two well-known 
folklorists were Rabindranath Tagore and Natesa Sastri. 
 
Though print had made an early entry in Tamil, yet even by the 1830’s, Tamil publishing 
was only in the form of schoolbooks and some literary texts. Around this time, 
FortWilliamCollege, Calcutta, started exploring the possibility of teaching through 
folktales and the first translation from Tamil into English was made in 1822. By 1850, 
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twelve books on folklore had been printed. Folktales were seen as a way of developing 
prose traditions in the vernaculars. By mid century, another trend developed, and folk 
literature was not considered edifying and was perceived to be encouraging superstition 
and immorality. In the later decades of the 19th century, the Indian intelligentsia 
recognized the importance of folk literature as the bearer of popular tradition, but 
simultaneously, it was increasingly viewed as vulgar, bawdy and unrefined. Natesa 
Sastri, started collecting, editing, translating Tamil folklore. He published a large number 
of articles, in Tamil and English. He is best remembered for The Folklore of Southern 
India(1884-1893) and the Tenali Raman series. N. Sastri believed that folklore revealed 
’national characteristics’—Tamil and Indian. His work was read differently by some 
scholars who chose to appropriate it for the articulation of a Dravidian identity. Stuart 
Blackburn argues that eventually folklore played a minor role in Tamil, Dravidian and 
Indian nationalism. The classical tradition was given pride of place, whereas folklore 
though valorized as popular, remained local. 
 
The attitude of the nationalist intelligentsia to popular culture and oral traditions was 
ambivalent. A. R. Venkatchalapathy, in his study of Tamil folklore, has laid emphasis on 
the process of appropriation and sanitization. Sanitization was the process by which 
indecent, immoral and superstition generating material was removed so that folk 
traditions could provide suitable fare for a national audience. (Venkatchalapathy 1999).  
S. Blackburn agrees, and says that folktales were essential for constructing colonial 
modernity, but they had to be suitably modified, tastefully selected and skillfully 
packaged, untainted by colonialism. 
 
Francesca Orsini, in her book, Print and Pleasure has studied the role of the popular 
press in colonial North India. She finds that in the second half of the 19th century, Urdu 
had become the language for written communication, even for entertainment. However, 
by the first decades of the 20th century this trend had been reversed, Hindi had 
overtaken it—how did this happen in the popular domain? In the early phase of print, 
popular literature was able to become cost effective by using lithography and bi-lingual 
printing. Commercial publishers established a demand in print for genres that were 
connected to existing cultural forms. Religious texts, pilgrimage guides, prayer books, 
qissas, barahmasas, other kinds of song books, chapbooks of plays (titled sangit, svang 
khyal),poetry and storytelling created the world of the popular. Gradually, fiction 
translated from English and Bengali, generated a need which was fulfilled by Fasana e 
Azad and Chandrakanta. These two novels mark the transition from the influence of 
courtly traditions and worldview to the lived reality of colonial society. Orsini refers to 
the shift from the fantastic to the recognizable and familiar, as ‘naturalization.’ This 
trend created a sensibility which avoided fantasy and magic and which searched for 
intelligibility and explication of events and episodes (similar to the writing of history).The 
new form created by these changes was not the historical novel, but the detective novel. 
The significance of the detective novel lay in the fact that because of its popularity it was 
published in movable type (not lithographed). Narrating also became a form in popular 
Hindi literature—the roads to nationhood were marked in the sphere of imagination of 
‘high’ and ‘low’ culture. 
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Figure 9.3.4: Chandrakanta 

Source: www.columbia.edu.com 
 
 
Linking literary culture, linguistic community and nation 

Narrating the nation, in the vernacular, was not a simple emulation of either Western 
history or the Western novel—it involved a complex negotiation with earlier traditions of 
history writing and of developing a language in which the historical discourse could be 
articulated. We have seen how Urdu and Hindi acquired print cultures. Other literary 
traditions have also been mapped out—Assamese, Bengali, Kannada, Tamil, Telugu, 
Gujarati, Marathi, Oriya and Goan. As case studies we will look at the developments in 
Bengali and Marathi. 
 
In an essay, Sudipta Kaviraj, argues that pre-colonial Bengali vernacular had access to 
two cosmopolitan literary spheres—Sanskrit and Arabic-Persian. (Kaviraj 2003). The 
coming of colonialism and print culture effected a linguistic change. Publishing privileged 
the Nadiya-Santipur form of spoken Bangla, and converted it into standard Bangla with a 
particular style of script notation. Printing of grammars created high Bangla, which now 
considered other speech forms as less cultivated and subordinate, that is, low. Changes 
also occurred in literary practice. As literature shifted from being a participatory, 
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communal activity to a lonely pleasure, new forms emerged. As high Bangla established 
itself through the creative energies of its stalwarts—Raja Rammohun Roy, Michael 
Madhusudan Dutt, Ishwarachandra Vidyasagar, Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyaya and 
Rabindra Nath Tagore, it became solidly Hindu. Kaviraj argues that Bengali culture 
created through the stunning originality of the 19th century erased Islamic elements of 
its tradition which made it into a generally Hindu affair. One strand of Bengali literary 
culture even showed hostility to Muslims and stigmatized them as foreigners. 
 
Marathi first appeared in royal charters in the 11th century and texts in the language 
were produced by the 14th century. During the next couple of centuries Bhakti provided 
the impetus for compositions in Marathi. Sufi influence too can be discerned in the 
compositions of this period. A political culture based on Marathi was seen clearly in the 
17nth century during the period of Shivaji. By this time Bhakti had lost some of its anti-
hierarchical impulse and Ramdas, Shivaji’s mentor, was willing to uphold the benefits of 
institutional structures in the religious and political spheres. Marathi was used for record 
keeping, and patronage extended to Brahmins meant that Sanskrit retained its 
importance. It was during the period of the Peshwas (post Shivaji) that a scribal, 
manuscript culture in Marathi emerged. This period witnessed the proliferation of new 
cultural forms such as the lavani (performances/dances for male audiences), tamasha 
(folk theater), powada (heroic ballads to commemorate the exploits of Maratha 
warriors), kirtan (sermon and song), bakhar (reports of famous Maratha military 
expeditions), and shahir (poetry). The Marathi literary realm expanded during the 
Peshwai in the 18th century when manuscripts were copied, read, exchanged and 
stored. 
 
The advent of print also brought about changes in Marathi literary culture. Marathi 
language was standardized and textbooks were published in Marathi. Of the two scripts 
available for printing Balbodh/Nagari(used for classical poetic works) and Modi ( used 
for daily correspondence, business, accounts etc.), Nagari was adopted. The use of 
Nagari script and traditions of literacy helped Brahmins to acquire an exceptionally 
prominent place in the emerging print culture. In the formative phase, Marathi literary 
culture chose to identify with Sanskrit and denied its links with Persian. The 
historiographer Rajwade, wanted to revive old Marathi dating to the 13th century which 
was uncontaminated by Persian influences. The Marathi sensibility, which celebrated its 
heroism and martyrdom against foreign, Muslim, aggressors, carved for itself a Hindu 
tradition. 
 
 
Devanāgarī alphabet for Marathi 
 
Vowels and vowel diacritics 
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Consonants 
 

 
 
Sample text in Marathi 
 

 
 
Modi consonants 
 

 
 
Modi vowels and vowel diacritics 
 

 
 
Modi numerals 
 

 
 

Figure 9.3.5: Marathi and Modi script 
Source: www.omniglot.com 

 
It is important to take note of the fact that both Bengali and Marathi literary traditions 
chose to highlight their links with Sanskrit and to repress Persian influences. A question 
to be addressed is how these linguistic constructions extended their spatial field beyond 
that of their cultural domain and what were the implications of these literary cultures for 
the construction of the Indian nation? At this stage of history writing, the question has 
been addressed in the terminology of region vis a vis nation. Partha Chatterjee in 1986 
wrote that for Bankim, “the subjection of India… is in terms of culture…India and the 
people of India are defined as the ‘Other’ of the European. Sometimes it is the Bengali, 
sometimes the Hindu, sometimes… the bharatvarsiya, the inhabitants of India. There is 
no attempt to define the boundaries of the Indian nation from within.” (Chatterjee 1986, 
55). Anti-colonialism defined the dharma of the nation---Bengali/Hindu/Indian. It is 
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interesting to find that Sudipta Kaviraj, too, uses the term nationalist discourse for 
analyzing Bankim’s work. He shows how the heroic Rajput figures in Bankim’s novels 
enlarge the spatial envisioning of the nation. Once the nation was imagined as historical, 
Hindu and of Sanskrit derivation, its territorial definition could be extended to the reach 
of the Sanskrit cosmopolis (which was larger than British India). 
 
The shift from Bengali to Indian may have been easy for Bankim, but we know that this 
slippage was not so easily available to all Bengalis, particularly for those who were not 
Hindu. In Maharashtra, too, a Hindu identity perceived anti-colonialism as dharma. The 
Marathi tradition generated the same perceived heritage as in Bengal—Sanskrit origins, 
Nagari script, and a historical memory of struggle against Islam. Yet this representation 
and inventing is different. “The Marathi case is an interesting contrast to the regional 
imaginations witnessed in Bengal and Tamil Nadu, where the region, in addition to the 
nation, is iconised and idolized in feminine form, as Mother Bengal or Mother Tamil. 
Maharashtra is always a male entity, embodied in the intensely masculine Maratha 
warriors.” (Deshpande 2007, 162). Research on other literary cultures is providing us 
with fresh insights into how each particular region tailored its traditions to align with 
nationalism. 
 
 
Conclusion 

Nationalism in the literary traditions came to rest, primarily, upon the ‘civilizational unity’ 
of Hindu India, which appropriated, modified and challenged the Orientalist 
understanding. It was the power of this inventing and re-creating at all sites of print 
culture which provided for the ‘greatest deception’ (Ernest Gellner) of all—‘unity in 
diversity’. At this juncture perhaps, Antony D. Smith’s idea of ethno-symbolism can be 
invoked (nations are based upon a pre-existing texture of myths, memories, values and 
symbols) - the inter-textual, trans-regional character of the vernacular literary traditions 
(based on classical language traditions) provided a basis for the perceived coalescence of 
these cultures into a larger cultural configuration—the Indian nation. 
 
It is important to remember that this particular articulation was contingent upon a power 
axis, on upper caste elitism, which was neither given nor enduring. It was contested 
from the moment of its inception and the history of this contestation is also being written 
by scholars and publicists. It was most vociferously critiqued and contested by Muslim 
nationalism. As a matter of fact, Islamic South Asian nationalism can be viewed as the 
mirror image of this formulation—communitarian and religious, based on the 
cosmopolitan heritage of Persian/Islamic civilization. This Hindu/Sanskrit nation 
perspective was developed further by ideologues like Shyamaprasad Mukherjee, V. D. 
Savarkar and others. In the 1920’s and 1930’s, other viewpoints also surfaced. By the 
1930’s, Indian nationalism was deeply influenced by secular and socialist ideas, based 
upon notions of individual citizenship that focused on syncretism and opposed the 
communitarian perspectives of early nationalists. The Progressive Writers Movement 
interrogated this tradition based on caste and religion and articulated a more inclusive 
nationalism. Dalit and other marginal groups also questioned and continue to question 
this representation of national culture. National culture, therefore, is constantly revisited 
in the conversations that the present has with the past. The strength of this literary 
tradition lies in its ability to incorporate several voices and contending narratives, and in 
articulating not one but many cultures. 
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Value addition: from the sources 
Views on nationalism 
Rabindra Nath Tagore, who authored two national anthems — those of India and 
Bangladesh, has this to say about nationalism: 
“The Nation of the West forges its iron chains of organization which are the most 
relentless and unbreakable that have ever been manufactured in the history of 
man…You who live under the delusion that you are free, are everyday sacrificing 
your freedom and humanity to this fetish of  nationalism.”  
 
Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyaya: 
“There is no history of Bengal…There has to be a history of Bengal…Who is to 
write it?....Anyone, who is a Bengali, has to write it.”  
 
Muhammad Iqbal: 
“I have been repudiating the concept of Nationalism since the time when it was 
not well-known in India and the Muslim world……The imperialistic designs of 
Europe were in great need of this effective weapon—the propagation of the 
European conception of Nationalism in Muslim countries-to shatter the religious 
unity of Islam to pieces. 
Sources: Tagore, Rabindranath. 1917. Nationalism. Madras: Macmillan 
(reprint); Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay. 1363-71 (Bengali era). 
Bankim Rachnabali Calcutta: Calcutta Sahitya Samsad; Tariq, A. 
R.ed.1973 Speeches and Statements of Iqbal. Lahore: Sheikh Ghulam Ali 
and Sons. 

 

 

9.3 Summary 

 
• The idea of a national culture became the dominant organizing principle of 

societies in the 19th and 20th centuries. Initially, this process was perceived to 
be natural and evolutionary, but recent trends in historiography argue that 
national culture is constructed by elites. It is a system of cultural representations 
which claims to be universal, but is clearly located in the existing power axis. 

 
• The creation of the public domain in the colonial period was important because it 

displaced the patronage of the courts and created space for the new institutions 
and associational organizations of the intelligentsia. 

 
• Print culture helped articulate communities of language which were associated 

with particular regions. The case study of Hindi and Urdu literary print cultures 
helps elucidate the manner in which appropriation of different pasts pulled in 
opposite directions. 

 
• The development of prose facilitated the narrating of the nation through the 

medium of history, the historical novel and other literary genres.   The high 
classical tradition invented by the elites was premised on historical constructions 
which also had to reckon with epic, oral and performing traditions. These 
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provided the popular basis for disseminating the idea of the nation. In conformity 
with colonial ideas of moral codes, folk traditions were sanitized and modified. 

 
• The study of vernacular literary cultures provides insights into the construction of 

an Indian national identity which was based on upper caste Hindu traditions. By 
the 1930s, this perspective was contested by secularists, socialists, Dalits and 
other marginal groups. National culture as a system of cultural representations is 
therefore constantly in a process of negotiation and transformation. 

 
 

9.3: Exercises 

Essay questions 
 

1) What is the understanding of national culture as advocated by the 
Modernists?  

2) What is the link between print language and culture? Explain with reference 
to  
     developments in Hindi and Urdu. 

3) Explain the importance of writing prose for the development of a historical 
sensibility? 

4) How are regional vernacular cultures linked with the idea of India? Explore 
this in the context of your region. 

5) Find out the reasons why Vande Mataram became controversial, and why the 
Congress party took a decision to sing only the first two verses of the song? 

 
Objective questions 
 

Question Number Type of question LOD 

1 True or False 1 

 

Question 

a) Early names for the language now called Urdu were Hindvi, Hindi, Dihlavi, Gujri, 
Dakhani and Rekhtah. 
 
b) Marathi language was written only in the Modi script. 
 
c) Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyaya wrote historical novels. 
 
d) Rabindra Nath Tagore was not critical of Nationalism in his book published in 
1917. 
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e) The Orientalists said that India did not have any literary tradition.   

 

Correct Answer / 
Option(s) 

a)True b) False c) True d) False e)  False 

 
Justification/ Feedback for the correct answer 
a)It was only in the second half of the 19th century that the term Urdu came 
into use, even Ghalib did not like the term for the language in which he 
composed. 

b)Till the 1950’s Marathi was using two scripts- Balbodhi/Devanagari and 
Modi. Balbodhi or Nagari is the standard script for Marathi. 

c)Bankim was a well known novelist, famous for his novel Anandamatha. 

d) Rabindra Nath was critical of Nationalism in his book (see extract in the 
relevant value addition for the lesson) 

e)The Orientalist scholars were deeply interested in Indian texts and praised 
Indian literary traditions. 

 
Resource/Hints/Feedback for the wrong answer 
 

Reviewer’s Comment:   

 

 

 

Question Number Type of question LOD 

2 Match the following 2 

 

Question 

Match the following: 
 
a) Ustad i):A folk hero  
 
b) Mohammad Iqbal                  ii): Sare jahan se acha 
 
c) Tenali Raman                  iii): Marathi historical poem 
 
d) Powada          iv): Shagird 
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Correct Answer / 
Option(s) 

a) and iv), b) and ii), c)and i), d) and iii) 

 
Justification/ Feedback for the correct answer 
a) and iv) is correct because the tradition of ustad–shagird developed with 
the literarization of Urdu. 

 

b) and ii) is correct because Muhammad Iqbal wrote this famous poem. 

 

c) and i) is correct because Tenali is a popular figure in folk tradition (now 
with a full-fledged TV series based on the stories). 

 

d) andiii) is correct because this is a form of Marathi poetry in use even now. 

 
Resource/Hints/Feedback for the wrong answer 
Other combinations are false for the above mentioned reasons. 

Reviewer’s Comment:   

 

 

 

Question Number Type of question LOD 

3 Multiple choice question 3 

 

Question 

Urdu was: 
 
a) the language of Persia. 
 
b) written in Devanagari. 
 
c) the official language of the Mughals. 
 
d) based on Khari-boli. 
 

Correct Answer / 
Option(s) 

d) 

 
Justification/ Feedback for the correct answer 
Urdu was based on the Khari-boli, spoken in Western U.P., Haryana and 



Nationalism and Culture  

 

 
29 

Institute of Lifelong Learning, University of Delhi 

Delhi. 

 
Resource/Hints/Feedback for the wrong answer 
a) Persian or Farsi was the language of Persia. 
 
b) Urdu was written in the Perso-Arabic script. 
 
c) Persian was the official language of the Mughals. 
Reviewer’s Comment:   

 

 

 

Question Number Type of question LOD 

4 Multiple choice question 3 

 

Question 

The novel as  a prose form was produced in Bangla and Marathi in the: 
 
a)  19th century  
 
b) 18th century  
 
c)  17th century  
 
d) 15th century  
 

Correct Answer / 
Option(s) 

a) 

 
Justification/ Feedback for the correct answer 
The novel in Indian languages was a modern literary genre. 

 
Resource/Hints/Feedback for the wrong answer 
 

Reviewer’s Comment:   

 

 

Question Number Type of question LOD 
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5 Multiple choice question 3 

 

Question 

A famous Indian folklorist was: 
 
a) Mahatma Gandhi 
 
b) Jawahar Lal Nehru 
 
c) Natesa Sastri 
 
d) B. R. Ambedkar 
 

Correct Answer / 
Option(s) 

c) 

 
Justification/ Feedback for the correct answer 
Natesa Sastri collected, edited, and translated Tamil folklore. 

 
Resource/Hints/Feedback for the wrong answer 
a), b) and d) were prominent nationalist leaders. 
Reviewer’s Comment: 

 

 

 

Question Number Type of question LOD 

6 Multiple choice question 3 

 

Question 

Hindi was: 
 
a) an ancient Indian language. 
 
b) spoken in the medieval period. 
 
c) derived from Arabic. 
 
d) based on khari-boli. 
 

Correct Answer / 
Option(s) 

d) 
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Justification/ Feedback for the correct answer 
Like Urdu, Hindi was based on Khari-boli, spoken in Western U.P., Haryana 
and Delhi. 

 
Resource/Hints/Feedback for the wrong answer 
Hindi as we know it developed only in the second half of the 19th century.  It was 
based on Khari-boli, and consciously Sanskritized. 
Reviewer’s Comment:   

 

 

Question Number Type of question LOD 

7 Multiple choice question 3 

 

Question 

Jawahar Lal Nehru noted that the old epics were: 
 
a) Popular. 
 
b) disliked. 
 
c) forgotten. 
 
d) only read by Brahmins. 
 

Correct Answer / 
Option(s) 

a) 

 
Justification/ Feedback for the correct answer 
Nehru wrote, “The old epics of India, the Ramayana and Mahabharata  and 
other books, in popular translations  and paraphrases, were widely known 
among the masses…….I realized that even the illiterate peasant had a picture 
gallery in his mind,….drawn from myth and tradition and epic heroes and 
heroines.” 

 
Resource/Hints/Feedback for the wrong answer 
The quote above makes Nehru’s assessment clear. 
Reviewer’s Comment:   
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9.3 Glossary 

Dastan: Persian for story 
Lavani: a genre of music popular in Maharashtra, nirguni and shringari 
Powada: a genre of Marathi poetry which narrates historical events 
Shahir: composer of powadas 
Bakhar: Maratha prose chronicle 
Tatsama: Sanskrit loanwords 
Tazkirah: anthology of poetry 
Tamasha: form of Marathi folk theater 
Balbodh: Devanagari script used for Marathi 
Silsilah: Arabic word meaning chain - refers to a chain of masters 
Khyal: Arabic word for a modern genre of music 
Mushairah: symposium of poets 
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