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Note on Diacritics and Transliteration  

 

Hindi words in this essay are written in transliteration (and in italics) following the 

convention used in R.S. McGregor’s Oxford Hindi-English Dictionary, with a few exceptions. 

Names of authors, places, titles of books, songs and films are written in their English forms 

when they are known. If not otherwise stated, all translations into English from Hindi 

sources are my own. For clarity, when cited in the body of the paper, the original Hindi text 

is included in cursive within brackets. 
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Chapter One - A new language for a new nation 

 

“… Europeans use the word (Hindi) in two mutually contradictory senses, viz., 

sometimes to indicate the Sanskritised, or at least the non-Persianised, form of 

Hindostani which is used as a literary form of speech by Hindus, and which is 

usually written in the Devanagari character, and sometimes, loosely, to indicate 

all the rural dialects spoken between Bengal Proper and the Punjab.” 

(Grierson 1901 p. 421-422) 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this paper is to shed light on the struggle to establish Hindi as the national 

language in an independent India. Considering that having a national language is an 

important goal for nations, the quote by Grierson in a subtle way makes clear that India 

does not enjoy nation status. With this statement, Grierson is participating in a language 

debate about how Europeans define Hindi and not Indians themselves. Moreover, Grierson 

does not mention Urdu; the language that had played an important role in India since the 

time of the Mughals. This according to G. C. Narang and S. R. Faruqi, is because the British 

used the words Hindustani and Urdu interchangeably. Furthermore, Hindustani was the 

official language of British India and the British Raj used by British officials in India up until 

partition in 1947 (cited in Gusain 2012, p. 45). 

Nor does Grierson reference Indian nationalists who had been engaged in intensive 

language debate since the late 19th century. Writing about India from a position of privilege 

as part of the British colonial apparatus, he was free to exclude any other definitions or 

understandings of Indian languages that did not suit his purpose. While Grierson simply 

positions Hindi as Sanskritized or non-Persianized in relation to Hindostani, Indian 

nationalists were struggling to agree on which language would be the language of a free 

India. From nationalists’ perspective, language debates concerning the status of Hindi-

Hindostani/Hindustani-Urdu were intimately related to struggles for independence from 

British rule. Thus, the shifting linguistic boundaries and the multiplicity of arguments 
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grounded in a variety of historical, social, and political contexts about which language to 

choose reveals that this was not a simple task. In reality, the Hindi-Hindostani/Hindustani-

Urdu language continuum remains conflict filled, and since recourse to colonial privileged 

ignorance is no longer an option, this paper is an attempt to understand the struggle for a 

national language. 

As a student whose only intention was to learn Hindi to converse with friends and 

colleagues, this hornets’ nest of unresolved historical conflict has raised questions 

concerning the right for one with so limited knowledge to engage in a so strongly contested 

debate. Therefore, already at this stage, I position myself as a learner in recognition of my 

limited knowledge of Hindi and the various socio-political movements that has contributed 

to the present position of the language in Indian society. On the other hand, this journey 

began from my desire to learn. Therefore, this paper examines various arguments 

underpinning choice of a national language in India as well as the outcomes of that struggle 

for Indian citizens in present day India. 

Background 

Putting one language at the centre of the nationalist project was not an easy task for India’s 

budding nationalist movement. Historically in the Indian context, dominant and other elite 

groups have had hegemony on language discourses. These groups set the tone for the 

language of education and in literature. However, as in other multilingual societies, many 

languages are used in India in daily life. One language could be preferred in the domestic 

sphere among family and friends, another in the public sphere of professional and work life, 

and a third for religious purposes. In contrast to the elite’s desire for one all-encompassing 

language, most of the people of India preferred to embrace the country’s multilingualism 

(Rao 2008 pp. 64-65). It should also be noted that elites in India are a small minority. 

Because of a lack of access to formal education in both the pre-and post-independence 

periods, the masses have relied on an oral communication tradition. This situation is of 

course changing as the right to education for all and universal education for both girls and 

boys in rural and urban settings are slowly changing, eroding, and challenging elite ideas 

including those concerning language (Kaushal 2012). 
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Language policy and planning 

The complexities of engaging in language policy and planning in a multilingual society such 

as India challenges learners to consider not only what language is but also how it is 

constituted, its purpose and why some languages become the focus of mobilization efforts 

and others do not. These are important questions when studying India where language 

continues to stir political, economic, and social debate. In a country with twenty-three 

official languages, the relations among languages and between languages and religions, 

cultural elites and regular people are complex and continue to create controversy in India. 

In my journey to understand why controversy arises, it became clear that language in the 

first instance is a system of symbols and rules that enable us to communicate. Though the use of 

language we are able to transmit complex and subtle ideas. In this context, language has 

both a symbolic function and an interactive function. The former allows us to externalize 

our thoughts using various symbols and the latter allows us to make things happen. 

Understanding language as a as a system of symbols supports the idea that language does 

not ‘reflect’ reality but rather constructs it by reinforcing a particular view of reality 

(Chandler 2020). Bourdieu foregrounded this discussion in his argument that language not 

only fills symbolic and interactive functions but is also a mechanism of power (1991 p. 24). 

Thus, linguistic interactions are manifestations of peoples’ positions in society and affects 

who has the right to participate in conversations and by extension in society, and to what 

degree. As such, language has a powerful impact in society as it influences distribution of 

power and wealth, particularly in an under-literate society such as pre-independent India. 

As a sociological construct, language is not only a tool of cultural expression but also a mode 

for the cultural transmission of entire value systems that holds within itself popular norms, 

societal modalities, customs, and way of life for a group of people at a particular period 

(LaDousa 2005, 2010). Aside from hierarchical ordering, language defines the borders that 

exclude those with a particular language from those who have not acquired it (Kothari 2013 

p. 67). Consequently, already from the start the idea of language policy and planning in India 

was fraught with anxieties and tensions. Gandhi, Tandon and others engaged in the 

language policy debate understood that language was a marker of if identity and 

identification. Secondly, they understood that language acts as an emotional and cultural 

glue that binds people together. However, creating a plan that would bring the country’s 
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multitudinous language diversity under one language without coercion or force that could 

potentially alienate existing linguistic sub-nationalisms or exacerbate existing language 

debates was a challenge. In this respect, the idea of language is itself conflictual; it may be a 

goal to aspire to and strive for but, the outcomes of language policy and planning is not a 

guarantee of equality or even equal opportunity. The challenge therefore was to create 

social cohesiveness around the issue of language such that ‘one’ could be identified as ‘a 

language of the people.’ Given the discussion above, the task for Indian nationalists was to 

select a language that would at a minimum fulfil the following criteria: first, it should fulfil 

growing nationalistic aspirations in a free and independent India; second, the language 

should bind the nation together; third it should bring the country’s multitudinous language 

diversity under one language and fourth, the task should preferably be accomplished 

without coercion or force. 

When there is no state 

Because of its conflictual nature, decisions concerning language and language policy and 

planning are often roles for the State. In a democracy, where all citizens’ rights must be 

considered, the State can mitigate language conflicts by implementing an inclusive language 

policy that guarantees and safeguards even the rights of non-elite groups. However, for this 

to occur it must be clear to citizens that all politics and administration will be conducted in a 

language they understand. Further, the chosen language should offer opportunities to 

challenge elite conceptions and pave the way for social and economic development and 

justice for all members of the language group. Ultimately, the chosen language must create 

a social cohesiveness such that it can be identified as ‘a language of the people.’1 

But what happens when there is no state? In the Indian context, freeing the country from 

British colonialism required engaging in nation-building efforts to replace British rule. A 

central focus of mobilization efforts was around the Hindi-Urdu, Hindi-Hindustani language 

debates. The citation from Grierson reveals the conundrum nationalists planning for a new 

language in India after British rule faced. When the three criteria presented above are 

included, it becomes clear that the question of which language would be the national 

 
1 This argument can be traced back to Durkheim but has been expanded and developed by sociolinguists, see 
for example, LaDousa 2005 and Brekhus 1998. 
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language of an independent India was filled with conflicts and ambivalences already from 

the beginning. 

My queries concerning Grierson’s statement has guided my curiosity as I explored the 

language debate in India. Wessler (2014) compares the Indian language debate to the 

language debate that arose in the Balkan countries over differences between Serbian, 

Croatian and Bosnian (Wessler 2014 p. 75, Hasnain and Rajyashree 2003 p. 1). Clearly, the 

Balkan crisis was about language, but discourses of political mobilization for separate 

languages hide underlying, sometimes poorly veiled discourses for separate states. 

Wessler’s arguments calls to question whether it is language as such that is the focus, or if 

rather language is used as a vehicle to mobilize around other underlying issues, such as 

political struggles, and power. 

Just because of its conflictual nature, decisions concerning language and language policy 

and planning are often roles for the State. In a democracy, where all citizens’ rights must be 

considered, the State can mitigate language conflicts by implementing an inclusive language 

policy that guarantees and safeguards even the rights of non-elite groups. However, for this 

to occur it must be clear to citizens that all politics and administration will be conducted in a 

language they understand. Further, the chosen language should offer opportunities to 

challenge elite conceptions and pave the way for social and economic development and 

justice for all members of the language group. Ultimately, the chosen language must create 

a social cohesiveness such that it can be identified as ‘a language of the people.’2 

The process of language planning in the newly independent India reveals how debaters 

approached their task. Despite long-standing Congress policy that the national language of 

India should be Hindustani in both Devanagari and Urdu scripts as well as Gandhi’s 

affirmation of the secular credentials of the Congress, the Hindustani position was 

untenable. After Independence, efforts to reach a consensus on a single national language 

were debated officially in the Constituent Assembly. These debates led to a language policy 

that was codified in Part XVII of the Indian Constitution along with the 8th schedule in 

reference to articles 344 and 351 (which specify the languages of India for purposes 

mentioned in these 2 articles) (Constitution of India 2020). The constitution does not 

 
2 This argument can be traced back to Durkheim but has been expanded and developed by sociolinguists, see 
for example, LaDousa 2005 and Brekhus 1998. 
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mention a national language. Instead it defined the Official Languages of the Union. Ratified 

26 January 1950, the Constitution stated that the Official Language the of the Union shall be 

Hindi in Devanagari script. The Constitution also provided for continuing the use of English 

in official work of the Union for a period of fifteen years (until 1965). Indian language policy 

gives full freedom to union states to choose any language or languages spoken in regions as 

their regional languages and to have one or more of them as official languages. However, 

Hindi’s hegemony as a possible national language in the future was institutionalized in §351 

which stated that: “Directive for development of the Hindi language It shall be the duty of 

the Union to promote the spread of the Hindi language, to develop it so that it may serve as 

a medium of expression for all the elements of the composite culture of India and to secure 

its enrichment by assimilating without interfering with its genius, the forms, style and 

expressions used in Hindustani and in the other languages of India specified in the Eighth 

Schedule, and by drawing, wherever necessary or desirable, for its vocabulary, primarily on 

Sanskrit and secondarily on other languages” (Article 351 of Indian Constitution). 

As the 15-year period for re-evaluation of the status of English approached, groups from 

both sides - the pro-Hindi and oppositional groups, primarily from non-Hindi speaking states 

debated head-to-head the language issue. Non-Hindi speaking communities especially in the 

South, became wary of the potential threat to their own languages of an unrestrained ’Hindi 

Imperialism (Orsini 1996 p. 221). A compromise was reached in the Languages Act of 1963, 

which extended the official status of English and the Amendment in 1967, which came into 

effect to guarantee the indefinite use of Hindi and English as official languages (Languages 

Act in of 1963 amended 1967). 

Aim, purpose and research questions 

To explore and discuss the struggle to establish Hindi as the national language in a free and 

independent India the specific aim of this paper is to examine how the struggle for a 

national language was used to advance political, social causes or even personal goals and to 

discuss the impact of the struggle for present day India. Two research questions are posed; 

first, what ambivalences arise as individuals attempt to navigate and situate themselves in 

ongoing debates about Hindi? Secondly, what role does the use of a Hindi language 

vocabulary play in this struggle? 
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To discuss these questions, the study analyses Hindi vocabulary from selected excerpted 

texts supported by secondary material. In this process, remaining cognizant that the 

continued struggles for consensus around the language question is a work in progress 

Bourdieu’s (1991) theory of social capital is adopted as analytical tool to guide the study. 

This theoretical perspective is useful when examining social, intellectual, and economic 

resources brought to bear in the labyrinth of arguments, political moves, and social 

discourses to create the ‘right’ language. 

The paper is organized in the following manner. Chapter Two presents Bourdieu’s social 

capital theory and relates the perspective adopted to the research questions. Chapter three 

presents the method used to select and extract data as well as the descriptive results. The 

analyses are presented in three separate chapters. Chapter Four examines the Tandon and 

Gandhi texts excerpts in dialogue with language debates and political ambitions that 

culminated with the Constituent Assembly decision in 1949. Chapter Five examines Gulzar’s 

text excerpt in light of his position as member of the cultural elite but also as representative 

of a generation that experienced the trauma of linguistic diaspora. In Chapter Six, how 

language as a bearer of social capital differentiated by gender and caste is examined in 

dialogue with a text excerpt of Priyanka Sonkar. Chapter Seven presents the findings and 

concludes the paper.  
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Chapter Two - Social Capital Theory and Language 

 

“The official language is bound up with the state, both in its genesis and in its 

social uses. It is in the process of state formation that the conditions are created 

for the constitution of a unified linguistic market, dominated by the official 

language.” (Bourdieu 1991 p. 45) 

 

Bourdieu on language 

Bourdieu theorizes linguistic symbolic capital as central to institutional processes of 

symbolic domination, since conventional language practices serve to establish the 

normality, the everydayness of institutional processes. Language norms are a key aspect of 

institutional norms, and reveal ideologies, which legitimate (or contest) institutional 

relations of power (Heller 1995: 373). In this process the State intervenes through social 

mechanism of the play of power to designate a language as ‘official’ or ‘standard’, which 

legitimizes its entry into the category of legitimate language. However, the process of 

selecting this ‘official’ or ‘standard’ language is contentious. As Bourdieu notes, “[T]he 

official language is bound up with the State, both in its genesis and in its social uses. It is in 

the process of state formation that the conditions are created for the constitution of a 

unified linguistic market, dominated by the official language” (Bourdieu 1991 p. 45). At the 

same time, the imposition of an ‘Official’ language reveals the outcome of language 

conflicts, Bourdieu argues that, “[A]ll linguistic practices are measured against the legitimate 

practices, e. g. the practices of those who are dominant” (Bourdieu 1991 p. 53). Bourdieu 

(1991 pp. 50-51) defines symbolic domination as the ability of certain social groups to 

exercise control over others by establishing their view of reality, their norms - both cultural 

and linguistic, and their cultural practices - as the most valued ones.  

In Bourdieu’s view, the official language is the legitimate language and thus is imbued with 

symbolic capital. This should not be understood to mean that a language becomes 

legitimate by being declared an official language. As Bourdieu notes, “the official language is 

bound up with the state, both in its genesis and in its social uses. It is in the process of state 

formation that the conditions are created for the constitution of a unified linguistic market, 
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dominated by the official language” (1991 p. 45). Further, he says, “[A]ll linguistic practices 

are measured against the legitimate practices e.g., the practices of those who are 

dominant” (p. 53). This brings in the notion of power and how it plays out in relation to 

different forms of capital. 

Bourdieu – capital and field 

In his book Language and Symbolic Power (Bourdieu 1991) hypothesized two concepts that 

are of central importance for this study, ‘capital’ and ‘field’. In the Discourse of Linguistic 

Capital: Language and Economic Policy Planning in Singapore, (Silver 2005) argues that by 

shedding light on how boundaries of fields of politics, education, commerce, and religion 

intersect, and how institutions and individuals situate themselves in relation to these fields, 

Bourdieu’s discussion of language and symbolic capital offers a holistic view of how various 

forms capital can be used at all levels of society in the struggle for language hegemony. 

Bourdieu argues that capital has four guises with economic capital as the root of the other 

three. The various forms of capital function in relation to each other in terms of their 

possible conversions. Economic capital is directly convertible into material wealth. Cultural 

capital on the other hand entails accumulated knowledge and skills and how those are 

realized through institutions or objects. Thus, cultural capital is potentially, but not directly, 

convertible into economic capital. Furthermore, cultural capital is fundamental to the 

individual and his/her predispositions. Social capital refers to the aggregate of an 

individual’s group memberships and social connections. It may be convertible into economic 

capital through mutual agreement but, more importantly, social capital depends on 

symbolic exchanges which allow it to be established and maintained. Symbolic capital is 

conceptualised as accumulated prestige or honour. Symbolic capital derives out of any or all 

of the other forms of capital when those forms are recognized as legitimate (Bourdieu 

(1987) cited in Calhoun 1993 p. 70). In this study we are particularly interested in how 

symbolic capital functions to legitimatize power relations. Bourdieu conceptualizes ‘field’ as 

network of objective relations between positions resulting from the distribution of relevant 

forms of capital actors within a field compete for. Within a field, the actors agree to and 

follow a specific set of rules, which determine which actions are perceived as possible and/ 

or legitimate and which are not. These rules are historically contingent and thus changeable. 

However, while they are not codified, social actors cannot escape these rules without 
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leaving the field. Furthermore, the capital that actors in a field compete for is not limitless 

and each field is determined by the structure of distribution of its respective capital. 

Chouliaraki’s and Fairclough’s (1999 p. 101) definition of linguistic capital is useful in 

conceptualizing the ’field’ Hindi. They state that linguistic capital “is the power conferred 

upon a particular linguistic form, style or dialect associated with the legitimacy or prestige of 

a particular social position – it is crucial in the conversion of other forms of capital into 

symbolic capital.” Consequently, symbolic capital emerges within so called linguistic 

institutions such as the State but also in educational, political, and social institutions. The 

aim of these institutions is to acquire symbolic domination. According to Bourdieu’s 

conceptualization of ‘field’, social actors gain power within a field through the accumulation 

of relevant capital. Their social position is thus always relative to the positions other social 

actors occupy within the field. The structure of the field can therefore be said to represent 

the current state of power relations.  

Bourdieu and social practice 

In order to link Bourdieu’s theory to the on the ground reality of ‘doing language’, 

Fairclough’s concept of practice is adopted. Fairclough defines social practice as the 

relationship between a particular discursive event and the situation, institutions and the 

social structures that frame it. The strength of the concept of practice is, “that it allows 

analysis of social structures to be brought into connection with analysis of social 

(inter)action” Fairclough (2000 p. 167). 

Fairclough outlines four characteristics of practice. First, they are forms of production of 

social life. This characteristic emphasises that people produce their social world. Thus, social 

practices can be characterised in terms of the social relations they produce (Fairclough 

2001:168). Second, all social practices involve identification, the construction of social 

identities – every practice is associated with particular positions for people in terms of 

which, their identities and social relations are specified (Fairclough 2001 p. 168). Third, 

people produce representations of the social world, including representation of themselves. 

People never simply act their representations of their actions and domains of actions are an 

integral part of action, action is thus reflexive. Different representations tend to be 

produced from positions (Fairclough 2000 p. 168). The fourth characteristic recognizes that 

when people reflect on their different positions in relation to specific events or situations, 
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they are caught up in social struggle that may generate social action. Fairclough states that 

practice can refer to a particular social action occurring at a particular time and place or to a 

habitual way of acting, organized in more or less stable networks held in place by social 

relations of power. Shifting articulations of practices within and across networks are linked 

to the shifting dynamics of power and struggles over relations of domination (Fairclough 

2000 p. 170). 

Role of individuals and groups 

Bourdieu argues further that the struggle for language hegemony operates in a market that 

functions in the same way as other markets. In the linguistic marketplace, language 

practices are unequally valued commodities which are used to instantiate, perpetuate, and 

challenge regimes of social authority (Bourdieu 1991). Groups use their power to construct 

meaningful differences between an imagined homogeneous language devoid of internal 

linguistic variation and practice and the ‘other’ - the outsider. In these struggles the nation is 

often used as a medium to imagine language. The idea of nation, selects and makes certain 

language and ethnic groups more significant, cohesiveness around language, and language 

policy also works to constitute groups out of a social and cultural flux (Brekhus 1998). 

Elite groups tend to have more of all forms of capital. They are able to use their capital to 

formulate ideas about what – in this case language should be. However, to retain their 

hegemony, elite groups must be able to communicate their message to a population that is 

willing to mobilize around the question of interest. Competing elites may choose other 

symbols, or they may define the group differently or may seek to separate one group of 

people from another. The outcome will depend upon which elites can communicate their 

goals most effectively to the mobilizing groups in the society – to those segments who are 

acquiring education moving to towns and seeking employment in modern sectors of the 

economy. On the other hand, marginalized and other communities with less social capital 

must make strategic choices. Some communities may choose to conform to conditions in 

the dominant linguistic marketplace, adopting national ideologies (and language 

competencies) over time, while other communities maintain the marginalized status 

imposed upon them through a lack of actual or perceived access. Still others may continue 

to resist (Bourdieu 1991). Discussing language choice, Brass states that: “Every choice 

regarding a single or multiple language for official and/or educational purposes has 
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consequences for the equalisation or not of life chances, and for the empowerment or 

disempowerment of speakers of different languages” (Brass 2004 p. 354). 

This suggests that language policy, i. e. policy that aims to construct in the designated 

language certain linguistic characteristics that are believed to be both representational and 

emblematic of the country’s cultural history is both political and ideologically exclusionary. 

Language policy also creates ideologies of linguistic differentiation by recognizing (or 

"misrecognizing" differences among linguistic practices, locating, interpreting, rationalizing 

sociolinguistic complexity and identifying linguistic varieties with "typical" persons and 

activity (Bourdieu 1991). At one level there is a possibility of consolidating the benefits of 

the existing privileges of the elite speaking the dominant language. This elitist group claims 

to represent a language that is concerned with particular forms of commonality, which a 

language happens to perform. At another level, elitist claims are looked at with suspicion as 

they are identified in many respects as a repertoire of a particular class. These symbolic 

processes link linguistic forms with social phenomena, which function as a means by which 

people construct ideological representations of differences in linguistic practices. 

Differences once constructed can be used to define 'self' against some imagined 'other'. The 

aim of the language policy project is to construct durable links between linguistic practice 

and certain social groups. This analytical strategy helps explain how modern Hindi was able 

to emerge in an independent India, where previously the country had lacked a common 

national language. 

Certain language practices can be conceptualized as conferring symbolic capital on 

competent practitioners. Consequently, social actors adopt one of two types of strategies 

according to their position in the field: While the actors occupying a dominant position 

adopt strategies aimed at preserving the state of affairs and their dominance within the 

field, those aspiring to better their position, adopt subversive strategies aimed at drawing 

the established order into question. These struggles are the bases for historic change within 

fields. While opponents are unified through their shared believe in the rules and the 

legitimate stakes within a field, there is constant social struggle over power and prestige i.e., 

the accumulation of specific capital forms, the (de)legitimation of rules, the symbolic surplus 

value of prestige and as a consequence over the position of the actors within the field of 

social classes. The structure of the field thus represents the state of power relations and 



17 
 

therefore the state of distribution of the field specific capital accumulated through earlier 

struggles and determining the course of later struggles. 

Symbolic domination assumes on the part of those who comply with it some form of 

complicity, which is neither passive submission to external constraint nor a free adherence 

to values. Bourdieu (1991) argues that this is a long and slow process wherein individuals 

unnoticeably are indoctrinated and adjust to existing linguistic conditions. Their possibility 

to accept or reject linguistic conditions depends on the linguistic capital they hold. This 

suggests that the notion of power and how it plays out in relation to different forms of 

capital has a significant role in outcomes. Consequently, the question of language is never 

neutral. The aims and motives for engaging in language policy, even in the interest of the 

nation, creates anxieties whereby elites try to maintain social authority and linguistic capital 

through language policies and marginalized groups try to respond to, negotiate, and 

consume language policy (Spolsky 2004). Therefore, it is always in the interest of 

governments, and other dominant elite groups to use their power to establish or maintain a 

particular language as the language of government, business, education, and the language 

of culture. 
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Chapter Three - Method and Descriptive Analyse 

 

“My view is that there is not an external relationship ‘between’ language and 

society, but an internal and dialectical relationship. Language is a part of society; 

linguistic phenomena are social phenomena of a special sort, and social 

phenomena are (in part) linguistic phenomena.” (Fairclough 2001 p. 23) 

 

Method and material 

To explore the ambivalences that arise as individuals as social actors attempt to 

navigate and situate themselves in the production and re-production of the field 

‘Hindi’, I analyse the choice of words four authors use to express themselves in Hindi. I 

argue that words have power and that the authors studied use their words as social 

actors to influence how language, language policy and planning are constructed.  

The texts consisting of 151-154 words are excerpted from fours sources:  

Letter M. K. Gandhi to P. D. Tandon (Shackle and Snell 1990 p. 146) 

Excerpt letter P.D. Tandon to M. K. Gandhi (Shackle and Snell 1990 p. 146) 

Excerpt: Do log [Two People] (Gulzar 2017 p. 112) 

Excerpt: book review of Samkaleen Narivaad aur Dalit Stri Pratirodh 

[Contemporary Feminism and Resistance of Dalit Women] (Sonkar 2014) 

In the first stage of the analyse the words in each text was counted. The Oxford 

Dictionary of Hindi and the on-line dictionary at University of Chicago combined South 

Asian Dictionary were used to translate each word into English. In the following stage 

all grammar words were removed. In stage three, the dictionaries were used to 

determine which of the four Hindi vocabulary word classes each remaining word 

belonged to. 

Definitions 

The definition of the four vocabulary word classes used are as follows:  
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tatsam defined as unchanged Sanskrit loanwords that are used in the Hindi language 

or more specifically, words that are the same as Sanskrit.  

tadbhav defined as loanwords inherited from Sanskrit. These words have changed and 

evolved throughout history and are therefore not exactly like their Sanskrit originals. 

These words may have different forms but are constructed out of Sanskrit.  

deśī words are vocabulary words that have their origin in India but do not fit into the 

tatsam or tadbhav word classes. In this presentation, compound words composed of 

tatsam/tadbhav words and videśī words used to create a specific Hindi word are 

counted as deśī words. An example is the word beṭe-beṭiyāṁ [sons-daughters]. 

videśī words are defined as loanwords originating from other languages/geographies 

outside of India. 

Descriptive results 

The descriptive results from the first and second stages are presented in Table 1. A 

total of 609 words were excerpted from the four texts. Of these the majority were 

grammar words. Grammar words included verbs, personal pronouns, conjunctions, 

adverbs and specific to Hindi post-prepositions. The largest number of grammar words 

were found in Gandhi’s text followed by Gulzar, Sonkar and Tandon. In total, grammar 

comprised 64.7 per cent of the total number of words. This left 215 word or 35.3 per 

cent of words to analyse by word class. 

Table 1. Presentation of excerpted texts, total words in per cent and words to 
analyse 

Text excerpt  
from 

Total Words Grammar 
Words 

Percent of Total 
Word 

Words remaining to 
analyse 

Gandhi 151 103 68.2 48 

Tandon 154 94 61.0 60 

Gulzar 152 100 65.8 52 

Sonkar 152 97 63.8 55 

Total 609 394 64.7 215 
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Table 2 presents the descriptive results from stage three analyses. The tatsam, tadbhav, 

deśī and videśī words in total number and per cent for each of the excerpted texts are 

presented. A glance at the table shows that the highest number and percentage of tatsam 

words were found in the Tandon and Sonkar excerpts. The highest number and percentage 

of videśī words was found in the Gulzar excerpt. In all of the excerpts, tadbhav and deśī 

words were less often used compared to tatsam and videśī words. The table also shows that 

the Gulzar excerpt was an outlier at both ends of the spectrum, the text included only one 

tatsam word or 1.9 percent but 29 videśī words. Gulzar’s text alone accounted for 55.8 per 

cent of all videśī words analysed. 

Table 2. Presentation of word analysed for word class 

Text 
excerpt  
from 

Total 
Words 

tatsam % tadbhav % deśī % videśī % 

Gandhi 48 26 54.2 3 6.3 5 10.4 14 29.2 

Tandon 60 32 53.3 9 15.0 7 11.7 12 20.0 

Gulzar 52 1 1.9 10 19.2 12 23.1 29 55.8 

Sonkar 55 33 60.0 5 9.1 4 7.3 13 23.6 

Total 215 92  27  28  68  

 

A more accurate description of word usage in the excerpts is obtained if the focus is on 

number of unique words, i. e. the number of times the same word is used within an excerpt. 

The results of this analyse is presented in Diagram 1.  
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Diagram 1. Unique words by excerpt and number 

 

 

The diagram shows the number of unique words in each word class used in each excerpt. 

The excerpts with the most unique words are excerpts from Tandon and Sonkar followed by 

Gandhi. The difference is also clear when compared with Table 2, for example, while Gandhi 

used a total of 26 tatsam words only 14 of these were unique, the other words were 

repetitions. The Gulzar excerpt is exceptional in that the texts contains the most unique 

videśī and deśī words and is tied with Tandon for unique tadbhav usage. 
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Chapter Four - Hindi ambivalences and conflicts - what are we fighting for? 

 

“Our language is the reflection of ourselves, and if you tell me that our languages 

are too poor to express the best thought then I say that the sooner we are wiped 

out of existence, the better for us.” (Gandhi 1916)3 

 

Introduction 

In the quote from his speech at Benares University, Gandhi is arguing for the superiority of 

Indian vernaculars in English at a University dedicated to the preservation of Sanskrit to a 

predominantly Indian, upper-caste, upper-class, male audience. It is significant that he is 

speaking English. Gandhi’s speech presents a dilemma, on the one hand he voices a sincere 

desire to raise the status of Indian vernaculars, on the other he can only communicate his 

message in the language of the colonizer. Historically, there has not been one dominant 

language across Northern India apart from among the elites and in higher education. In 

other parts of the country other regional languages dominated. English was not only the 

language of the colonizers it was also the language of India’s elite, and on this occasion, 

Gandhi could be assured that he was understood by everyone in his audience. 

It is often said that in India there was a language of ritual and religion, the language of court 

and elite, the language of education and literature and the language of home and 

neighbourhood. Traditionally, Sanskrit played the elitist role in ancient India, being the 

language of religion, government, and literature. Sanskrit gave way to Persian in most of 

India during Islamic rule giving rise to Urdu, the elite language of the Mughal court. 

Throughout history, regional dialects and languages continued to develop acquiring words 

from Persian, Arabic and Turkish. In northern India, this process produced a lingua franca 

called Hindustani. Hindustani thus, refers to the blended form of Sanskrit, Hindi, and Urdu 

and local vernaculars that developed as various groups of people sought ways to 

communicate with each other. Following the arrival of the East India Company, English 

 
3 Speech at Benares Hindu University, February 6, 1916, in The Collected Works, XIII, 211. Cited in Lelyveld, D. (1993). “The Fate of 

Hindustani: Colonial Knowledge and the Project of a National Language”, in Carol A. Breckenridge and Peter Van der Veer (eds.), 
Orientalism and Post-Colonial Predicament: Perspectives on South Asia. Philadelphia, Univ. of Pennsylvania Press, 1993, p. 208. 
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replaced Urdu as the language of elite classes while regional vernaculars continued to 

evolve among the masses. This is the paradox reflected in the citation above. 

The language and nationalism 

The debate on language became a political question in 19th century in the wake of India’s 

national movement and demands for independence from Great Britain. The question of 

language was closely intertwined with the discourse of nationalism. The need to develop a 

national language stemmed partially from a desire to resist the cultural imperialism of 

British rule and to mobilize efforts for independence but also to create a national language 

that would serve as a crucial element in generating feelings of belonging and togetherness 

in the new nation. Thus, in nationalistic visions of a free India, there was a need to create a 

national language for the new nation.  

However, the task set for Indian nationalists hoping to create a new language for a new 

nation was, given the weak status of Hindi in relation to English and, in the minds of the 

Indo-Muslim elite, to Urdu as well, whether the flexible colloquial Hindi (or Urdu or 

Hindustani); the lingua franca of the masses throughout the country could be standardized 

to fill the role as national language (King 1974). Christopher King summarized the 

discussions from the first annual report in 1894 of the Nagari Pracharini Sabha as one that 

dwelled on the origin of Hindi. In the discussion the fate of Hindi as a language was said to 

mirror that of the ‘Hindu nation’ - united, fallen and now resurgent. The ‘Indianness’, 

naturalness and antiquity of Hindi were emphasized while Urdu was presented an artificial 

and foreign language, derived from a spoken inferior style of Hindi. Hindi was presented as 

the language of India, without further specifications (Aneesh 2010). As King observed, the 

Nagari Pracharini Sabha’s usage of the term Hindi expanded as it moved towards the past 

and contracted as it moved towards the present. To give Hindi a glorious past, one had to 

include all of its elder sisters, but when it came to the present, only the youngest sister Khari 

Boli Hindi – received attention. Thus, Hindi intellectuals could move back to an older past by 

simply expanding the range of languages covered by the term ‘Hindi’ (King 1974 p. 318).  

The Hindi-Urdu controversy of the late nineteenth century was not only a competition 

between old service elites and new groups, a competition for jobs and status; it was also a 

struggle for cultural self-assertion, with several symbolic undertones. Whereas Urdu 

supporters denied Hindi’s existence, and considered it a vulgar and demotic idiom, Urdu 
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was dismissed by Hindi supporters as a spurious offspring of Hindi in a foreign (Persian) 

guise and a reminder of centuries of ‘enslavement’ by alien Muslim rulers (Orsini 1996 p. 

214, Aneesh 2010). Orsini argues that by the mid-1920s Hindi was the established 

preference among Hindi intellectuals and had been adopted by national leaders for 

propaganda purposes. On the opposite side of the debate, Congress continued to argue for 

a compromise formula of Hindi-Hindustani (Orsini 1996 p. 231). With the support of 

educationalist and nationalist the position of Hindi improved. Efforts to create a ‘pure’ Hindi 

distinct from both Hindustani and Urdu were championed by the Hindi Sahitya Sammelan 

that has been created for that purpose. There were also campaigns to establish Hindi as the 

public language in North India, the goal was to make Hindi both the state language as well 

as the national language.  

By mid-1930s the Hindi-Urdu debate had given way to a focus on Hindi-Hindustani. The 

debate was divided into two camps. At one end was the Hindi camp with politicians like 

Tandon who believed that Hindi should be the national language and at the other was 

Gandhi who favoured Hindustani. Within the Hindi camp there were proponents held 

different opinion about how the new Hindi should be constituted. Those like Tandon who 

favoured the independent ‘progress’ of Hindi and who acknowledged its cultural 

separateness from the Perso-Urdu tradition but objected to ‘cleansing’ it of words of 

Persian origins, on the one hand and those who felt that Hindi and Urdu are two different 

languages and argued that Persian and Arabic words should be replaced by Sanskrit 

equivalents (Orsini 1996 p. 215). 

Throughout the 1930s the Hindi-Hindustani controversy raged on in both the literary and 

political spheres. What must be kept in mind in this discussion is that members of both 

camps were also active members of Congress. As educators, leaders, and local politicians in 

local councils these men were themselves among the educated elite. Gould (2002) in his 

attempt to describe some of the historical roots of Congress’s complex relationship with 

multiple forms of Hindu nationalism of which the language question is an integral part, 

argued that it can be partly explained by the subtle and complicated ways in which Congress 

spokespersons have historically imagined the idea of a 'Hindu nation’. In these imaginations, 

Gandhi and Tandon stood at opposite sides in the Hindi-Hindustani debate.  
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Tensions in Congress leadership 

The texts examined to discuss Tandon’s, and Gandhi’s position are excerpted from their 

correspondence in 1945 as presented in Shackle and Snell (1990). As already noted, the 

Tandon and the hindī sāhitya sammēlan [Hindi Sahitya Sammelan] promoted Hindi. Its 

opposing organisation was the hindustānī pracāra sabhā [Hindustani Prachar Sabha] whose 

purpose was the championing of Hindustani. As Shackle and Snell (1990) observe, Gandhi 

had earlier been an advocate of Hindi and was himself elected president of the hindī sāhitya 

sammēlan [Hindi Sahitya Sammelan] in 1918 but had a change of heart and began instead to 

advocate for Hindustani with script in both Devanagari and Nastaliq (Shackle and Snell 

1990:145). Gandhi’s change of heart led to confusion and conflict within the Congress. 

Tandon and his Hindi advocates in the hindī sāhitya sammēlan squared-off with Gandhi and 

his Hindustani advocates in the hindustānī pracāra sabhā. Before discussing the descriptive 

results, a brief description of Tandon’s and Gandhi’s background and position are presented. 

Purushottam Das Tandon (1882-1962) 

In Hindi historical memory, Purushottam Das Tandon (1882-1962), remains linked closely to 

hindī sāhitya sammēlan [Hindi Sahitya Sammelan] and to the advancement of the political 

status of Hindi. As such, his authority stemmed both from his recognized role as a mediator 

between Hindi institutions and Congress, and for his personal tyāg [sacrifice] as a party 

member. He was also a vocal editor and contributor to various literary magazines, worked 

as a local organizer and volunteer for nationalist events and campaigns for Congress. As an 

influential party member, he could use his influence to champion the Hindi cause. Tandon 

was a Socialist who often took a radical, often non-Gandhian approach to politics and 

organisation. According to Gould (2002), Tandon was a front figure for a nationalist ideology 

centred on the representation of an independent India using a Hindu idiom. He persistently 

championed the causes of Hindi versus Urdu, Hindu social reform, Hindu cultural revivalism, 

and Congress Socialism (Gould 2002 p. 632). His position in Hindi Sahitya Sammelan [hindī 

sāhitya sammēlan] also assured him a platform to further the cause of Hindi in education. 

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (1869-1948) 

Indian lawyer, politician, social activist, and writer who became the leader of the nationalist 

movement against the British rule of India. As such, he came to be considered the father of 

his country. After education in England Gandhi returned to India but soon moved to South 
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Africa as a contract lawyer. It was there that he found his calling and honed his skills as a 

leader in the non-violent movement later known as satyagraha. Gandhi returned to India in 

1915 but it was following the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre of Amritsar in 1919 that Gandhi 

made his political move (Metcalf and Metcalf 2006). By 1920, Gandhi had become a 

dominant figure on the political stage. He set about reorganizing the National Congress 

Party from a party for the elite to a grassroots organization (Britannica Academic 2021). 

Central to Gandhi’s interest was the language question. Lelyveld (1993) outlines Gandhi’s 

definitions of Hindi, Hindustani and Urdu and their interrelatedness as varying from time to 

time and from setting to setting, all of which was bound up in his concern about building an 

inclusive nation. In early public appearances he showed support for the Devanagari script 

and for a form of Hindi that included the recognition of Urdu. By the mid-1930s Gandhi had 

formulated an idea of Hindi vs. Hindustani as the difference between a literary standard 

language and a language for oral communication. Then, he shifted to the term “Hindi-

Hindustani” to indicate that he advocated a language that freely used Persian and Arabic or 

words of any other origin. Finally, in 1942, Gandhi concluded that the term “Hindi” had 

become permanently bound up with hostility to Urdu, so he shifted entirely to “Hindustani,” 

forming a new organization, the Society for the Promotion Hindustani [hindustānī pracāra 

sabhā] to promote the cause of Hindustani (Lelyveld 2001 pp. 72-73). Thereafter, he 

resigned from Hindi Sahitya Sammelan [hindī sāhitya sammēlan], which is the subject of his 

correspondence with Tandon. 

Hindi vocabulary as representative of political will 

It is within this context of their ongoing discussions concerning the choice of Hindi or 

Hindustani as the national language of a free and independent India that the text excerpts 

can be analysed. The aim is to explore whether Tandon and Gandhi’s vocabulary usage in 

the excerpts reflect their positions in the Hindi-Hindustani debate? Is Tandon’s text an 

exemplar of his idealised Hindi? How inclusive of Hindustani is Gandhi’s text? That is, how 

well is their language politics represented in their correspondence? The descriptive analysis 

of Tandon’s excerpt showed that of the 60 words included in the analyse 32 were tatsam 

words, about 53 percent of the analysed words. In Gandhi’s text, 48 words were analysed 

and of these 26 were tatsam or about 54 percent. When we consider the total number of 

words Tandon’s excerpt included 9 tadbhav words or 15 percent and Gandhi’s excerpt only 
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3 words or 6.3 percent. Use of deśī words revealed minimal difference between the writers, 

Gandhi with 5 words (10.4 percent) and Tandon 7 words (11.7 percent). Further, both 

Tandon and Gandhi excerpts included videśī words; Gandhi with words 14 compared to 

Tandon’s 12 words composing 29 20 percent respectively) of the total analysed text. In 

contrast to Shackle and Snell (1990) who found that both writers’ texts were heavily 

influenced by English, the words examined and discussed in this paper found few English 

words, instead the majority of videśī words were of Perso-Arabic origin (Shackle and Snell 

1990:145). When we consider the joint usage of a ‘Hindi’ vocabulary the results show that 

about 80 percent of Tandon’s words were tatsam, tadbhav or desi words, for Gandhi the 

combined usage was about 70 percent4. This would suggest that Tandon uses a śuddh Hindi 

vocabulary with inclusion of videśī words only when they cannot be avoided. Gandhi text 

differs from Tandon’s in his use of videśī words. A look at Diagram 1 shows that Gandhi also 

uses more unique videśī words. This is suggestive that two personal attributes informed 

Gandhi’s word choice. One political, Gandhi wants to champion Hindustani in his 

correspondence and his use of videśī words is a part of his campaign for Hindustani or 

alternately the greater use of videśī words can be traced to Gandhi’s background. With 

Gujarati as his native vernacular and Hindi as a ‘learned’ language, perhaps adopting a 

pronounced Perso-Arabic vocabulary was more comfortable. In their analysis of the Gandhi 

– Tandon correspondence, Shackle and Snell conclude that Tandon’s Hindi is more formal 

and reflects the literary style of the Sanskritized register, while Gandhi’s Hindi is simple and 

unpretentious (Shackle and Snell 1990 p. 145). Tandon was aware that he always had 

recourse to a higher “quality” of Hindi than did Gandhi. This linguistic capital could be used 

to even the playing field between the two men. Tandon was careful to show respect to 

Gandhi as the leader of Congress and as the acclaimed leader in the struggle for Indian 

independence, however this respect did not deter him pursuing from his political goal of 

campaigning for Hindi as the national language. In this context, Tandon was prepared to be 

a contender, waiting his moment in time. 

 
4 A two-tail t-test of the difference in mean showed no significant difference between Tandon and Gandhi’s 
words. This is as expected due to the small sample size, therefore, the t-test result is not included. 
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Gandhi and Tandon as social actors in the linguistic market 

A social capital analyse show that we are dealing with two powerful men. Both are among 

the elite in society and in the Congress Party. Gandhi us the undisputed leader of the party 

and has more political capital at his disposal. Tandon on the other hand was a Congress 

functionary with a broad base among local elites, educators, and the literati, thus on the 

issue of language he could muster more cultural capital to his cause. For both the question 

of language was closely intertwined with the discourse of nationalism. Language in fact, in 

nationalist rhetoric, was to be a crucial element in creating a feeling of belonging and 

togetherness, in a word a community that transcended boundaries of language, literacy and 

status. Each man had an idea about the role of language in an independent India. As a 

nationalist, Tandon’s advocated for the cultural uniqueness of India and for him Hindi was 

the medium through which to emphasize differences between India and the West. Gould 

observed that although he advocated a broad-based social movement, Tandon was not 

averse to using the idea of religion to mobilize it: 'The whole atmosphere will have to be 

changed by strenuous real work amongst the masses in a manner that will appeal to their 

imagination.’ (Cited in Gould 2002 p. 648).  

Gandhi recognized the need for a national language, but his scepticism to Hindi in the form 

advocated by Tandon rested on two positions. First, at the personal level as pointed out 

previously, he learned Hindi as an adult primarily in his dealings with clients in South Africa. 

Consequently, Gandhi was insecure in both written and spoken Hindi and often apologized 

for his imperfections (Lelyveld 2001). In this respect, he was no match for Tandon’s 

eloquent style and speech. Secondly, Gandhi recognized that he was not alone, the majority 

of India’s population in the Hindi belt did not speak the Hindi advocated by Tandon. 

Gandhi’s stand differed from Tandon’s, partly because his was aiming at conciliation and 

compromise between the various groups, but also because he rejected the cultural 

hegemony of Hindi. His aim was a language that would overarch the diversities of region 

and religion and other lines of cultural and linguistic division. In general, Gandhi’s argued for 

a common language that would represent not only the urban elite, but that would be 

inclusive of the millions of illiterate backward peoples and oppressed people in villages. For 

Gandhi, Hindustani was a practical choice, as it represented the most commonly spoken 

language of north Indian urban and literate settings and was widely understood in villages of 
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the region as well. Further, he hoped that with its inclusive quality, Hindustani would stop 

the growing split between the Muslim-Hindu communities. 

In his book Imagined communities: Reflections on the origin and spread of nationalism 

(1983) Benedict Andersson reflected on the centrality of a shared language for nation-

building. Andersson argued that a common element found in classical communities was a 

sacred language that mobilized diverse groups into one culture and concluded that language 

has the power to influence diverse people to form into an imagined and homogenized 

community based on this shared language. From the discussion above it becomes clear that 

Tandon and Gandhi’s view of the imagined new nation differed. Gandhi advocated for a 

language policy that would be inclusive of not only the religious diversity of India but also of 

the language diversity of the village, and the bazar. Tandon on the other hand, was 

interested in mobilizing around the idea of a sacred language, a language reminiscent of a 

glorious mythical past. Both Gandhi and Tandon as leaders for rival language elites, strove to 

attach value to opposing linguistic symbols and to increase their differentiation from each 

other. By exploiting the concept of nationalism and mobilizing a narrative of ‘we’ versus 

‘them’ Tandon capitalized on perceived differences between Hindus and Muslims interests. 

Tandon’s mobilization efforts were more successful and in 1945 Gandhi resigned from the 

Hindi Sahitya Sammelan. By this time Gandhi’s Hindustani language compromise had been 

successfully marginalised by Tandon and other Hindi ideologues. 
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Chapter Five - The mood of gaṅgā yamunā in Gulzar’s do log 

 

tere binā zindagī se koī śikvā 

to nahīṁ 

to nahīṁ 

śikvā nahīṁ 

tere binā zindagī bhī lekin zindagī 

to nahīṁ 

to nahīṁ 

zindagī nahīṁ 

(Excerpt from Gulzar song tere binā zindagī se koī from the film Aandhi 1975) 

 

Introduction 

India’s long-awaited independence in 1947 began with a trauma. The forced migration of 

millions of people when India was divided into two politically independent nation states 

India and Pakistan. The trauma of partition profoundly affected the lives of millions of 

people who had until Partition had belonged to one geographical country, among these 

were Gulzar’s family. Born 1934 as Sampooran Singh Kalra into a Sikh family in the small-

town Dina in Jhelum district of what is now Pakistan. During Partition, the family was forced 

to move, first from Dina to Amritsar and later to Delhi. The book do log [Two People] tells 

the story of this traumatic period from Gulzar’s perspective. 

Gulzar began his career not as a literary persona but as a lyricist in the movie industry. 

Writing film song lyrics and film scripts for among others the famous film director Bimal Roy 

for whom he became a full-time assistant. However, he continued to write lyrics and film 

scripts for other directors. In 1971, he directed his first film mere apne, followed by many 

more. An entire Wikipedia page is given to his movie career, as lyricist, script/dialogue 

writer and director. In the movie industry he is known for his consistency of style and theme 

and is credited with using his creative talents to highlight the problems of common people 

in a period when India was experiencing strong social change. 
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Language and trauma linguistic diaspora 

Although Gulzar made his mark in the film industry, he is also a well-known poet and writer 

of literary fiction. He writes in Hindustani using the Nastaliq script, but is fluent in Urdu, 

Panjabi and Bengali and of course English (Das 2015, Bashir 2013). For Gulzar Hindustani is a 

flexible and living language on a continuum between highly Sanskritized Hindi and 

Persianised-Arabicized Urdu. The brilliance of Hindustani is that it can be written in both 

Nastaliq and Devanagari a quality that Gulzar takes advantage of. Writing in Hindustani, he 

claims allows him to express the moods and emotions of Indian culture and history through 

his characters. When Hindustani fails him, he is not averse to using English as a means to 

communication.  

“maiṁne kośiś kī hai ki jubān pūrī tarah se hindustānī rahē, jis mēṁ urdū yā 

hindī kā mil-jul gangā yamunā mizāj milī hai| kahīṁ kahīṁ donoṁ kī madad sē 

aur kabhī kabhī aṁgrezī ke istemāl se bhī bāt pahuṁcā dēne kī kōī hai|” (cited in 

Bashir 2013 p. 62) 5 

An illustrative example is the song text presented above. Although English words are 

excluded, in the text Gulzar captures the mood with two words with Persian origin, zindagī 

[life] and śikvā [compliant] and uses them to express the emotions of a couple who has lost 

their way in their marriage but who are clearly trying to make the best of a bad situation. 

This ability to code switch between Hindustani, sometimes using a majority Hindi and 

sometimes Urdu vocabulary gives the writer a greater flexibility to express creativity. In 

modern, India code-switching in everyday spoken and written dialogue is common (Orsini 

2015). Although code-switching takes place at all levels of society it is a particular form of 

code-switching that Gulzar participates in. It is both inclusive for those who have and 

understands the codes and exclusive for those who do not. To code-switch is a signal that 

one belongs to a certain echelon of society, with a clear understanding of which words can 

be switched out as well as where in the written text the switch can take place i.e., that one 

understands the rules that govern this specific form of cultural capital. Although code-

switching has a long history, Orsini argues that from the 1990s onward there seems to be a 
 

5 Transliteration is according to McGregor’s rules. The original trans. in Bashir p. 62. is as follows: “Maine 
koshish kee hai ki zuban poori tarah se Hindustani rahe, jis me urdu or hindi ka mila-jula ganga jamuna mizaaj 
milta hai. Kahin kahin dono ki madad se aur kabhi kabhi angrezee ke istemaal se bhi baat pahuncha dene ki 
kosis kee hai.” In English [I have tried to write entirely in Hindustani, which is a blend of Urdu and Hindi. At 
times, I have taken help from both, and sometimes I have used English to communicate the message.] 
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preference for code-switching in media and communication, even at the governmental level 

(Orsini 2015). 

Based on his own statement, Gulzar uses code-switching as a deliberate attempt to use 

language to elicit a certain mood – to create an emotive reminiscence of time and history. In 

do log he aims to help the reader envision through language the trauma of Partition (Sama 

2016). Using this language strategy Gulzar’s is able to write a text about a traumatic 

historical period using a vocabulary that manages to convey the trauma of Partition in an 

easily accessible manner to a modern code-switching reader but at the same time links the 

text to the past and a vocabulary that is reminiscent of times gone by for an older 

generation - a period when Hindustani was the idiom used to communicate in ghar [the 

house] and bāhir [outside], before people on both sides of the border where forced to 

choose Hindi or Urdu.  

The mood of Ganga and Yamuna in do log 

The text excerpt from do log [Two People] is an example of Gulzar’s language strategy. The 

descriptive analysis showed that 55.8 per cent of Gulzar’s text were videśī words and nearly 

equal percentages (10 and 12 per cent respectively) tadbhav and deśī words. A further 

descriptive analyse of videśī words reveal that 55 per cent are of Perso-Arabic origin and 45 

per cent English.  

The following are three examples of how Gulzar makes deliberate use of videśī words. The 

first is use of in the English word for refugee [रेफ़्यूजी] instead of the Sanskrit tatsam word 

śaraṇārthī [refugee]. This choice of word suggest that Gulzar is appealing to a younger 

audience where refugee is more commonly used in news and other media and the word 

would be a part of their ordinary vocabulary. The choice of the Arabic word mulk [country] 

instead of the Sanskrit deś [country] for country is used to create what Gulzar calls the 

mood of the times, with reference to the mixture of Hindi-Urdu that pervaded the region at 

Partition. The third example also references the special mood Gulzar is trying to create. In 

this case, Gulzar first uses the English word kaimp [camp] to describe the refugee camp but 

instead of continuing with the expected English word for tents ṭeṃṭoṃ [tents], he describes 

the number of tents at the campsite using the Arabic word khaim [campsite]. The deliberate 

choice of the English and Arabic words asks the reader to consider the situation for refugees 
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as both modern and global. Gulzar’s choice of vocabulary is perhaps also closely tied to his 

ambitions to present a relative easily read text for an audience that is open to so-called 

Hinglish i.e., the manner in which educated Indians speak and write by combining or 

interspersing English words in Hindi. 

Code-switching gives an air of being global, of keeping up with the times, but also as a 

reflection of acquired social capital. For Gulzar, code- switching between other languages 

and English is his way of connecting both with the past and the present, by doing so he 

embraces language as an unfinished process (Kiran 2018). To allow his use of language to 

change as the society changes is a way of acknowledging to his audience that he is keeping 

abreast of change and that his literature is for the modern reader. Thus, the choice to write 

in Hindustani is a conscious cultural statement. 

Language strategy and language politics  

Gulzar’s language strategy also has a political dimension. Officially, the agitation for 

Hindustani as the language of India ended in 1949 when the Congress dominated 

Constituent Assembly of the Indian Union agreed to make Hindi in Devanagari script one of 

the official languages of India (the other official language was English). With the ratification 

of the Indian Constitution in 1950 Gandhi’s dream of Hindustani written in both Devanagari 

and Nastaliq scripts as the national language of India was truly dead. Writing about 

Hindustani, Rai argues that the conflation of language with nationalism and nation-states 

formation weakened Hindustani at the same time as it sharpened the divide between Hindi-

Urdu on religious lines. The Partition in 1947 was the proverbial last nail in the coffin for 

Hindustani. The immediate context of the partition of India could not let Hindustani 

"command any significant constituency" (Rai 2000:113).  

As a first-generation intellectual in post-independent India, Gulzar was well aware of the 

Hindi-Urdu debate. It was a lived experience for him and his family who were among those 

who migrated as result of Partition. Do log is a testament to that experience. Thus, for 

Gulzar writing in Hindustani using Nastaliq script can be seen as a political act, a refusal to 

separate that which is not separable. He hints at the political positioning that underwrites 

his language strategy in an interview. When asked why he changed his name from 

Sampooran Singh Kalra to Gulzar he replied: 
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“I gave myself the name Gulzar because I wanted to free myself from any kind of 

religious or communal associations. That is the only way to survive in this 

country where brainlessness is symbolised by caste and communal identity.” 

(One India One People) 

In the same way that he changed his name, choosing to write in Hindustani leaves Gulzar 

free to voice the pain of Partition in a way that Hindi in its standardised format cannot do. 

At the same time, he is positioning himself as a participant in the language debate. The lack 

of Sanskrit and reliance on Hindi mixed with everyday English can be read as participating in 

in the debate concerning Indian Government’s controversial directive urging civil servants to 

use non-Sanskritized ‘simple Hindi’ when writing files (Orsini 2015). On the other hand, the 

use of - Perso-Arabic words make use of the Hindi-Urdu mix of Hindustani as an expression 

of a desired lingua franca. 

Gulzar in his language strategy is paying tribute to the Hindi-Urdu-English mixed codes used 

by modern media – television, cinema, etcetera, and by political, economic, and social elites. 

Applying Bourdieu’s social capital perspective, it is possible to conclude that Gulzar’s status 

as a member of the culture elite, a position that has been validated through many years 

work in cinema and as a literary persona and by publicly accepted standards of achievement 

- the Padma Bhushan (2004), Sahitya Academy Award (2002), an Oscar – Award of the 

American Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences (2009), Grammy (2010) and the Dadasaheb 

Phalke Award (2013) to name a few. Gulzar can convert his cultural capital into social capital 

to participate in a language debate where Hindustani for all official purposes is a lost cause. 

However, by continuing to write in Hindustani, he contributes to keeping the language 

relevant not only as the lingua franca of North India but also as a literary form for new 

generation of readers and writers. 

Also, to be considered is his status among the literary and Bollywood elite. With reference 

to Bourdieu, it is clear that Gulzar has acquired enough cultural capital to feel secure in the 

literary field. His position gives him the freedom to question the boundaries of the literary 

field by challenging the rules and to argue for more inclusiveness. Interesting is the way that 

he makes his case by evoking the mood of the Ganga – Yamuna. Here Gulzar uses language 

and specifically Hindustani as a metaphor to evoke the confluence of the two rivers Ganga 

and Yamuna. At the confluence, they flow together as one and are impossible to separate. 
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Like the two rivers, Gulzar argues that Hindustani emerged at the confluence of Hindi and 

Urdu and as such it is embedded in the cultural history of the nation itself. People who read 

his books know what to expect from his language usage and would perhaps be disappointed 

if he wrote in a heavily Sanskritized Hindi literary style. Furthermore, stepping outside of his 

assigned field could create backlash and cries of pretention. Thus, Gulzar’s vocabulary usage 

can be read as confirmation of his status as an elite among the elite in his profession 

presenting a text to his readers in a way that they would find familiar and as expected and 

would confirm their image of themselves as belonging both to India’s past and its present. 
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Chapter Six - Dalit Feminists and Dalit cētanā 

 

“If, in the context of colonial production, the subaltern has no history and cannot 

speak, the subaltern female is even more deeply in shadow.”  

(Spivak 1988 p. 287) 

 

Dalits in literature 

The earliest Dalit literary texts appeared first in Maharasthra in the Marathi language. These 

works were influenced by the accomplishments of Jotirao Phule, a Maharashtrian reformer 

and educator as well as a member of the Shudra caste and Dr B.R. Ambedkar the Dalit social 

reformer and founder of the 20th century Dalit movement. Both Phule and Ambedkar wrote 

of their experiences as minorities and their writings shaped Dalit literature. While Marathi 

Dalit literature emerged on the Indian literary scene in the 1950s and 1960s, it was not until 

the 1990s that Dalit literature in Hindi emerged. Wessler (2020) observes that two monthly 

magazines The Argumentative Common Man [yudhrat ām ādmī] and The Gander [haṃs] 

were two important initiatives that supported the emergence of Hindi Dalit literature and 

were central publications for the introduction of Dalit and Adivasi literature to mainstream 

Hindi literary culture (Wessler 2020 pp. 164-165). Since 1999, the Dalit yearbook in Hindi 

[dalit sāhitya vāṣikī] has become an important publication. 

Dalit consciousness or cētanā as a central concept 

The idea of a Dalit consciousness or cētanā is a central concept in both the creation and 

evaluation of Dalit literature and the anti-caste discourse. From an aesthetic perspective, it 

remains an indispensable aspect in identifying Dalit literature. Omprakash Valmiki explained 

the concept of Dalit cētanā or Dalit consciousness in the following way:  

“Just describing or explaining the pain, sorrow, anguish, exploitation is not Dalit 

consciousness, nor the emotional or eye-watering narration of Dalit pain, which 

is devoid of fundamental consciousness; consciousness has a direct relation with 

perspective which breaks the charm of image of Dalits’ cultural, historical and 

social role. This is called Dalit consciousness. Dalit means someone who is 
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deprived of human rights, someone who has been socially unaccepted. His 

consciousness is what constitutes Dalit consciousness.” (Valmiki 2014, 2019 

cited in Rajak 2020 p. 2). 

Laura Brueck, in “The emerging complexity of Dalit consciousness” (2010) defines cētanā, as 

an experiential and political perspective made up of the first-hand knowledge of caste-

based oppression and atrocity, along with the political goal of a liberating awakening that 

results from the exposure of this atrocity as central to the maintenance of caste hierarchies 

Laura Brueck (2010). Dalit literature is thus, literature where the social identity of the writer 

and her social, economic, cultural experiences of that identity as a minority is the primary 

focus. It is this commitment to social change that is encapsulated in cētanā that defines 

Dalit literature as unique. 

Dalit literature can also be characterised as regional, in the sense that early Dalit writers 

tended to write in their regional languages for a regional audience. Today, Dalits are 

increasingly seeking international readers by choosing to write in English (Kothari 2013, 

Anand 1999). 

The literary form in Dalit literature that has been most prominent is the autobiography. 

Kothari argues that Dalit writers use the autobiographical form as a tool to redefine the 

literary frame by confronting readers with the oppression Dalits face in their everyday lives 

at the hands of the majority society (Hunt 2014). This is done at the irritation of those 

around them and includes not only the upper castes whose hypocrisy they reveal, but also 

the humiliation of the entire community they belong to. To the discomfort of Dalits, 

autobiographies also reveal how the community has internalized caste hegemony (Kothari 

2013 p. 62). 

Dalit literature and feminist critique 

The standards for authenticity and distinctiveness as well as representativity of cētanā 

based on caste oppression has led to a form of mainstreaming in Dalit literature (Brueck 

2010). Beth (2007 p. 562) argues that this constructed Dalit identity is mostly representative 

of a male perspective. Women are underrepresented as writers as well as characters in 

literary writings. Both Brueck (2010) and Hunt Beth (2014) observe a growing criticism of 

the construction of a caste-based collective identity from within the Dalit literature. The 
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concept is critiqued as privileging male-centred rural stories as the “real” Dalit experiences 

while marginalizing the experiences of others. They argue that the concept fails to be 

inclusive of the realities of overlapping identities – Dalit and gender, class, occupation, 

religion (Sheth 2002). Here Dalit women are referring to theories developed to understand 

the overlapping oppression of multiple categories that cannot be addressed separately 

(Crenshaw 1991). For example, one is at once a Dalit, a woman with a certain social class, 

level of education, residing in an urban or rural setting. Specifically, Dalit women have 

particularly critiqued cētanā for its lack of intersectionality as well as its distorted image of 

Dalit women. They claim that cētanā is not inclusive of their lived experiences which 

involves several simultaneous identities – as gendered, belonging to a specific social and as 

Dalit. The intersectionality of theses overlapping identities are reduced to two stereotypical 

types, either as victims in narratives of violence and rape or they are romanticized in 

stereotypical female roles or as heroic rebellious ideals (Crenshaw 1991). These 

presentations of Dalit women are often the driving force behind the male protagonist’s 

struggle for justice and revolt against their oppressors. “The victimized women have little 

voice and are often left by the wayside as the narrative focus turns toward the male agents 

of the recuperation of honour” (Brueck 2012 p. 230). In these narratives, male authors 

speak on behalf of women to illustrate the oppression and suffering of the whole 

community. But as pointed out above, women’s voices are silenced, and they are deprived 

of their autonomy and agency. The result is that by mainstreaming one male-centred Dalit 

identity as authentic, Dalit women find themselves marginalized within the margins (Brueck 

2010, Rege 1998). 

Dalit women writers and activists have tried to problematize the cētanā concept using 

various literary strategies to reject the role of victim by formulating their own standpoint 

theory. Rege articulates this position in the following way: 

 

“A dalit feminist standpoint is seen as emancipatory since the subject of its 

knowledge is embodied and visible […] It places emphasis on individual 

experiences within socially constructed groups and focuses on the hierarchical, 

multiple, changing structural power relations of caste, class, ethnic[ity], which 

construct such a group. It is obvious, that the subject/agent of dalit women’s 
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standpoint is multiple, heterogeneous even contradictory, i.e., that the category 

‘dalit woman’ is not homoge[n]ous – such a recognition underlies the fact that 

the subject of dalit feminist liberatory knowledge must also be the subject of 

every other liberatory project and this requires a sharp focus on the processes 

by which gender, race, class, caste, sexuality – all construct each other. Thus we 

agree that the dalit feminist standpoint itself is open to liberatory interrogations 

and revisions.” (Rege 1998 p. 45). 

 

In line with Crenshaw, Rege seeks emancipation from oppression on the grounds of multi-

layered and interdependent constructions of identity. Such strategies however involve 

rewriting and re-envisioning dominant social scripts such as those that define women as 

victims – with a focus on their bodies and their identities.  

Speaking up  

The text excerpt selected to explore Dalit literary writing is multi-layered. The excerpt is 

from a text written by the female Dalit journalist, Priyanka Sonkar for a predominant Dalit 

audience in an on-line magazine The Forward Press. The Forward Press is a monthly bilingual 

Hindi-English Internet magazine covering issues relevant to India's backward classes and 

regions. Its mission statement is to educate as well as be a voice of, the “silenced majority”, 

the Bahujans. It aims to bring a unique perspective and depth to the issues of India’s 

backward classes and backward regions from a Phule-Ambedkar Dalit Bahujan perspective. 

The persistence with bilingual journalism has as its mission to help Hindi readers improve 

their English as part of moving forward, as well as making a wide range of disciplines and 

other subjects of interest such as anthropology, sociology, politics, economics, literature, 

and folk culture accessible nationally and, internationally to the magazines target audience. 

For analysis I have selected and excerpt from Priyanka Sonkar’s book review of Anita 

Bharti’s book the Samkālīn Nārīvād aur Dalit Strī Pratirodh [Contemporary Feminism and 

Resistance of Dalit Women, 2014]. Important to note, Anita Bharti, the author whose book 

is the subject of the review is a prominent Dalit feminist writer is also well-known for her 

story, ṭhākur kā kuāṁ bhāg do [The Thakur’s Well Part Two], a feminist reimagining of 

Premchand’s short story published in her collection, ek thī kotewālī aur anya kahāniyāṃ [I 

was the Quota Candidate and Other Stories] in 2012. Also mentioned in the excerpt is 
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another member of the Hindi Dalit literati, Dharamveer the writer and literary critic well-

known for his reimagining of Premchand’s short story kaphan [The Shroud]. Thus, the text is 

at once a literary text as well as a comment on a literary debate among Dalits concerning 

Dalit literature and the place of Dalit women and feminist writers within the Dalit literary 

movement.  

Descriptive presentation 

It is within this context as a member of the marginalized within the margin that Sonkar’s 

text can be understood. The descriptive analysis of Sonkar’s excerpt showed that 60 per 

cent of the text composed tatsam words and another 9.1 per cent were tadbhav words, 

which means that nearly 70 per cent of the analysed text was words directly from Sanskrit 

or derived from Sanskrit. The remaining 30 per cent of text included two (2) unique deśī and 

thirteen (13) unique videśī words of which, only one word, vōṭ [vote] was of English origin. 

The other twelve words were of Perso-Arabic origin. A question raised by the excerpt is 

given that Dalits are at the bottom of the socio-economic scale in India, with relative low 

education attainment, why does Sonkar use a Sanskritized modern standard Hindi [khaṛī 

bolī] in a review article of a book written by a Dalit writer for an on-line journal with a 

predominant Dalit audience?6 

A social actor perspective 

In the following presentation Bourdieu’s social capital theory is used to explore the 

questions asked above in light of ongoing debates concerning Dalit literature and the place 

of women and feminist Dalit literature within it. First, her choice of Hindi vocabulary. In the 

Indian linguistic hierarchy Hindi, specifically in its modern standard form khaṛī bolī is the 

language of the literary elite. Although derived from various oral vernaculars prevalent in 

Northern India, and written in Devanagari, khaṛī bolī in this form is more closely aligned with 

Sanskrit the ancient language of India’s sacred texts and myths than with Hindustani and 

Urdu.  

Sonkar’s use of a heavy Sanskritized register is in recognition of the fact that Sanskritization 

is a persistent phenomenon than the Hindi language and it is this understanding that a 

 
6 Excerpt from: Book Review of Anita Bharati’s” Samkaleen Narivaad aur Dalit Stri Pratirodh (Contemporary 
feminism and Resistance of Dalit Women)” by Priyanka Sonkar in The Forward Press 2014. Retrieved 15 
November 2020. https://www.forwardpress.in/2014/08/birth-of-dalit-womens-discourse/ 
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heavy influence of Sanskrit in diction, manner and form defines the “acceptable” norm of 

literary Hindi. It positions the ordinary and vernacular as being less literary. (Linguist Braj 

Kachru writing about the situation in Gujarat cited in Kothari 2013 p. 66). Thus, for Sonkar to 

participate in literary endeavours she must first show a mastery of the literary language 

code. 

Second, as a woman she is faced with the age-old adage that a woman must be twice as 

good as a man to be considered worthy. Therefore, there is a need to show that she as a 

female, Dalit journalist she has mastered the necessary skills to participate in a debate 

where her intersectional attributes - gender ethnicity economic class may discriminate her 

as a legitimate participant. Sonkar’s use of a specific form of khaṛī bolī represents the 

strategy of marginalized communities to conform to the dominant linguistic marketplace, 

adopting national language competencies. The act of mastering elite practice conveys an 

elite image of belonging (Bourdieu 1991). However, the possibility to participate as full 

members among the literary elite is constantly being challenged by Hindi linguist 

professionals patrolling the language to monitor language standards and practice and on the 

other hand the male dominated literary apparatchik in the frame of Dalit literature and 

cētanā trying to monitor the view of what constitutes a Dalit identity. 

Sonkar’s text can be read as participating in two debates, one where she must present her 

linguistic credentials in order to gain entrance and participate on the literary scene and the 

other where she uses the platform as a Dalit feminist critically to engage in debate 

concerning social situation of Dalit women. 

In accordance with its mission statement, the text excerpt strives to present the best 

possible vocabulary choices. As in the Tandon text, Sonkar’s writing is makes heavy usage of 

a tatsam vocabulary. Diagram 1 shows that in use of unique words Sonkar’s text exceeds in 

number both Gandhi and Tandon and at the same time has includes fewer videśī words. In 

this text the analysis is can be clearly related to the mission of the magazine. It aims to 

educate! The usage of Sanskritized Hindi shows how for magazines target audience “good” 

Hindi to get ahead is about using Standard Hindi of the State, no slang or words that might 

identify the writer as an outsider. At the same time, the process of writing in this manner is 

an indication of outsideness. In a Bourdieu perspective this type of assimilation illustrates 

how marginalized communities attempt to conform to the dominant linguistic marketplace, 
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adopting language competencies. However, the result maybe that even acquiring 

competencies is not enough there are other impositions that limit access to status positions. 

In contrast to Gulzar, the readers of the magazine cannot rely on competency to as a source 

of inclusivity. 
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Findings and Conclusions 

 

“To reform language, to purge it of the usages linked to the old society and impose it in its 

purified form, was to impose a thought that would itself be purged and purified.” 

(Bourdieu p. 47) 

 

In this chapter the findings are presented and discussed in dialogue with the research 

questions and some conclusions drawn. As previously stated, the aim of the study was to 

explore the struggle to establish Hindi as the national language and how the struggle was 

used to advance political, social causes or even personal goals of those involved. and to 

discuss the impact of the struggle for present day India. These questions are analysed 

However, before engaging in a more detailed presentation I begin with some general 

observations. First, when the present study begins, the debate concerning a national 

language was already in progress. The first organization to promote Hindi, the Nagari 

Pracharini Sabha had been established already in 1893 (King 1974). The efforts to lift Hindi 

were furthered by the establishment of Banaras Hindu University (BHU) in 1905. A key aim 

of the institution was to function as a cultural and educational hub to promote Hindi in 

Devanagari. BHU became the centre for the development of modern standard Hindi syllabi 

that could be used to teach Hindi at other colleges (Gould 2018). These efforts to promote 

Hindi as the national language had arisen initially in North India as an expression of budding 

nationalism and the place of Hindus and Muslims within it. Thus, when Gandhi began his 

campaign for Hindustani, the struggle to reach and audience and gain support for an 

alternative to Hindi was a hopeless cause. It is at this point this study begins. The Hindi camp 

with its relative long history of campaigning could promote the language as a part of its 

nation-building ideology - a new Hindu nation with Hindi as its national language. In the 

Hindustani camp, Gandhi struggled to promote a language that at least on the surface 

offered a vision of a more inclusive national ambitions. 

Secondly, the study can be divided into three distinct periods. The first part takes as its point 

of departure the correspondence between Tandon and Gandhi, which ends effectively 
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around 1940 and definitely with partition in 1947. The second period encompasses Gulzar’s 

text. A text written by a person who over a long life experienced the trauma of partition. His 

text expresses the ambivalences of his generation, who as a result of political decisions were 

forced to choose not only a nation but also a language. The third period begins with the 

emergence of Dalit Hindi literature and the feminist response to what they experienced as 

marginalization from within. In all three periods language was at the centre of debate and 

influenced outcomes for participants depending on their access to various forms of social 

capital. The finding show that all participants formulated strategies to maximize possibilities 

to influence language outcomes. 

A struggle with no clear winners 

Reflecting on the Tandon - Gandhi correspondence, the findings show that the text excerpts 

captures the underlying tensions existing between the two men in Hindi-Hindustani debate. 

The examination of their Hindi vocabularies revealed how two well educated elite men 

corresponded with each other using a language standard appropriate of their status. 

Although Gandhi was the weaker in terms of rhetorical vigour, Tandon deferred to him 

because of his status within Congress and as leader of the national movement. This does not 

mean that Tandon capitulated, indeed he used the political capital he had gained through 

many years of working in the field for the nationalistic cause and specifically for the Hindi 

language to challenge and out manoeuvre Gandhi and the Hindustani movement. 

By 1940, the case for Hindustani as argued by Gandhi was lost. His vision of an inclusive 

India where communal conflict between Hindus and Muslims could be resolved or at least 

eased with a national language that reflected the contributions of both Hindi and Urdu was 

rejected. Tandon and other proponents of a Sanskritized Hindi as a candidate for the 

national language had won. Their years of struggle to raise the status of Hindi had been 

rewarded. The final defeat of Hindustani was experienced with the partition of India and 

Pakistan in 1947. 

Although Tandon and his Hindi ideologues won the struggle for Hindi, the operation to 

create a language to represent the nation failed. Through the examination of secondary 

literature, the study has highlighted how social actors through their practice and from 

different perspectives attempted to influence the construction of the Indian language field. 

Of central focus was Hindi but it is important to note that Hindi was only one aspect of the 
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power struggle, this was realized when Hindi as the idealized national language was 

contested in the broader Indian language field by powerful actors from other language 

regions and states. In the struggle to conceptualize the imagined new India with Hindi as the 

sacred national language “cracked” as it became painfully clear, that India was more than 

North India i.e., that Indians in other parts of the country were not interested in submitting 

under the Hindi hegemony. Consequently, at the Constituent Assembly, Hindi advocates 

met widespread resistance from other movements that resented the imposition of Hindi on 

non-native speakers (Gusain 2012). Forced to admit that the Indian people were 

symbolically and passionately divided over which language should be chosen as a national 

language, a compromise was finally worked out at the Constituent Assembly. In 1949, Hindi 

and English were selected as official languages of India much to the dissatisfaction of 

Purushottam Das Tandon and other pro-Hindi politicians who continued to demand that 

Hindi should be made the sole national language. In 1963, the Official Languages Act 

reaffirmed English as an official language and provided for its continued use indefinitely, for 

all official purposes. This meant that English and Hindi de facto shared the status of the 

language of All-Union business. The third language that Indians learn is determined by the 

state in which they are living. 

Examination of the secondary literature that shows that both Gandhi and Tandon were 

focused on building the new nation and a new language was the to be the conduit to 

support the new foundation. However, neither paid adequate attention to hierarchal 

relations such as class, ethnicity, and caste. As elite male members of Congress they were 

not averse to expressing their patriarchal views of the future of low-caste, poor people in 

the new nation. Both formulated replies to Ambedkar’s demands that social reform should 

precede political change. Gandhi’s solution to the problem of the oppressed within the 

caste society was not to actively argue for the eradication of caste but to rename the 

oppressed as harijans – children of God. Tandon was more forthright in his argumentation, 

writing in response to Ambedkar’s demands for separate representation for Dalits, his 

elitism is evident in the following remark: 'Not only government officials but some of 

yourselves in their pay will tell you that you should regard yourselves as a class separate 

from the Hindus ...'. Tandon concluded by writing that ‘the thinking' [my emphasis] part of 

the country was making great efforts to obviate the distinctions between the 'upper and 
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lower classes' and that 'the Congress, the Hindu Sabha, the Arya Samaj, the Brahmo Samaj 

are working to remove the distinctions ...' (Gould 2002: 649). Both responses suggest that 

from their elite positions neither Gandhi nor Tandon understood the importance of building 

an inclusive nation. As elites they attached value to selected symbols of group identity 

which effectively excluded large sections of the Indian population. 

Summarizing Gandhi-Tandon positions in the Hindi-Hindustani debates, the secondary 

literature supports claims that when elites compete for valuable resources, in this case a 

national language, they are prepared to use all of their social capital to muster support. This 

may entail moves to separate one group of people from another. The outcome depend on 

how effective elites are in communicating and mobilizing their goals and ideas most to 

groups in the society. Both men used their elite positions to argue for their causes. 

However, their patriarchal views as regards the poor, low-caste and other non-elite groups 

and the failure to respect the language sentiments of non-Hindi speakers created conditions 

for unexpected outcomes. Considering the decision of the Constituent Assembly in 1949 and 

the Official Languages Act in 1963, it is clear that Hindi did not become the national 

language of India. It would also be fair to conclude that while Hindi in official hands, such as 

educational institutions, schoolbooks and literature that emphasized modern standard Hindi 

with a Sanskritized vocabulary became the Hindi to learn, and to teach, Hindustani with its 

mixture of Hindi, Urdu, and other vernacular vocabularies, in a multitude of variations 

across northern India was the language to speak. As regards the patriarchal view of the 

‘other’, the consequences of separating out some groups to be dealt with later, continues to 

impact the life chances of millions of India’s citizens. 

If the Tandon-Gandhi correspondence reveal underlying tensions arising from the Hindi-

Hindustani debate, Gulzar’s text can be read as an argument for freedom to embrace the 

entire culture of the nation. The findings show that Gulzar indulges in code-switching. That 

he makes deliberate choice to use language to fit his purpose. As a member of the 

generation with living memories of partition the text excerpt from Gulzar’s do log can be 

read as emotive. Through his use of language, he wants the reader to feel the pain of 

partition. 

The code-switching identified in the text excerpt when considered in combination with 

Gulzar’s personal statements in other media and the secondary literature reveals that 
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Gulzar is making a political statement. As a person with high levels of cultural capital Gulzar 

uses his position to show that in order to express the full range of North Indian culture 

neither Hindi nor Urdu along are enough. It is the historical layers of both languages 

merging and interacting with each other and then adapting and changing as new languages 

such as English enter the culture that is a truer reflection of India. Gulzar’s insistence on 

using Hindustani can be understood as his refusal to engage in a language debate that 

rejects Urdu as a language for the other and thus foreign. In this regard, his position, is 

similar to Grierson’s but different. Where Grierson saw Urdu and Hindustani as 

interchangeable, Gulzar argues that Hindustani is not merely Urdu but Hindi as well - a 

linguistic mix that cannot be denied. 

With their focus on building a new nation and less emphasis on social cohesion, the failure 

to be inclusive of large groups of low-caste and poor people continues to create barriers and 

social exclusion in India. The findings from the Sonkar excerpt can be studied as an example 

of how marginalized groups attempt to make their voices heard in a society where elite 

groups control all of the capital categories defined by Bourdieu. The discussion of Sonkar’s 

excerpt found that as a Dalit woman, the freedom to choose how to write was not available 

to her. Unlike Gulzar she does not possess the cultural, economic, or social capital to reject 

modern standard Hindi. To be heard, to be accepted she must first prove that she has 

mastered Hindi. In the text excerpt, while she is raging against the inequalities Dalit women 

and feminist writers experience not only from high caste citizens but also Dalit men, she 

does so in a written Hindi more Sanskritized than that used by Tandon. 

As this paper argues, elites attach value to selected symbols of group identity. In the context 

of the Hindi language debate Sanskritized modern standard Hindi became a symbol for 

access to elite cultural forums. Thus, for Sonkar to gain access to the literary scene 

controlled both by dominant Hindi elites and male Dalit literati gatekeepers she was forced 

to develop a linguistic strategy, which included mastery of the elite specific form of Hindi. 

Unlike Gulzar, Sonkar from her marginal position is not free to challenge the dominant 

language discourse. Which is why Gulzar can be excused, even applauded for code-switching 

between various languages but Sonkar would not. This suggests that accrued social capital 

awards privilege to certain groups even when they stand in opposition to the dominant 

language discourse. For Dalits, acquiring mastery of Hindi opened access to literary forums 
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where they could discuss their oppression from their own perspectives. However, even 

within this oppressed group, male elitism and chauvinism continued to marginalize Dalit 

women. 

In summary, the findings from the analyses of the text excerpts and the secondary literature 

suggests that Hindi as a channel of communication is contested. The historical Hindi-

Hindustani debate did not change the vernaculars people used in their everyday lives. 

However, it did impact ethnic and religious relationships. By defining Hindi as the language 

of Hindus and Urdu as the language of Muslims language policy challenged the criteria for 

establishing a national language. That is, the choice of Hindi by fulfil growing nationalistic 

aspirations of one group contributed to the loss of social cohesion in the newly independent 

India. The challenge came from Muslims concerning Urdu but also Hindus in other non-Hindi 

speaking parts of the country. By focusing on how participants used their social capital to 

influence the Hindi language debate, the study showed how language becomes a vehicle for 

other forms of political mobilization. 

Afterword 

By 1963 both Gandhi and Tandon were dead. Gulzar was on the way to becoming an 

admired writer of Urdu inspired poetry and songs and making movies in the Bollywood film 

industry where Hindustani even today remains the official language. Marginalized groups 

such as Dalits continue to use various strategies to find a place in linguistic hierarchies. As 

this paper shows the struggle is not simply about one form of marginalization but how 

various forms of marginalization intersect to marginalize the already marginalized. As shown 

for Dalits in North India mastery of Hindi is the gateway to acceptance and access to 

valuable economic, cultural, and social resources.  

After 1947 English continued to flourish as the first language of the ruling classes and the 

State. This went hand-in-hand with the growing neglect of those values which had informed 

the protest against the British during the freedom struggle. Throughout India it is English 

that still dominates the highest levels of power and privilege because none of the state 

official languages including Hindi has been able to compete with English as a language of 

official business and transregional communication, to say nothing of the advantages of 

English in international communication and for the purposes of emigration to richer 

countries. With reference to Bourdieu, the fascination with English continues to garner 
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significant linguistic capital in contrast to the hollow patriotic rhetoric in favour of Hindi. 

Middle-class families as well as marginalized groups are prepared to use valuable resources 

to ensure their children an English medium education – which prevents them from 

embarking on a creative usage of their mother tongues. (Wessler 2014 p. 76). In modern 

India, Hindi is not the language of social status and power. Furthermore, “the swadeshi 

gimmicks of the saffron brigade have neither helped the cause of Hindi nor lessened the 

craving for English widely felt among the petty bourgeois supporters of Hindu 

communalism.” (Deshpande 2000 p. 1240). As Wessler and others have pointed out, the 

elite have continued to value English, or perhaps they never abandoned English at all. As a 

consequent, the language question is unresolved and remains a sensitive political issue. 
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Appendix 1 Excerpts: Gandhi and Tandon 

 

Excerpt Gandhi Letter to PD Tandon in Shackle C. And Snell, R. (1990), p. 146  

(151 words) 

 

 

Excerpt Tandon’s Letter to M.K. Gandhi in Shackle C. And Snell, R. (1990), p. 146 

(154 words) 
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Appendix 2: Excerpt from Gulzar’s “do log” 

 

Excerpt from Gulzar’s “दो लोग” p. 112 Harper Collins Publishers India, 2017 

 

(152 words) 

मोनी सोनी ब ॅाईर पॅार कर के जब अमतृसर पह ुँची थी तो वहॅाुँ ससऱ्फ एक रेफ़्यूजी कैम्प नह ीं 

थॅा। बल्के पूरॅा एक कैम्पों कॅा शहर बनॅा ह आ थॅा। सरकॅार  कैम्पों के अलॅावॅा जहॅाुँ कह ीं द वॅार 

ददखी उसके सॅाये में आठ-आठ दस-दस खैमों के कैम्प लग गये थे। म ल्क के ब ॅाईर तो दरू 

की बॅात थी। शहरों के ब ॅाईर ह  समझ न आते थे। कौन कहॅाुँ पह ुँचॅा ह आ है। लोग बच्चोँ, 

बूढोँ, बेटे-बेदटयों के हॅाथ पकडे ह ए, एक कैम्प से दसूरे कैम्प में यूुँ घूम रहे थे जैसे हवॅा के 

रेले सूखे पत्तों को उडॅाये फिर रहे हों। 

बह त-से लोग घर खॅानदॅान सुँभॅाले ह ए दहन्द स्तॅान तो पह ुँच गये, लेफकन यहॅाुँ आकर एक-दसूरे 

से हॅाथ धूटे और ग म हो गये। पतॅा ह  नह ीं चलॅा बौखलॅाहट फकस तरर्फ उडॅा कर ले गयी। 

बह त-से लोग जो क छ मॅासलयत लेकर पह ुँच गये, वो सॅाथ लगे ररश्तेदॅारों से अलग हो रहे थे। 

जजन शहरों के बॅारे में पढॅा थॅा 
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Appendix 3: Excerpt: Book Review of Anita Bharati’s Samkālīn Nārīvād aur 
Dalit Strī Pratirodh 

Excerpt Book Review of Anita Bharati’s Samkaleen Narivaad aur Dalit Stri Pratirodh 
[Contemporary Feminism and Resistance of Dalit Women] by Priyanka Sonkar in The 
Forward Press 2014 (Retreived 2020-11-15) https://www.forwardpress.in/2014/08/birth-
of-dalit-womens-discourse/ 

(157 words) 

अगर हम मॅान भी लें फक जस्ियॅाीं आजॅाद हैं तो वो कौन सी जस्ियॅाीं हैं? क्यॅा समूचॅा स्िी वग ़
स्वतींि और बेखौि है? उत्तर सॅाि है, नह ीं। दसलतों में दसलत मॅाने जॅाने वॅालॅा तबकॅा है 
दसलत स्िी समॅाज, जजसे असभव्यजक्त की पूर  स्वतींितॅा नह ीं है। अगर वो ननडर होकर अपनी 
बॅात जनतॅा के समक्ष रखती हैं तो पररणॅाम क्यॅा होतॅा है-उन्हें सरेआम बइेज्जत फकयॅा जॅातॅा 
है, उनसे बलॅात्कॅार फकयॅा जॅातॅा है, उन्हें प्रतॅाडऩॅाएीं सहनी पडती हैं और उन्हें धमफकयॅाीं स ननी 
पडती हैं। 

जब अननता भारती जैसी ईमानदार और साहसी दलित िेखिका की पुस्तक आती है तब उन्हें 
भी धमककयाां दी जाती हैं। सबसे हैरानी कक बात तो यह है कक यह न लसर्फ  गैर-दलित िेिकों 
की धमककयाां होती हैं बल्कक इनमें धमफवीर जैसे तथाकथथत दलित थ ांतक भी शालमि होते हैं। 
हकीकत तो यह है कक सवर्फ पुरुष िेिन हो या स्री िेिन या कर्र सामान्य दलित िेिन, 
सबने उसे छिा है। वोट की राजनीनत कर रहे ये 

https://www.forwardpress.in/2014/08/birth-of-dalit-womens-discourse/
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