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Abstract:

This study explores the role of Urdu as a powerful political tool in shaping nationalist ideologies and
movements across South Asia, particularly in India and Pakistan. As a language rich in historical, cultural,
and political significance, Urdu has been central to the political discourse of both nations, acting as a
symbol of identity, unity, and resistance. In Pakistan, Urdu was adopted as a unifying language in the
aftermath of the 1947 partition, reinforcing the country's Islamic identity and consolidating political power.
However, its imposition over regional languages led to tensions, most notably the Bengali Language
Movement. In India, Urdu played a complex role, being associated with Muslim identity and resistance to
Hindu-majority nationalism, especially during the freedom struggle. Post-independence, Urdu became a
symbol of minority rights and cultural preservation in the face of rising Hindu nationalism. This research
examines how Urdu has functioned in political rhetoric, cultural movements, and state-building processes,
shedding light on its enduring impact on political ideologies, identity construction, and linguistic politics. By
analyzing the political deployment of Urdu, the study highlights the intricate relationship between language
and nationalism, offering insights into the continued relevance of Urdu in contemporary South Asian
politics.

Keywords: Urdu, Nationalism, Political Ideologies, Identity, South Asia, Pakistan, India, Language Politics,
Resistance, National Movements.

Introduction:

Language is not only a means of communication but also a powerful symbol of identity, culture, and political
affiliation. In South Asia, the Urdu language has played a pivotal role in the region’s political arena,
particularly in the development and expression of nationalist ideologies and movements. Urdu, a language
that emerged as a syncretic medium combining Persian, Arabic, and local dialects, has been central to the
politics of identity, religion, and nationalism in both India and Pakistan. The relationship between Urdu and
political movements in these countries underscores the intersection of language, culture, and power. This
research examines the multifaceted role of Urdu in nationalist ideologies, exploring its use as a tool of
political mobilization, identity formation, and resistance within the context of South Asian nationalism.

The role of Urdu in political discourse is also prominently reflected in its use in the media. In Pakistan,
Urdu-language media outlets continue to dominate the political landscape, with major news channels,
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newspapers, and publications operating in the language. These media outlets serve as the primary channels
for political debates, national discourse, and social issues. The political use of Urdu in the media is
significant, as it shapes public opinion, influences political ideologies, and reinforces the ideological
narratives of the state. Political leaders, especially during election campaigns, use Urdu to directly engage
with the electorate and strengthen their political positions.

In India, despite the political marginalization of Urdu, the language continues to be used in newspapers,
television channels, and radio stations aimed at Muslim communities. The increasing prominence of Urdu-
language media outlets such as Zee Urdu and Sahara Urdu highlights the continued relevance of the
language in the political sphere. These media platforms provide a space for political discourse on issues
affecting India’s Muslim population, ensuring that Urdu remains a critical tool for political engagement and
the articulation of identity politics (Sharma, 2011)

Significance of the Study:

The study of Urdu in the political arena and its role in nationalist ideologies and movements offers
invaluable insights into the intersection of language, politics, and identity in South Asia. By examining how
Urdu has been utilized as a tool for political mobilization, national unity, and identity construction, the
study contributes to a broader understanding of the political power of language. Its significance lies not
only in its academic contribution but also in its ability to inform ongoing political and social debates in both
India and Pakistan, where language remains a key factor in the shaping of national identity, political
power, and social cohesion.

Objectives: This research examines the multifaceted role of Urdu in nationalist ideologies, exploring its use
as a tool of political mobilization, identity formation, and resistance within the context of South Asian
nationalism.

The Emergence of Urdu in South Asian Nationalism:

The roots of Urdu's involvement in political movements and nationalist ideologies in South Asia can be
traced to the colonial period. Under British rule, linguistic divides were systematically introduced to manage
and control the diverse Indian population. Urdu emerged as the language of the Muslim elite, while Hindi,
with its roots in Sanskrit, began to be promoted as a language of the Hindu majority. As British colonial
policies led to the emergence of distinct linguistic identities, Urdu became intricately linked with the
political, social, and religious identity of Indian Muslims.

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Urdu was seen as an important symbol of Muslim identity,
particularly in the context of the socio-political reforms led by figures like Sir Syed Ahmad Khan. Sir Syed’s
advocacy for Urdu as a language of modernity and a unifying force for Muslims was a direct response to the
rise of Hindu nationalism and the increasing use of Hindi as a tool of nationalist mobilization. Urdu,
according to Sir Syed, was seen as a means to assert the socio-political position of Muslims in a
predominantly Hindu society and facilitate their participation in the colonial educational system (Rahman,
2002).

The political role of Urdu gained greater significance as the struggle for independence from British colonial
rule intensified. By the early 20th century, Urdu became a key language of political discourse in the Muslim
League’s efforts to create a separate Muslim state. Leaders such as Allama Igbal, who famously advocated
for a separate homeland for Muslims in the Indian subcontinent, utilized Urdu to articulate the vision of a

Muslim nation. Igbal’s poetry, often written in Urdu, became a vehicle for the promotion of Muslim unity
and a political discourse centered around Islamic identity (Kachru, 2006).
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Urdu and Pakistan: Language of Nationalism:

The creation of Pakistan in 1947 marked a turning point in the political role of Urdu. Despite being the
native language of only a small segment of the population, Urdu was declared the national language of
Pakistan. This decision reflected the desire of Pakistan’s founding leaders to create a sense of national unity
among a diverse population, composed of various ethnic and linguistic groups. The choice of Urdu was
intended to symbolize the cultural and religious unity of Muslims in South Asia, transcending the regional
identities of the Punjabi, Pashtun, Sindhi, and Baloch people.

In Pakistan, Urdu quickly became a symbol of political identity and nationalism. It was adopted as the
language of government, education, and media, solidifying its status as a tool of political mobilization. The
imposition of Urdu as the sole national language, however, was not without its controversies. In East
Pakistan (now Bangladesh), where Bengali was the dominant language, the attempt to impose Urdu as the
sole national language led to protests and ultimately contributed to the secession of Bangladesh in 1971
(Rahman, 2002). The Bengali Language Movement of 1952, which culminated in violent protests against the
government's language policies, highlights the complexities of using language as a unifying political tool in a
multilingual society.

Despite these tensions, Urdu’s role in shaping Pakistan’s political identity remains significant. Urdu was
closely linked with the country’s Islamic identity, serving as a medium for the articulation of nationalistic
ideologies that emphasized the need for a distinct Muslim state. In political speeches, public discourse, and
media, Urdu was used to reinforce the ideological foundation of Pakistan as a homeland for Muslims in
South Asia. Political leaders such as Zulfikar Ali Bhutto and Benazir Bhutto, as well as contemporary
political figures, have used Urdu to engage with the populace, making it an enduring force in Pakistan’s
political arena (Shah, 2013).

Role of Urdu in Nationalist Ideologies:

Urdu, as a language with deep historical, cultural, and social roots in South Asia, has played a central role in
shaping nationalist ideologies in both India and Pakistan. Its influence extends beyond mere communication;
it has served as a tool of political expression, cultural identity, and unity for different communities in the
subcontinent. The language's role in nationalist ideologies can be understood through its historical evolution,
its use in political movements, and its function as a symbol of both resistance and empowerment in different
political contexts.

Urdu and the Birth of Pakistani Nationalism:

In the context of Pakistan, Urdu was initially seen as a symbol of Muslim unity in the face of colonial rule.
The creation of Pakistan in 1947 was predicated on the idea that Muslims in South Asia needed a separate
homeland that would provide them with cultural and religious autonomy, distinct from the Hindu-majority
India. Urdu, despite being the native language of a small minority, was chosen as the national language of
Pakistan. This decision was rooted in the idea that Urdu, as a language of the Muslim elite and as a lingua
franca of the Indian Muslims, could serve as a unifying symbol for a nation formed on the basis of Islamic
identity.

Urdu was seen as a neutral language that could bridge the cultural and linguistic diversity of Pakistan's ethnic
groups, including Punjabis, Sindhis, Pashtuns, and Baloch. The choice of Urdu was also motivated by the
desire to create a strong, central political narrative that was not tied to any one ethnic or regional group.
Leaders such as Muhammad Ali Jinnah and Allama Igbal emphasized Urdu as a cultural symbol of
Muslim unity, with Igbal's poetry playing a pivotal role in inspiring the creation of Pakistan. His work, often
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written in Urdu, provided a poetic and philosophical basis for the vision of a Muslim-majority nation, where
Urdu became a language that united Muslims across South Asia (Igbal, 1930).

However, the political use of Urdu in Pakistan’s nationalist ideology also generated tension, particularly with
the ethnic groups that did not speak Urdu. The Language Movement in East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) in
the early 1950s, where the imposition of Urdu as the only official language was rejected by Bengali
speakers, highlights the challenges of using a language as a tool for national unity in a linguistically diverse
nation. Despite these challenges, Urdu remained a central political tool for articulating the vision of Pakistan
and its Islamic identity, often used in political speeches, media, and public forums to build national
consciousness (Rahman, 2002).

Urdu in Indian Nationalist Movements:

While Urdu was central to the creation of Pakistan, its role in India’s nationalist movements is also
significant, though complex. In India, the use of Urdu was initially seen as a symbol of Muslim resistance to
British colonial rule, as well as a cultural bridge between Hindus and Muslims in regions like North India.
During the British colonial period, the political elite of both Hindu and Muslim communities often used
Urdu as a medium for intellectual and political discourse, particularly in the fight against colonialism. The
All India Muslim League, for example, used Urdu to communicate with Muslim populations during its
political campaigns, and Urdu-language newspapers like Jang and Daily Dawn played pivotal roles in the
dissemination of nationalist ideas.

The political use of Urdu by Muslim leaders such as Sir Syed Ahmad Khan, who advocated for modern
education and cultural reforms for Muslims, helped position the language as a symbol of Muslim intellectual
and political advancement in colonial India (Zahid, 2013). Sir Syed's advocacy for Urdu as a means of
progress for Muslims in British India was grounded in his belief that Urdu could offer the Muslim
community a vehicle for modern education and political engagement, while also preserving their religious
identity.

However, with the rise of Hindu nationalism and the demand for Hindi as the primary language of the
Indian nationalist movement, Urdu gradually became entangled in political divisions. While Urdu was used
in nationalist ideologies by some Muslim political parties, it began to be associated with Muslim separatism
and was increasingly marginalized in the post-independence Indian state. The Hindi-Urdu controversy
further deepened the linguistic divide between Hindi-speaking Hindus and Urdu-speaking Muslims,
especially after independence, when the dominance of Hindi in official discourse led to the political
marginalization of Urdu.

Despite this, Urdu continued to serve as an important language for Muslim cultural expression and
resistance. The literature, poetry, and political rhetoric in Urdu provided a medium through which Indian
Muslims could assert their identity and demand greater political rights. Figures like Faiz Ahmed Faiz,
Allama Igbal, and Mirza Ghalib used the language to engage with political themes, promoting social
justice, equality, and resistance against oppression. In the context of post-independence India, Urdu has
continued to play a significant role in articulating Muslim identity, particularly through the use of Urdu
poetry and public speeches by Muslim political leaders.

Urdu as a Symbol of Identity and Resistance:

Urdu’s role in nationalist ideologies is not limited to its political use by state actors or nationalist leaders but
also includes its role as a cultural and linguistic tool for identity formation and resistance. In both India and
Pakistan, Urdu has been a means of asserting political, cultural, and religious identities. In Pakistan, it
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remains the language of government and media, closely tied to the identity of the state. In India, despite
being marginalized in favor of Hindi, Urdu continues to function as a marker of Muslim identity, especially
in the context of identity politics.

Urdu’s use in political resistance is particularly evident in its role in cultural movements. In Pakistan, the
emphasis on Urdu in the state’s nationalist rhetoric has been accompanied by efforts to preserve the language
in the face of rising demands for the recognition of regional languages such as Punjabi, Sindhi, and Pashto.
In India, Urdu has continued to serve as a symbol of resistance against Hindu-majority nationalism, with
Urdu-speaking Muslim communities using the language to express their cultural uniqueness and challenge
exclusionary ideologies.

Furthermore, Urdu’s deep connection to Islamic culture has made it an important symbol for political Islam
in South Asia. In both Pakistan and India, Urdu has been central to Islamic political movements, providing a
medium through which Islamic ideology is articulated. Islamic political parties in both countries, such as
Pakistan’s Jamaat-e-Islami or India’s All India Majlis-e-Ittehad-ul-Muslimeen (AIMIM), have used
Urdu to rally Muslim support and challenge secular or Hindu-majority political ideologies (Shah, 2013).

Conclusion:

Urdu has played an essential role in the political arena of South Asia, particularly in the development of
nationalist ideologies and movements. In both Pakistan and India, Urdu has been used as a political tool to
construct national identities, mobilize political support, and express cultural and religious resistance. In
Pakistan, Urdu’s association with Islam and national unity has made it a symbol of the state’s political
ideology, while in India, it has remained an important marker of Muslim identity and political resistance.
The political use of Urdu in the media and public discourse underscores its continuing relevance as a tool for
shaping political narratives and mobilizing social groups. Understanding the role of Urdu in nationalist
ideologies and movements provides valuable insights into the intersection of language, politics, and identity
in South Asia.
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