ABSTRACT

Beginning with the accession of Punjab to the colonial empire in 1849 and the
imposition of Urdu as an official language, this study traces the subsequent shaping of
an Urdu literary culture through urban institutions, reformist enterprises, and literary
production over a period of roughly six decades until 1910. Through the lens of
biographical, journalistic, statistical, literary writings, and archival texts, I have examined
the construction of a vernacular public that negotiated modernity at a crucial period in
colonial Indian history. This study interrogates the ways in which colonial urban identity
crystallized around an “official language’, and articulated ideas of modernity.

This thesis develops two important ideas. The first is the key role of colonial
policies in producing an Urdu ecosystem to facilitate governance, thereby also producing
new socio-economic hierarchies. The reformist organizations and print materials studied
indicate the contours of a self-conscious public. I locate this public in relation to the
crucial role played by the urban space, its institutions and instruments, in shaping its
identity. This relationship between the colonial urban and literary modernity of Urdu
informs the second intervention of my study, namely, the significance of this period to
the Urdu literary tradition. This study highlights the post-1857 generation of Urdu poets,
publicists, and literary figures of colonial Punjab as an intermediate generation, falling
between the pre-1857 poets and the modernists (the Progressive Writers of the 1930s).
The evolution of Urdu poets and their poetics during this period is studied closely to

understand the shaping of Urdu as a modern literary language.
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