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INDIA’S FREEDOM STRUGGLE AND THE URDU POETRY

Poetry, mainly Urdu poetry, played a very significant role in India’s freedom struggle. This book explores the poetic contributions going back centuries of colonial rule, which became songs of freedom and captured both the poignancy and fervor of revolution, protest, and hope.

Urdu became one of the essential languages in colonial India, used by both political leaders and many young revolutionaries in speeches and writings as slogans for freedom and a call to action. Poets such as Josh Malihabadi, Firaq Gorakhpuri, Sahir, Makhdoom, Kaifi Azmi, Majaz, Majrooh, and Faiz Ahmad Faiz wrote highly patriotic poetry which was used not only to inspire and help mobilize people but also to offer criticism of existing socio-cultural practices in India and promote reform and equality. This work – a creative and selective translation of the book Hindustan Ki Tahriik-e Aazadi aur Urdu Shaa’yiri by Professor Gopi Chand Narang – includes English translations of poems from rare historical manuscripts as well as banned and witnessed poetry confiscated by the British. It looks at key events in India’s struggle for freedom through the prism of literature, language, poetry, and culture while also delving into the lives of poets who became the voice of their generation.

This book is an essential read for students and researchers of colonial and postcolonial literature, cultural studies, comparative studies, history, and South Asian literature and culture.

Gopi Chand Narang (1931–2022) won awe-inspiring recognition all around the world for his outstanding contribution to literature. He authored numerous pathbreaking scholarly books, and he was the Indira Gandhi Memorial Fellow of the IGNCA (2002–2004) and Rockefeller Foundation Fellow for Residency at Bellagio Study Centre, Italy (1997). He was also Professor Emeritus at University of Delhi and Jamia Millia Islamia University, New Delhi, India.

Surinder Deol is the author of SAHIR: A Literary Portrait, published in 2019. His translations of books on poets such as Ghalib, Mir Taqi Mir, and the Urdu Ghazal have received critical acclaim. He has also published a poetical biography of Faiz Ahmed Faiz. He lives in Potomac, Maryland.
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For the Moths of the Flame of Freedom.For Poets, Writers, Thinkers, Artists, Journalists,who helped nurture the feelings of Patriotism,prepared the ground for opposing the colonial rule,and who played a crucial role in awakeningthe longing for freedom.For those who answered the call for the highest sacrifice.





This approach to ensuring the growth of a language is wrong. To think that the progress of one language will retard the development of another is equally erroneous. Our approach should not oppose any language but persuade others to learn the language they did not know. As far as Urdu’s growth is concerned, I am not much worried about it. It will undoubtedly flourish and develop gradually. Any language with vitality and liveliness will grow, and Urdu has these qualities. It cannot be suppressed. In the past, passions had been roused in the name of the language. It was thought that the state could either help or suppress the growth of a language. It was not so. Sometimes state suppression of a speech has the reverse effect. No language could depend on outside help for its growth. Of course, state help clears the way for progress and vitality. Urdu too, if it has these qualities, I think it has very much of them, will have its place. It is one of the fourteen languages the constitution recognizes, and it or any other will not be suppressed.

Jawaharlal Nehru

All India Urdu Conference

February 15–17, 1958

Delhi
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PREFACE

Every great movement and every significant social or political revolution in human history has seen behind the scenes the presence of poets who spoke for justice, freedom, or whatever other altruistic motive moved them. Their words inspired ordinary people and provided a new language to describe their struggle. Poetic language is very effective in exposing the nature of evil that is confronted. It also empowers participants in a struggle to clarify the objectives of their resistance. Literature played a vital role in the French revolution of 1799, a turning point in world history. It is impossible to understand the Russian Revolution of 1917 without appreciating the impact of poets like Anna Akhmatova, Boris Pasternak, and Vladimir Mayakovsky on peoples’ consciousness. Poetry played an essential part during the Civil Rights Movement in the USA. There is no doubt that the lyrical speeches of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. greatly inspired the activists. But the poetry of Langston Hughes, Amiri Baraka, and Dudley Randall was also responsible for creating awareness of the injustice and prejudice that the black people had to live with daily. Similarly, the anti-war movement of the sixties had poets like Allen Ginsberg, Bob Dylan, Galway Kinnell, W.S. Merwin, and Adrienne Rich who provided lyrics for the resistance.

There is an impressive body of literature on India’s freedom movement, yet it is hard to find a book on how Indian poets influenced the struggle. There is very little recognition that Urdu, out of all the Indian languages, played a more significant role in making people aware of exploitation by colonial power and the need to gain total freedom from foreign rule. Such Urdu poets number dozens, if not hundreds, and their poetic contributions are spread over the past several centuries. The central theme of this book is to shed light on this little-known facet of the role of the Urdu language, especially its verse, in India’s freedom struggle.

The battle for freedom started decades before the Rebellion of 1857. We often forget rulers like Siraj ud-Daula, Nawab of Murshidabad, Bengal, who fought to block the British advance into North India. His military general, Mir Jafar, betrayed him in the Battle of Plassey (1757), and the young Nawab was later executed at the orders of the British East India Company. Mir Jafar’s betrayal was so grave that it has turned into an idiom of treachery in Urdu and Hindi. This tragic episode was captured by Raja Ram Narain Mauzoon, a subedar in the local militia, in a poignant couplet that is considered the first nationalistic couplet of the Urdu ghazal.


ghazallaan tum to vaaqif ho kaho majnuun ke marne ki

divaana mar gaya aakhir ko viraane p kya guzri




O gazelles of devastated lands,

you for sure have been a witness

to what happened to ill-fated Majnuun –

the mad lover lost his life, of course,

but what happened to the rampaged state?



The couplet was addressed to Bengal’s citizens (ghazallaan), reminding them of their ruler’s death, the one who loved his state in the same manner as crazy Majnun loved his beloved Laila. The freedom struggle gained momentum during the First World War when Mahatma Gandhi returned from South Africa and practiced his revolutionary idea of satyagraha (peaceful civil disobedience). At the same time, the nation was shocked by the brutal massacre of innocent citizens in Jallianwala Bagh. This sad event led to the first non-cooperation movement and, eventually, the demand for purna swaraj (India’s independence).

The campaign to free India from the yoke of slavery involved thousands upon thousands of citizens, who participated in protest marches, filled the jails, and many brave souls who willingly climbed the hanging posts to make the highest sacrifice. These freedom fighters came from all parts of India, and they belonged to all castes and classes, rich and poor, farmers and workers, men and women, and spoke various languages. But interestingly, Urdu emerged as the core language of the freedom movement. There were several reasons why this happened.

First, Urdu was the most popular language, probably more in circulation than English, which provided a common forum for sharing ideas among people from different parts of India. From Peshawar to Patna, from Kashmir to Kanyakumari, all major Indian cities had at least one widely read Urdu daily newspaper. Second, many freedom movement leaders like Motilal Nehru, Jawaharlal Nehru, Jinnah, Maulana Azad, and others knew Urdu well and addressed the masses using this language. Even Gandhi mostly spoke in a mix of Hindi and Urdu, called Hindustani. Packed with Urdu words, phrases, and idioms, orations for the country’s freedom made a strong impression on audiences. Third, several revolutionary activists who inspired the younger generation knew Urdu so well that they composed famous verses in the language. Ram Prasad Bismil, who gave his life for the cause of freedom, comes to mind. His words sarfroshi ki tamanna ab hamaare dil mein hai summed up the people’s mood, exasperated with British oppression and ready to sacrifice their lives. Even other revolutionary figures and martyrs like Bhagat Singh used Urdu as the medium for inspiring their younger followers while using verses like mera rang de basanti chola. Fourth, Urdu was fortunate in having great poets, early in the freedom struggle, who composed poems that quickly became songs of freedom. We can mention the early work of Allama Iqbal and his Tarana-e Hindi like saare jahaan se achha hindostaan hamaara. This short poem became the song that was most sung during protest marches. Every great movement has a slogan, and the main slogan of India’s freedom movement, Inqilaab Zindabaad, was coined by Hasrat Mohani, a leading Urdu poet and freedom fighter. Many Urdu poets were part of the progressive writers’ movement, especially poets like Josh Malihabadi, Firaq Gorakhpuri, Sahir, Makhdoom, Sardar Jafri, Kaifi Azmi, Majaz, Majrooh, and Faiz Ahmad Faiz, who wrote highly inspirational patriotic poetry. It is also important to mention that Hindi poets, who wrote patriotic songs, published their work in Urdu newspapers using Urdu script. It happened because there were very few Hindi newspapers in the urban areas, and their circulation was relatively small. Therefore, the work of Hindi poets became indistinguishable from those writing in Urdu.

Hindustan Ki Tahreek-e-Azadi Aur Urdu Shayari was initially written in Urdu, and the National Council for the Promotion of Urdu Language published it in 2003. As several reviewers noted, the book was the first well-documented proof of what was commonly known. Still, the historians did not explicitly recognize that Urdu was indeed the language of India’s freedom struggle. This English edition is not a straightforward translation of the Urdu book. It has been carefully designed, keeping in view the demands and preferences of English readers. We describe the most significant events of the freedom struggle and explain how they appear to the reader through the Urdu verse’s lens. We do not consider these two things separate and distinct, but as points of interest on the same continuum, since Urdu and Aazaadi (the idea of freedom) merge into one whole and become one.

The work is divided into two parts. Part I contains the evolution of concepts like nationalism and freedom over the past several centuries, the origins of the freedom struggle, key markers in this journey, and their culmination. The banned and witnessed poetry confiscated by the British appears here for the first time in English translation. Part II highlights the poetic contributions of four leading poets of the freedom movement: Durga Sahai Suroor Jahanabadi, Josh Malihabadi, Tilok Chand Mehroom, and Firaq Gorakhpuri.

My deep association with Surinder Deol, a highly innovative writer and translator, lasting over several years and resulting in the publication of three previous substantive literary works, goes beyond customary words of appreciation. Surinder used his poetic skills and translated all Urdu and Persian poems included in this volume that beautifully conveyed the flair of the original work. I am grateful to the personnel of libraries who generously provided me access to rare historical manuscripts and documents. Many scholars whose insights were of great value are acknowledged in the footnotes throughout the book. I am grateful to all those who helped me accomplish this vital task, including my family members, my wife, Manorma, and my sons, Arun and Tarun, and their families. They unflinchingly provided me with the emotional support that made it possible to pursue these academic interests. I am also thankful to Mohammad Musa Raza, who has helped me prepare this and several other books.

India’s freedom struggle is the most significant part of its modern history. Historians and political commentators have described how various events unfolded in lucid detail and how the geopolitical game was played out. This book is unique because we look at the freedom movement and its key landmarks through the prism of literature, language, poetry, culture, fine arts, and emotional states of key actors in this drama that unfolded over hundreds of years. We hope that the book will not only offer a great reading but also find a place in the hearts and minds of the readers, reminding us of Urdu’s maxim in Ghalib’s dynamic words.


bakhshe hai jalva-e gul zauq-e tamaasha Ghalib

chashm ko chaahiye har rang mein va ho jaana




The splendor of flowers, Ghalib,

makes us appreciate beauty.

The eye should be able to see reality

in the colors in which it reveals itself.

Gopi Chand Narang

Charlotte, North Carolina

May 2022






PART I Prison and the Hanging Post





1 THE PATRIOTIC TRADITIONFrom Amir Khusrau to 1857
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Life in South Asia was defined by the tension between center and periphery in a variety of senses. In both the Delhi Sultanate and the Mughal Empire, centralized authority was legitimized by appeals to transcendent principles, and yet practical power was built around local negotiation, patronage, tribal power, and mundane networks of influence (and armed strength). For most, central power was distant, and yet its presence was dramatized through a variety of connecting links, sacred genealogies, rituals, and architectural sites that suggested the power and pull of the “center, “ even on local life. In this context Sufis (and their shrines), like Christian holy men, made locally manifest the principles of central Islamic power on which transcendent power was based—and in the process helped to legitimize the Islamic state. Yet at the very same time, the particularity of Sufi power (with its powerful local associations) dramatized the periphery’s inescapable particularity and intractability. For rulers Sufis were thus, as the writings of many historians have made clear, simultaneously instruments of legitimation and figures of potential political subversion.1

David Gilmartin



The development of Urdu poetry occurred in the complex web of social and cultural relations and interactions, and it is not something that flowered in isolation in a fancy mirror house. Even in its early days, this language showed social, cultural, and nationalistic aspirations. We need to remember that the definition of ‘national’ or ‘nationalistic’ changed over time. Urdu never stayed detached from its surroundings and the march of history. Doubts arose because Urdu borrowed from elements that were local and nonlocal and from places inside and outside the country. Therefore, nationalism exhibited by Urdu poets has no grave and stable grounding in the Indian soil. This assertion lacks evidence.

The truth is that Urdu is the fruition of the interaction between people belonging to two different cultural traditions and linguistic backgrounds. Since the communication was creative, the elements blossomed as the ever-flowing fountain of a unique pluralistic Ganga–Jamuni civilization. This profuse cultural fusion happened on Indian soil, which is why the basic structure of Urdu remained Indo-Aryan. The presence of alien influences in the language is customary and formal. They are metaphoric and suggestive. Any force emanating from a foreign source can shape the surface structure, but it can’t determine the configuration of the inner core. We can concede that Persian poets, who were residing in India at the time when the Urdu language was in its early stages of development, acted as role models on how to use different genres of poetry (ghazal, qasida, rubai, etc.). These genres were not native to the Indian literary tradition. But, during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when Urdu poetry emerged as a distinctive innovation, Muslims had been residents of the country for a considerable time. These people had no other country other than India to call their own. Since the Persian language was the measure of intellectual and cultural excellence, Urdu visibly accepted its influence. Both Muslims and Hindus were equal partners in learning Persian language and adopting Persianized styles of writing. It is one thing to borrow what is best in a foreign language, and it is another to stay immersed in the colorful beauty of one’s native land, accepting its historical traditions and cultural distinctiveness. Therefore, we should not mix these two elements when we talk about Urdu poetry. The Indian artistic genius takes and naturalizes what is suited to its core. The rest it rejects and sets aside.

We should realize that the concept of nationalism during the middle ages was different from its current interpretation. The limitations of cultural and historical consciousness of those times did not allow for concepts such as contemporary national unity. Nationalism, as a broadly shared modern-day political ideal, took several centuries to emerge as a distinct idea. The idea of Bharata of the sacred texts while passing through the degeneration period and alien invasions had remained an indistinct part of the cumulative memory, an idea that was erased. Evident at that time were patriotic feelings that were more or less personal, which were expressed at a local level, and their scope was limited. There was no shared consciousness of these ideas at a broader societal level. Therefore, when we talk about early Urdu poetry and its expression as a love of the land, we should keep these considerations in view.

Amir Khusrau (1253–1325), the first poet of the Hindavi language, took great pride in calling himself Indian. He called India, ‘My origin, my place of birth, and my land.’ Although his ethnic roots were Turkish, he neither used this fact in defining himself nor took any pride in it. On the contrary, he derived great pleasure in calling himself Indian. His father was a Turk courtier, and his mother, a Rajput. He wrote masnavi Nuh Sipihr (Nine Skies) in 1318, including a chapter regarding his vivid perceptions of India and its culture. In his first masnavi Qiran us-Sa’dain (Meeting of the Two Auspicious Stars), written in 1289, he included several couplets eulogizing the sheer beauty of his birthplace, and in doing so, he showed his preference for the Indian sites and locations over cities like Balkh and Bukhara from where his ancestors had come. When Khusrau talks about India, he praises, in particular, its gardens overflowing with abundant fruits and flowers, the physical appearance and beauty of its men and women, the ability of its people to learn foreign languages quickly, and the artistic ability of its artisans. There is hardly any aspect of India’s religious, social, and ethical life that he fails to appreciate. He liked Indian winters, which were comfortable and enjoyable compared with places like Khurasan. He had words of praise for the Sanskrit language, which, when spoken, he thought was like a clustering of pearls, and in its eminence, it was better than Persian. He was India’s true lover and a patriot. Whenever he talks about India in his poetry, he becomes ecstatic, raining flowers. In Nu Sipihr, a couplet gives Hindavi a higher place over his paternal languages like Persian and Turkish. In his third divan, called Ghurrat ul-Kamaal (The Prime of Perfection), written in 1294, he wrote:


turk-e hindos-taanem man hindavi goyem javaab

shakar misri nadaaram kaz arab goyem sukhan




As a Turkish-Indian, I can speak in Hindavi.

I do not have the Egyptian (rock candy)

so that I could speak in Arabic.



There was a pun in the original text.

In the Preface, he wrote:


chu man tuuti-e hindam ar raast pursi

z man hindavi purs ta naghz goyam




I am a ‘Parrot of India,’2

please speak to me in Hindavi

to hear my musical speech.



One exciting aspect of Khusrau’s patriotism is his praise for customs and manners, which many foreigners and Indians look upon with great disapproval, such as Sati and Jauhar, which he thought were excellent symbols of self-worth and personal pride during those difficult times. He suggests that if such actions were not prohibited in Islam, many Muslims would engage in them to show their love either for an ideal or for a person.

Urdu poetry had its humble beginnings in the South. The part played by early kingdoms (Bahmani, Qutub Shahi, Aadil Shaahi, etc.) in the early years of Urdu’s growth is part of history. Urdu poetry explicitly recognized the physical surroundings in which it was growing and the customs and pastimes of early users of this language. The verse composed by Sultan Quli Qutub Shah (1470–1543), the founder of Qutub Shahi dynasty of Golconda, who ruled from 1512 to 1543, is a good example. He had the same temperamental affinity with the Indian culture as Khusrau or Akbar. Like Khusrau, his mother was an Indian woman having no foreign genetic association. He had inherited ideas of communal harmony and fairness from his elders. He was the first king of Dakan who adopted a typical Indian style of living, including his royal wardrobe. His poetry is filled with praise for different places and sites, and he had a great appreciation of the Indian civilization and its traditions. Because of his highly romantic temperament, he admired Indian beauty. He described in his verse the aspects of Indian feminine glamor in a language filled with exquisite metaphors and similes. He also provided delightful descriptions of Indian gardens, fruits, flowers, Indian seasons like Basant, and the rainy season. He actively participated in these festivals and the people he ruled.

Several other Dakani poets showed great poetic appreciation for local customs and places of interest. They expressed satisfaction with everything that belongs to their land, including natural beauty, birds and animals, and products created by the local artisans. They used metaphors and similes that best demonstrated their feelings of utmost endearment, especially for the female beauty. The bun, a hairstyle in which a woman draws back her hair into a tight coil, was likened to black clouds ready to rain. Her cheeks were similar to a lotus flower. Her nose was the same as a bud of champa flower. She walked like a drunken elephant. Her whole body was as charming as a madan baan, sweet-smelling creeper. We don’t need to debate whether this recognition of the allure of living and nonliving objects was conscious or unconscious. There is no doubt that this was the sincere expression of the sentiments that resided in the hearts of these poets.

Another distinctive contribution of Dakani poets was recreation in beautiful words of love stories from traditional Indian sources. Up until that point, it was common among poets to refer to love stories like Laila-Majnun, Yusuf-Zulaikha, and Shirin-Farhad that were inherited from Persian and other foreign sources. Nizami, Ghawaasi, and Nusrati wrote and revived epic love stories of Kadam Rao Padam Rao, Tota Kahani, and Manohar-Malti, respectively. Padmavat was translated into Urdu by Vali Vilori and Ghulam Ali. Mir Mohammad Kazim Hussain brought out the hidden beauty in Ruup-Kam Lata fable, while Arif Ulddeen Ajiz composed Lal-o-Gauhar that concerned God Indra’s exploits.3

From the political perspective, this was the time when the Mughals ruled in the North, while the South was divided between several small self-governing states. Because of the long distances and travel constraints, there was no collective Indian consciousness. This kind of broader awareness was nearly impossible. Under the circumstances, there was scope for patriotic sentiment at the local level that was felt strongly by some individuals but would, unfortunately, lack depth and broad acceptance. A new kind of shared consciousness came much later. Poets found comfort in singing songs about the region or city they lived in. Here is poet Vajahi expressing his love for Dakan.


dhakan sa nahien thaar sansaar mein

panch fazillan ka hai is thaar mein

dhakan hai nagiina anguuthi hai jag

anguuthi kon hurmat nagiina hai lag

dhakan mulk kon dhan a’jab saaj hai

k sab mulk sar aur dhakan taaj hai

dhakan mulk bho-tij khaasa aahe

tlingaana is ka khulaasa aahe




There is no country in the world like Dakan.

The land is full of talented, gifted people.

If the world could be compared to a ring,

then Dakan is the precious garnet set in the ring,

And the value of the ring is because of the garnet.

O my ladylove, Dakan is a beautiful place

If other countries are heads, Dakan is the crown.

It undoubtedly is a lovely place

And Telangana is its pulsating throbbing heart!



There was another poet named Tab’ii Golkandavi, who lived during late 1600s and was Qutub Shah’s contemporary and his court poet. He wrote the following couplet.


je-koi yaad karta na-ien apna vatan

o murda hai peran hai us ka kafan4




If there is someone

who does not love his land,

he is dead from within,

and his apparel is his coffin.



Poet Mohammad Nusrat Nusrati, in his masnavi Ali Nama, is ecstatic in his praise for the city of Surat and its harbor. This city, according to him, is like a garden, and its bloom is unlike any other city in the world. It has not been hit yet by the autumn’s flurry of wind.5 In his masnavi Diipak-Patang, poet Syed Mohammad Khan I’shrati expresses his admiration for India, as a country, in the following moving words:


a’jab saaz hai hind ka soznaak

k karta hai naghme son je-on jaan raakh

hindustaan hai deval butaan us mein mast

kai haat son aa’shqaan but parast

bhariya hind mein daat kar yuun jamaal

k tis saamne zuhd o taqva muhaal




India is like a musical instrument

that produces melodies filled with pathos.

These songs touch the listener so that he is burned to ashes.

India is like a temple, filled with idols

and the hands of hundreds of lovers who worship these idols.

There is so much beauty in India

that it is a challenge to remain a pious believer.



Along with Surat, Bijapur is another city that caught the attention of poet Syed Aa’lam Bijapuri. After the city’s fall in 1685, he moved to Kurnool but could not bear the separation from the city he loved. He wrote the following couplets.


bijapur hai shahr-e sahib jamaal

zamiin vaan ki hai sakht aahan misaal

zamiin kon yuun nit vaan ki taasiir hai

hava lag ke hue javaan jo piir hai




Bijapur’s grandeur stands out among other cities.

Its soil is as hard as metal, and there is nothing to compare.

Not only the land but its climate is also life-giving.

If an older man gets a puff of its air,

he would undoubtedly regain his youth.



Wali Mohammad Wali Dakani (1667–1707) wrote a qat’a consisting of 13 couplets to Gujarat, his home state. He did it when he was away from Gujarat, visiting places in Punjab along with his friend, Syed Abu-Al’muaali. Here are two couplets from that qat’a.


gujaraat ke firaaq son hai khaar khaar dil

betaab hai siine mein aatish bahaar dil

lekin hazaar shukr wali haq ke faiz son

phir us ke dekhne ka hai umiidvaar dil




My heart is full of grief because of the separation from Gujarat.

My heart is uneasy like the sparks going up in flames.

But Wali, thanks to the Almighty and His Grace,

my heart expects to see what it wishes very soon.



Wali was also full of praise for the city of Surat, and he loved this city dearly. Look at the following couplets.


a’jab shahraan mein hai purnuur yak shahr

bila shak vo hai jag mein maqsad-e dahr

ahe mashuur is ka naam suurat

k jaave jis ke dekhe son kaduurat




Strange among the cities, luminous, one-of-a-kind city.

Without a doubt, it is present in the world as its symbol.

Its name, famous as it is, is Surat.

If we look at it, our maladies will go away.



About the presence of various religious groups in the city and the color they add to the city’s grandeur, Wali says


vahaan saakin itte hain ahl-e mazhab

k ginti mein n aavein in ke mashrab

agarche sab hain vo ibnaaye aadam

avval-e biinash mein ranga rang aa’lam




There is so much religious diversity

that it is hard to count their faiths.

Although they are all born of Adam,

temperamentally they are diverse and thus

they create a world of many colors and hues.



About Surat’s beauty and glamor, Wali wrote the following lines in a masnavi.


bhari hai siirat o suurat son suurat

har ik suurat hai vaan un-mol muurat

sabha inder ki hai har ik qadam mein

chhupa inder sabha kon le a’dam mein

kishan ki gopiyaan ki naiien hai ye nasl

rahiin sab gopiyaan vo naql ye asl

nazar bhar kar dikho har gul badan kon

k hai parde son be parva inan kon6




Surat is filled with people of pleasant disposition and beauty.

Every face you see is unique, like a portrait.

Every step of the way, there is God Indra’s court.

That might be fake; this one is real.

It is not the lineage of Lord Krishna’s companions.

Those were untrue. You will find the real here.

Look carefully at every feminine body made of flowers!

Who wants to be without their veil?



Lahore was another city that was well-known for its picturesque monuments and gardens. Here are few lines by the poet Hazrat Murad Shah.7


khuubi is ki thi shohra-e aafaaq

husn ka is ke tha jahaan mushtaaq

khuubru the haya se sab mausuuf

aur aashiq vafa mein the ma’ruuf

jo k aalam tamaam dekh aata

so n dekh is ko phir kahien jaata

rashk-e aabaadi-e jahaan tha ye

al-gharaz khuub hi makaan tha ye




Its uniqueness was famous all over the world.

The people everywhere were desirous of its beauty.

The ones who lived here were beautiful and earned praise for their modesty.

And its lovers were famous for their fidelity.

Anyone who went around the world,

after seeing it, never thought of going to any other place.

All the people around the globe were envious –

what a place, what a city this was.



Urdu poetry had its formal materialization in North India after Wali’s Divan reached Delhi. We can say that Emperor Mohammad Shah to Shah Alam II was the golden age of poetry. We saw the emergence of such gifted master poets as Mirza Jan-e Jaanaan Mazhar, Shah Hatim, Sauda, and Mir during this period. These were also poets who considered India as their motherland. Mazhar was a Sufi. They did not see any differences between Hindus and Muslims and respected the spiritual traditions of both these religions. The old practice of labeling non-Muslims as Kafirs (nonbelievers) found little support. Hatim wrote masnavis and poems in which he celebrated India’s geographic diversity and its cultural mélange. Let us see some couplets by Shah Hatim (1699–1783) praising Delhi as a city.


nahien hai shahr dehli hai gulistaan

chaman se jis ka khushtar hai biyaabaan

jidhar dekho tidhar har kuucha bazaar

hua hai gul-rukhaan se sahn gulzaar

vo be-shak vaqt ka shah-e jahaan hai

jo koi mutavatan-e hindostaan hai

rahe taa-hashar qaayem is ki bunyaad

rakhe haq shahjahaan aabaad aabaad




Delhi is more like a garden than a city.

Even its barren parts look better than a garden.

Wherever you look, each alley and the bazaar

is a stack of flowers revealing the beauty of loved ones.

He is a king of the world,

the one who is a resident of India.

May its foundations last until the day of judgment!

May God keep and preserve this kingdom forever!



Indian temperament is also revealed in the poetry of Mohammad Rafi Sauda (1713–1781). His imagination had been so Indianized that he even presented the traditional Islamic characters in the Indian flavoring. We get a good sense of different facets of Indian culture from Sauda’s poetry. He wrote masnavis on topics such as changing Indian seasons and marital customs.

About Mir Taqi Mir (1723–1810), there is a famous saying that he didn’t write ghazals, but elegies for his dil (heart) and dilli (the city). He spent 60 years of his life in the city. He described every street corner as haft-aqliim (equal to seven worlds) and auraaq-e mussavvar (pages of an album). Let us delve into some Mir couplets about Delhi.


dilli ke n the kuuche auraaq-e mussavvar the

jo shakl nazar aaii tasviir nazar aaii




The alleys of Delhi

were like pages from an album.

Each face that I saw

was like a framed beauty.




har roz naya ek tamaasha dekha

har kuuche mein so javaan ra’na dekha

dilli thi talismaat k har jaagah mir

in aankhon se aah ham ne kya kya dekha




Each day I was charmed by recreation.

In each alley, I found a hundred handsome people.

Delhi was a magical place so Mir everywhere

what I saw with my eyes is difficult to describe.




haft-aqliim har gali hai kahien

dille se bhi dayaar hote hain




Every street equal seven worlds.

Is there another place like Delhi?



These patriotic sentiments were primarily individual, and they were indeed not based on a shared or collective national consciousness. But at the same time, we can’t call them too restrictive, and by using the term ‘individual,’ we can’t reject them as insignificant. These sentiments may not be nationalistic, as the term is understood today, but they were authentic expressions of the social fabric that bound and inspired people together at that time. For example, Delhi was not merely loved for its buildings, monuments, and artifacts. It was indeed love for the people, their way of life, what they valued, and how they connected. It is a strange coincidence that this period of Urdu poetry’s early years was also a period of considerable political and economic hardships. Therefore, while Urdu poets sang songs of praise for the city and its surroundings, they expressed their grief for the sufferings of the habitat and people.

The fall of the Mughal Empire started quickly after the death of Aurangzeb in 1707. Many emperors occupied the thrones, but their reigns were limited (Table 1.1). There was much infighting among the princes and cruelty. Added to this was the devastation caused by Nader Shah’s invasion of Delhi in 1739. A poet named Syed Ja’far Zatalli, known for his mocking and sarcastic poetry, wrote that the days of peace and stability were gone. Wherever you looked, you saw death and destruction. People could not sleep at night because the sound of gunfire was a constant distraction. Everything was in great turmoil.



TABLE 1.1 Mughal Emperors after the Death of Aurangzeb


	Name
	Reign
	Major Events





	Bahadur Shah
	1707–1712
	Tried to build good relations with Marathas, Rajputs, and Sikhs



	Jahandar Shah
	1712–1713
	



	Farrukhsiyar
	1713–1719
	He granted trading rights to the East India Company. This meant that the British could import goods into Bengal without paying any duty to the Mughal administration.



	Rafi ud-Darajat Rafi ud-Daulah (also known as Shah Jahan II)
	1719–1719
	They were power brokers, and their reign lasted about 200 days.



	Muhammad Shah
	1719–1748
	He fought a long war against Marathas and suffered the invasion of Nader Shah in 1739.



	Ahmad Shah Bahadur
	1748–1754
	The Marathas defeated Mughal forces in the battle of Sikandarabad.



	Alamgir II
	1754–1759
	



	Shah Jahan III
	1759–1760
	



	Shah Alam II (Saani)
	1760–1806
	Defeated in the battle of Buxar. He was blinded by a Rohaila who too later met a deadly end.



	Akbar Shah II
	1806–1837
	Titular figurehead under British protection. British ‘Resident’ takes control in Delhi.



	Bahadur Shah II (Zafar)
	1837–1857
	Last Mughal Emperor. Defeated and deposed by the British and exiled to Rangoon till death.






A poet named Mohammad Shakir Naji, who witnessed the humiliating defeat of Mughal forces at the hands of Nader Shah, expressed his feelings in a long poem. He stated that the Mughals had not fought a battle for a long time. They were like breastfed lads who spent time in drinking and merry making. They wore all kinds of ornaments, but they were amateurs in the art of fighting. The reign of Ahmad Shah Bahadur (1748–1754) was primarily known for lawlessness, plundering, and pillage. A poet named Ashraf Ali Fughan, a close friend of the emperor has captured in his verse the sad situation of the Mughal court. Things did not improve with Shah Alam Sani. Although he ruled for 46 years, there was no functioning government, and the grand Mughal Empire was now breaking into small pieces. The nobles were busy fighting one another. There was no shortage of conspiracies. Because of the economic decline, everything was in free fall. Soldiers were not getting their salaries. Rohillas and Jats were at war, and their fighting adversely affected the Delhi residents. The emperor had become a toy and was tossed around by different factions. The financial constraint was such that the emperor had no ride available for going to Eidgah for his prayers. No food was cooked in the royal kitchen for several days at a time. Begums and princesses of the palace spent time looking for morsels of food. Mus-hafi Ghulam Hamdani (1747–1824), a leading poet, captured the sad condition in the following words:


kahti hai ise khalq-e jahaan sab shah-e aa’lam

shaahi jo kuchh us ki hai so aa’lam p aa’yaan hai

atraaf mein dilli ke ye lath maaron ka hai shor

jo aave hai bahar se vo ba-shikasta dahaan hai

but-khaana o masjid mein jo phaili hai kharaabi

na-quus ka naala n muazzan ka azaan hai

ae mus-hafi! is ka karuun mazkuur kahaan tak

hai
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