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Badrinarayan Upadhyay ‘Premghan’:
Hamare des ki bhasa aur aksar (1895)

Before the development of a Western-derived narrative tradition in the
early twentieth century, the most important medium for the nascent style of
modern Hindi prose was polemical journalism; its often disputatious
content was well suited to the new writers with their love for the
grandiloquent diction characteristic of essay-writers and polemicists the
world over. Among the most energetic writers and journal-editors of this
class was Premghan (1855-1922), born in Mirzapur (on the Ganges
between Benares and Allahabad), an associate of Harishchandra (5). In the
spirit of the nineteenth century Hindu revivalist movements, Premghan
looked back to the much-admired golden age of Indian culture, not
hesitating to find fault with its modern manifestations in his contemporary
compatriots. He also looked askance at the British presence, which he
regarded as self-seeking and exploitative; and he was at once supportive
and critical of the rising star of Congress, a favourite theme in his essays.

Given the circumstances of the time, in which the question of language
was becoming increasingly tied up with that of communalism, it was
natural for journalists to turn rather incestuously upon their own medium
when choosing subjects to write about; and Premghan was typical in his
passionate commitment to discussing language and the social and cultural
implications of its use. Despite its dated style his Hindi is a delight to read
because of its richness of expression and because of the gusto with which
the author throws himself body and soul into the chosen issues.

The essay Hamare de$ ki bhasa aur aksar argues the case for the use of
Hindi in the Nagari script in official contexts. The essay has a double
purpose: firstly to act as a pro-Hindi polemic, secondly to stir the author’s
listless compatriots into action in defence of their own culture and
language. His main argument is the unintelligibility of the Perso-Arabic
script to the majority of the population, and the problems which would
ensue from introducing the use of the Roman script as a compromise
between the proponents of Urdu and Hindi respectively.

The first paragraph describes the plight of the North-Western Provinces
where British policy promoted the use of Urdu at an official level.
Premghan exaggeratedly describes the confusions which arise as a result of
the misreading of Perso-Arabic words written in the prevalent shorthand of
legal documents, citing some delightful (if rather far-fetched) howlers in
support of his argument.

The second paragraph goes further into the context of litigation,
contrasting the vernacular submissions of the plaintiffs with the high-flown
Urdu of the court officials; he points out how the system can be
manipulated to trick the ignorant public, at the same time pulling the wool
over the eyes of the naive British adjudicator who is led to approve
judgements framed in a flowery language completely beyond his
comprehension.

The text is included in P.P. Upadhyay and D.N. Upadhyay, Premghan sarvasva vol.2
(Allahabad: Hindi Sahitya Sammelan, 1950), pp. 51-53. For the background to Premghan’s
journalistic and literary work see R.S. McGregor, Hindi literature of the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1974), pp.87-88.
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Badrinarayan Upadhyay ‘Premghan’ 7

Premghan’s language is dominated by the S register which parallels the high PA register
forming the butt for his diatribe; the fact that the most effective phrases in the passage are
those based on native HU Patterns is thus in keeping with his message but not with his
Sanskritized medium. Some archaisms of usage and spelling betray the nineteenth century
date of the piece.

1 brtis: a hyper-Sanskritized spelling with r for ri.

1 brti§ rajy ki nirmal niti ki prabha se: ‘through the radiance of the immaculate polity of
British rule’. prabha begins an extravagant alliterative sequence of ‘p’ sounds typifying
Premghan’s rhetorical style.

1 prades... prant: best translated as ‘region’ and ‘province’ respectively — cf. adj. pradesik
and prantik. The technical sense of prades as a ‘state’ follows the post-Independence re-
drawing of the map of India.

2 pracarit: ‘current, used’. Synonymous pracalit is now preferred.
2 pascimottar prades. North-Western Provinces, modern U.P.

3 khicari: (> Anglo-Indian ‘kedgeree’) ‘hotch-potch’ — the derogatory sense being further
strengthened by adj. pancmel (lit. ‘composite of five elements’), ‘mixed, miscellaneous’, and by
the dismissive adi kai bhasaon ‘and several other such languages’.

4  yah urdu bhasa: the pr. adds a subtle touch of distaste, as though describing some unclean
object held gingerly between thumb and forefinger.

5 karan iska yah hai: the inversion stresses the noun, ‘the reason for this is’. Cf. the different
emphasis of 13 yahi karan hai ‘this is why’.

6 Suddh suddh parhe to kadacit jate hi nahin: ‘can hardly at all be read really accurately’. The
disjunction of parhe from jate accommodates the separate but complementary emphases of to
and Ai respectively (542b).

8 hindi §abd ke bhram se: ‘through confusion with a H word’.

9 alu bukhara. .. ulla bicara: the misreading derives from the minimalist representation in the
rapid Sikastd script (used for legal documents etc.) of PA characters. Since the dots are
generally omitted in this shorthand, jim, ce and xe appear as the undotted bari he, nor is pe
distinct from be, etc.

9 haji pur itauna: presumably referring to the two town names Hajipur (near Patna) and
Itaunia (near Lucknow).

9 caci to bitauna: a meaningless collocation, ‘auntie then little son’ (bitauna being a
diminutive of beta).

11 ghasit ke aksar: ‘scribbled characters’: cf. 16 kachari ka ghasit aksar i.e. ‘scribbled court
shorthand’.

12 samanyoh ke samajh mei: though here used as m., samajh is normally f., like most nouns
deriving from verbs.

13 kya gramin aur kya nagarik samanyajan: a comma after nagarik would elucidate the
syntax, ‘ordinary folk, be they villagers or townspeople’.

16 parsi parhon: the p.obl. of ptc. parha is here used nominally to mean ‘one who is literate
in P, P-reader’: cf. the more regular 16 parhne vala.

19 na keval yahin se iti hai: ‘nor does the matter end here’. S iti, like Latin finis, marks the
conclusion of a text or speech, and by extension can mean ‘end’ more generally.

19 saksya pradanarth: ‘in order to give evidence’, pradan ‘giving’ + arth ‘purpose’, in sandhi
combination (611).

20 bolte to kuch aur likha jata hai kuch: ‘they say one thing and something different is written
down’. Cf. 30 likha to kuch aur parh diya kuch aur (in which the first aur is a cj., the second an
adv.).

20 more ghare ke niyare: ‘near my house’. Pr. more (cf. HU mere), inflected obl. ghare, and
ppn. niyare (< S. nikate) are all Avadhi forms.
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7 Badrinarayan Upadhyay ‘Premghan’

21 muttasil khanah mujihir: P muttasil-e xand-e muzhir, ‘adjacent to the abode of the
deponent’, strikingly distinct in register from the Avadhi. The use of visarg (511) to represent
the P silent e is ingenious, but not a standard transliteration.

22 na keval saksi matra: a taulogical construction, with enclitic matra duplicating the sense
of keval. Cf. 33 keval svikar matra.

23 inglisthani: a Sanskritized spelling for P inglistani. Cf. P -stan in ‘Pakistan’ vs S -sthan in
‘Rajasthan’.

23  abulfazall: grand Mughal terminology as associated with Akbar’s great minister Abul
Fazl (1551-1602).

24 pinch sakte: the tendency for long vowels to be nasalized in pronunciation is shown
graphically here.

25 maulana ka pad dene: the obl.inf. anticipates ppn. ke atirikt.

26 pulls: though -i- reflects more closely the E pronunciation, modern standard H has pulis.
Cf. also colloquial rapat for riport.

27 visuddh marmm sthal par: ‘at the absolutely most vital point’.

28 dhiinrh kar la ghuser dete: roughly ‘sought out, dredged up and dragged into use’ — a
wonderfully expressive verbal phrase.

28 pradhan sahib bahadur: pradhan is here used nominally as ‘the president (of court)’. bahadur
following a name is a title equivalent to ‘the honourable’, here with a nice touch of sarcasm.

29 samjhi na sake hon: the verb stem is the unextended samajh-, the final -/ being an
agglutinated emphatic enclitic: cf. ws/usi etc.

30 jo do va tin prakar par parha jata: ‘which can be read in two or three ways’.

31 isse bare bare asambhav karya sambhav kar diye jate: ‘in this way, wholly impossible
things were made possible’ (542a).

33 keval svikar matra puhch lete: ‘would ask for nothing more than confirmation’, i.e. would
not attempt a full analysis of the evidence.

34 un par ajiiat churi cala dete haih: ‘runs an unknown knife into them’, i.e. has no inkling of
the harm his judgment may be doing them.
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