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M.K. Gandhi and P.D. Tandon:
Correspondence (1945)

During the years before and shortly after Independence the question of
rastra bhasa, ‘national language’, was hotly debated. The cause of
Sanskritized Khari Boli in Nagari script was promoted by institutions such
as the Hindi Sahitya Sammelan (H.S.S.; ‘Hindi Literature Assembly’),
founded in Allahabad in 1910; but an equally determined body of opinion
espoused by the Hindustani Pracar Sabha (H.P.S.; ‘Association for the
Promulgation of Hindustani’), favoured Hindustani — with the choice of
script a hotly-debated question. Though he had earlier advocated the use of
Hindi as the vehicle of Congress politics and was closely associated with
the H.S.S., of which he was elected President in 1918, Gandhi (1869-1948)
came increasingly to see the value of the widespread currency of
Hindustani, and he balanced his support for Hindi with parallel support
for the Urdu cause. His insistence that literacy in both scripts should be the
norm led him into inevitable conflict with the H.S.S. establishment,
particularly its founder-member and President, Purushottamdas Tandon
(1882-1962), an Allahabad lawyer and Congress politician who was
passionately committed to the Hindi cause.

With the exception of his autobiography (written in his native Gujarati)
the vast majority of Gandhi’s writings in is English. But in his letters
Gandhi increasingly turned to the use of Hindi, even when realising that its
use was problematic to correspondents such as Nehru.

In this exchange of letters Gandhi consults Tandon on the anomalous
position of being a member of both the H.S.S. and the H.P.S., offering to
resign from the former, of which Tandon had been elected President in
1923. Tandon’s reply is conciliatory, and maintains that there is no
fundamental conflict between the tasks of the two organizations. In his first
paragraph he refers to Gandhi’s support of Urdu as a ‘new development’,
and although the tone of his letter is deferential to a fault, he manages to
show his disapproval of this divergence from the unequivocal support for
Hindi, rather than ‘the Urdu style of Hindi’, as the vehicle for the
nationalist movement; in his second main paragraph, Tandon reassures
Gandhi that there is no reason why a member of the H.S.S. should not also
support the H.P.S.

The correspondence is given in Gopal Prasad Vyas, ed., Gandhi hindi darsan (New Delhi:
Dilli Pradeshik Hindi Sahitya Sammelan, n.d.) pp. 226-227.

The views of the two protagonists are given in Ahmad 1941 and are discussed in Peter
Brock, ‘Gandhi and the Hindi movement’ in John L. Hill, ed., The Congress and Indian
nationalism (London: Curzon Press, forthcoming 1990); some of Gandhi’s journalistic writing
on the subject is collected in Our language problem (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 1965).
For the general context see LCND.
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M.K. Gandhi and P.D. Tandon 16

Gandhi’s H is simple and unpretentious; he prefers short sentences and straightforward
syntax, and uses loanwords freely. Tandon’s H reflects the more formal and literary style of
the Sanskritized register, but does not despise PA loans and is far from being pedantic. Both
writers’ language is heavily influenced by E.

2 bhal tandanji: this informal opening contrasts strongly with Tandon’s more reverential 15
pijya bapuji, pranam!, the distinction underlining the relative status of the two writers. Cf. the
contrast between the two styles of signing off: Gandhi’s 13 apkd, Tandon’s 38 vinit ‘humble

[servant]’.
6 pharsimayi: the use of a S suffix with a non-S word is rather unusual.

8 hat jana cahie: ‘should clear out” — the colloquial register makes this a deliberately blunt
and forceful expression.

10 main kahan huh: a very clear calque from E ‘where I am’, i.e. where I stand on this
matter.

11 krpaya Sighra uttar den: ‘kindly reply promptly’. More formal in register than the overall
tone, this is a typical letter-writing formula.

11 maun ke karan: probably a reference to one of Gandhi’s regular vows of silence, when he
would communicate only in writing.

12 ise likhvakar bhejta hiin: a perfect example of the word-economy of HU syntax, here using
the cj. ptc. of a causative verb.

13 ap acche hohge: an economical way of saying ‘I trust you are well’, very clipped and
unceremonious.

13 mo.ka.gandhi: note the traditional abbreviation to the first syllable of the name; cf. 38
pu.da.tandan. The usage tends now to be replaced by the practice of transcribing the
pronounced value of the English initials, e.g. ‘em.ke’, ‘pi.di’, also followed in U.

14 krasthvet rod: ‘Crossthwaite Road’, named after a governor of the United Provinces.
Most roads in the ‘Civil Lines’ areas of Indian towns had English names deriving from
provincial England or from the names of British administrators etc.; since Independence these
have been largely replaced by Indian names such as ‘Mahatma Gandhi Marg’.

17 apko...sadasya rahte hue lagbhag 27 vars hue: ‘you have been a member for about 27
years’: use of rahna rather than hona is dicated in such phrases, as meaning ‘continuing to be,
remaining’ rather than ‘becoming’.

19 vah sab kam galat tha, aisa to ap nahih mante hohge: ‘I’'m sure you don’t consider all that
work to have been wrong? — a typical HU paratactic construction, the proposition vah sab
kam galat tha being stated first, then negated in a second clause linked with correlative aisa.
Cf. the following sentence, in which the postulate comprising the first clause is picked up by
the pronoun yah in the second.

20 yah to apka siddhant hai hi: ‘this is after all your principle’.

21 S$iksan: ‘instruction, teaching’ — distinct in sense and gender from the more abstract f.
Siksa ‘education’.

24  visist janoh meh pracalit: ‘current among certain people’. The intended implication is that
U is the language of a minority group, while H enjoys widespread currency among the
population at large: something of an over-simplification of the real situation at the time.

25 svayam vah: ‘it itself — the reference is to the Sammelan.
26 calate haih: ‘help advance, support the cause of’.

26 sammelan uska tanik bhi virodh nahin karta hai: ‘The Sammelan does not oppose it [Urdu]
in the slightest’. Retention of auxiliary hai with the negative gives emphasis to the denial.

28  hindi sahitya sammelan ki or se nirvacit: ‘elected by the H.S.S.”, a pre-modifier to hindustani
ekedami. ki or se commonly has the sense of ‘by, through, under the auspices of’; cf. similar k7
taraf se.

31 mera nivedan hai: ‘my submission is’, ‘I submit’.
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16 M.K. Gandhi and P.D. Tandon

34 apki atma. .. kahti hai: ‘your spirit says’ — the usage perhaps reflects the Western concept
of ‘conscience’ rather than the original sense of atma as ‘self, spirit’; cf. the more natural HU
expressions with ji — ji cahna, ji karna etc.

35 natmastak ho: ‘with bowed head’, i.e. ‘humbly’. ho is the abs. (532a).

35 nirpay: ‘judgement’ — distinct from niScay ‘determination, resolve’, though both can
translate ‘decision’.

36 seva men: ‘in submission to you, for your consideration’; cf. U xidmat meh.
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