
LITERARY HISTORY LINGUISTICS

The Evolution of Urdu Literature: A Technical and 
Historiographical Analysis of its Linguistic Origins and 
Development
Published: July 31, 2025  |  Index ID: #760

The study of the history of Urdu literature is not merely an examination of poems and prose but a deep dive into the 

socio-linguistic architecture of the Indian subcontinent. Urdu, a language born from the synthesis of local Indo-

Aryan dialects and the administrative languages of the medieval Islamic empires (Persian and Arabic), represents 

one of the most complex linguistic evolutions in modern history. To understand this evolution, one must analyze the 

contributions of key scholars such as Ram Babu Saksena, Muhammad Sadiq, and Abdul Haq, whose works

have formalized the chronology of this literary tradition.

Linguistic Architecture: The Etymological Framework of Urdu

Urdu belongs to the Indo-Aryan family of languages, specifically descending from the Khariboli dialect spoken in 

the regions surrounding Delhi. However, its technical structure is a unique amalgam. While its grammar, syntax, 

and core verbs remain rooted in Sanskrit-derived Prakrits, its high-register vocabulary, script, and poetic meters are 

heavily borrowed from Persian and Arabic. This dual nature is often referred to as a diglossic relationship, where

the language functions as a bridge between indigenous Indian culture and the broader Persianate world.

Technical Breakdown of Linguistic Components

•  Phonology: Urdu retains the retroflex consonants (&#7693;, &#7789;, &#7692;) characteristic of Indian 

languages while incorporating the fricatives (f, z, kh, gh) of Persian origin.

•  Morphology: The use of the Persian Izafat (a short vowel 'e' used to link two words) revolutionized Urdu 

poetry, allowing for compact and dense metaphorical expressions.

•  Orthography: The language utilizes the Nastaliq script, a calligraphic variant of the Perso-Arabic alphabet, 

which requires specialized typesetting and historically influenced the publication methods of early literary works.

Historiographical Methodologies: Analyzing the Works of Ram Babu 
Saksena and Muhammad Sadiq

The academic formalization of Urdu literature began in earnest during the early 20th century. Two seminal texts 

define this field: "A History of Urdu Literature" by Ram Babu Saksena (1927) and the later revisionist work by 

Muhammad Sadiq. Saksena&#8217;s work, often praised for its breadth, provides an essential introduction to the 

evolution of Urdu as the lingua franca of India. As noted by Sir Tej Bahadur Sapru , Saksena&#8217;s contribution

was pivotal for those who could not read the script but sought to understand the cultural synthesis of "Old India."

Saksena focuses on a chronological progression, beginning from the Dakhni periodin the Deccan and moving

toward the Delhi and Lucknow schools. In contrast, Muhammad Sadiq&#8217;s approach is more critical and

analytical, often questioning the aesthetic values of early poets and focusing on the social conditions that birthed

specific genres.

Comparative Historiography Matrix



Feature Ram Babu Saksena (1927) Muhammad Sadiq 
(1964/1984)

T. Grahame Bailey (1932)

Focus Area Comprehensive survey and 
biographical accounts of 
poets.

Critical analysis and 
sociopolitical context.

Linguistic evolution and 
early Dakhni texts.

Perspective Appreciative, focused on 
the "Golden Age" of Delhi/
Lucknow.

Objective, often skeptical 
of traditional ornate styles.

European scholarly and 
philological approach.

Language of Text English (aimed at a global 
and elite Indian audience).

English (academic and 
technical).

English (Orientalist 
framework).

Key Contribution Established a standardized 
timeline for major periods.

Deep dive into the 
transition from medieval to 
modern prose.

Mapping the transition from 
Prakrit to Urdu.

The Evolution of Genres: From Dakhni Masnavis to the Modern Novel

The history of Urdu literature is a progression from oral traditions and rigid poetic structures toward the flexible 

prose of the modern era. The initial phase, the Dakhni Era (14th-17th centuries), saw the language flourish in the 

southern kingdoms of Bijapur and Golconda. Poets like Wali Deccaniacted as catalysts, bringing the linguistic

refinements of the south to Delhi, which triggered the "North Indian Renaissance" of Urdu.

Technical Structure of Classical Poetic Forms

To understand the depth of Urdu literature, one must examine the Aruz (prosody) system. Unlike English poetry, 

which often uses iambic pentameter, Urdu poetry is based on quantitatively measured metersborrowed from

Persian.

1.  The Ghazal: A collection of independent couplets (Sher) bound by a strict rhyme (Qafiya) and refrain (Radif). 

Mathematically, it follows a pattern of A-A, B-A, C-A...

2.  The Masnavi: A long narrative poem in rhyming couplets, used for epic storytelling and philosophical 

treatises.

3.  The Marsiya: An elegiac form dedicated to the martyrdom of Imam Hussain, reaching its technical peak in 

the works of Mir Anis and Mirza Dabir.

The Prose Revolution and the Fort William College Impact

The transition from ornate, difficult-to-read prose to simple, functional Urdu occurred at the turn of the 19th century. 

The establishment of Fort William College in 1800 by the British East India Company was a turning point. Under 

the leadership of John Gilchrist, scholars were tasked with translating Persian classics into "Hindustani" (Urdu) to

help British officers understand the local population.

This period saw the creation of Bagh-o-Baharby Mir Amman, a text that defined modern Urdu prose. It stripped

away the flowery metaphors of the Persian tradition in favor of a direct, narrative style. This shift was essential for

the later development of the Urdu novel.

The Birth of the Urdu Novel: A Chronological Analysis

The Urdu novel did not emerge in a vacuum; it was a response to the changing social fabric of 19th-century India. 



Following the 1857 uprising, Muslim reformers sought to use literature as a tool for social edification. Deputy Nazir 

Ahmad Dehlviis widely regarded as the first Urdu novelist, though his works were often categorized as "didactic

tales."

Chronology of Key Early Novels



Year Title Author Primary Theme

1869 Mirat-ul-Uroos (The Bride's 
Mirror)

Nazir Ahmad Female education and 
domestic management.

1873 Banat-un-Nash Nazir Ahmad Ethical and social 
upbringing.

1881 Fasana-e-Azad Ratan Nath Sarshar A panoramic view of 
Lucknow's decaying culture.

1899 Umrao Jaan Ada Mirza Ruswa A psychological study of a 
courtesan; the first 
"modern" novel.

Technical Metadata and Publishing History

The preservation of Urdu literature relies heavily on the physical and digital archiving of these texts. Modern 

publishers like Sang-e-Meel Publicationshave played a crucial role in reprinting rare editions. Looking at the

bibliographic data for Saksena&#8217;s work, we see specific technical specifications that define these academic

editions:

•  Physical Dimensions: 9" H x 6" W x 1" L (Standard academic octavo).

•  ISBN Classifications: 9788174351616 and 9789693507393.

•  Binding Types: The transition from traditional 19th-century leather binding to modern softcover and hardcover 

editions has made these texts more accessible to students globally.

The Role of Abdul Haq (Baba-e-Urdu)

No technical analysis of Urdu literature is complete without mentioning Maulvi Abdul Haq. Known as the "Father of 

Urdu," his work focused on the lexicography and preservation of the language. He was instrumental in 

establishing the Anjuman-i Taraqqi-i-Urdu , an organization dedicated to the promotion of Urdu. His scholarly rigor

ensured that early manuscripts were edited and published using modern philological standards, effectively bridging

the gap between medieval tradition and modern academia.

The "Great Divide": Urdu vs. Hindi Historiography

The linguistic divergence between Urdu and Hindi is a significant chapter in literary history. Technically, both 

languages share a common base (Khariboli). However, the 19th-century mobilization of Hindus against Muslims led 

to the adoption of the Devanagari script for Hindi and the Persian script for Urdu. This "script war" had profound 

implications for literary production, leading to the creation of two distinct literary canons from a single linguistic root. 

Scholars like B. Stein and Sadiqhave noted how archaeological and literary evidence suggests a continuous

relation between the Indus region and Central Asia, which Urdu came to represent.

Practical Implementation: How to Study Urdu Literary History

For researchers and students, studying the history of Urdu literature requires a multi-step analytical approach:

1.  Primary Source Scrutiny: Accessing original manuscripts or digitized versions via platforms like Rekhta.

2.  Comparative Philology: Comparing the Tazkiras (traditional biographical anthologies) with modern 



historiographical texts.

3.  Contextual Mapping: Placing literary movements (like the Progressive Writers' Movement) within the global 

political landscape of the 20th century.

4.  Linguistic Scansion: Analyzing the transition from Sabk-e-Hindi (Indian style of Persian) to modern Urdu 

prose.

Addressing Common Analytical Challenges

Researchers often face difficulties when navigating the history of Urdu due to orthographic variations and 

pseudonymous attributions. Many early poets used Takhallus(pen names), which can complicate the tracing of

historical lineages. Furthermore, the loss of manuscripts during the 1857 unrest and the 1947 Partition created

gaps in the record. The solution lies in cross-referencing bibliographies provided by Saksena and Sadiq with the

administrative records of the time.

The evolution of Urdu literature is a testament to the resilience and adaptability of a language that refused to be

confined by geographic or religious boundaries. From the early mystical Masnavis of the Deccan to the sharp social

critiques of the modern era, Urdu has served as the primary vessel for the subcontinent&#8217;s intellectual and

emotional expression. By examining the works of historians like Ram Babu Saksena and the organizational efforts

of scholars like Abdul Haq, we gain a comprehensive understanding of how a "camp language" transformed into a

global literary powerhouse. The structural complexity, the rhythmic precision of its poetry, and the narrative depth of

its prose ensure that the study of Urdu remains a vital field in global comparative literature.
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