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URDU LITERATURE 
AND 

THE REVOLT 

It is commonly said that Urdu literature is a product of the Darbar (the 
court), the Khangah (the shrine of the Sufis) and the Bazaar (the market place) 
Undoubtedly it is an oversimplification of a complex historical process of 
integration and disintegration of facts, conditions and. ideas stretching over 
centuries. The triangle represents the influence of the feudal order, the 
religious-cum-social milieu and the common man’s desire to find eApression in 
literature. It is significant that the rise of Urdu poetry in Northern India took place 
in the latter 18th and early 19th centuries and coincided with the decay of the 
feudal order. Viewed from this angle the period appears to have lost all vitality, 
unable to express even the values of the departing age. In an obscure sense this was 
also the age of a new awakening, the beginning of a new awareness which was 
inherent in the changing historical, political and social conditions. Urdu poetry 
then had the anguish, the confusion, the pathos, the uncertainty of the age and it 
would be futile to search for ideas and ideals other than these. The atmosphere in 
which these poets lived, the taste of the patrons for whom they wrote and, in most 

| cases, the absence of any common link between the poets and the people—all 
\| these contributed to the degeneration of poetry, often into mere word-play. It had 
| to be highly standardized in form, limited in thought and mechanically subservient 

to traditions. 
It was only with the advent of the East India Company rule that the poets 

) and writers began to realize the gravity of the new situation. When Sirajuddaula 
i was killed by the British, his friend and collaborator, Raja Ram Narain “Maozoon” 
‘| cried in anguish: 

Oh! where have gone the mad lovers who roamed 
about in the desert, 

And where have vanished those days of love? 
And “Mushafi” wrote: 

All the wealth and splendour that India had 
The infidel Englishmen have squeezed out by treachery. 

Then came the revolt, the big flare-up of the vague, undefined, 
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unorganized yet intense national sentiment. Most of the big and small Darbars that 

patronized the poets had tumbled down. Oudh, the great centre of arts abd culture, 

was annexed by the British in 1856. The Moghul rule at Delhi had been reduced to 

a mere symbol. A new Empire that had no roots in Indian soil and alien to Indian 

culture came into being. It may not be very fruitful to look for literary productions 

of high quality dealing directly with the revolt or its consequences, though such 

literature is also to be found. Rather it would be more useful to treat literature also 

as the product of certain historical and economic forces that motivated the revolt 

itself, A great part of the literary output since then reveals a different spirit. 

Henceforth the poets and writers may also be classified as leaders of thought 

inasmuch as they visualised literature as a formative process in the development of 

the nation. For them literature must play a role in awakening of the people to new 

consciousness. Sir Syed Ahmad Khan, Khwaja Altaf Husain “Hali,” Maulana 

Mohammad Husain “Azad,” Dr. Nazir Ahmad, Maulana Shibli, Maulana 

Zakaullah, Chiragh Ali, Mohsinual Mulk and Vigarul Mulk, to name only the most 

important ones, all believed in bringing literature in line with life and making it 

serve life, This could not have been possible in a conscious way earlier. 

While we talk of the impact’of the revolt on Urdu literature, we should be 

careful to note that the nature of the great revolt was not clearly comprehended at 

the time. In most cases it was treated as a “scourge of God,” the foul play of fate, 

the evil-eye of the sky, the mere change of times and “the result of our misdeeds.” 

These subjective interpretations of an historical event of such importance drove 

them into wrong directions and consequently no attempt was made to analyse its 

extent and nature. Not only this. It was interpreted in certain quarters, evidently 

under British influence, as a revolt against established authority. This idea gained 

such firm ground that it took a long time to link the traditions of the revolt with the 

national movement. An objective assessment may yet take some time as new 

materials become available and more facts are brought to light. 

We shall take first the works written during the revolt. Out of the many 

works the important ones are: Khutoot-i-Ghalib (the letters of Ghalib), Dastanbo 

(The Persian Diary of Ghalib written during the revolt), Dastan-i-Ghadar (The 

story of the Mutiny) by Zaheer Dehlavi, Tarikh-i-Sarkashi-i-Bijnor (The History 

of the Rebellion at Bijnor) by Sir Syed Ahmad, Risala-i-Asbab-i-Baghawat-i-Hind 

(A Treatise on the Causes of the Indian Revolt) by Sir Syed Ahmad, 

Tarikh-i-Hind, vol. 1X (History of India), by Zakaullah, Roznamcha-i-Ghadr (The 

Diary of the Mutiny) written by an Englishman and translated by Dr. Nazir 

Ahmad,. Agha Hajju “Sharaf,” a long poem on the sack of Lucknow, many poems 

of Wajid Ali Shah, Munir Shikoha-badi, Bahadur Shah “Zafar” and Barq 

Lacknawi and Fughan-i-Delhi (The Lament of Delhi), a collection of some fifty 

poems first published in 1861 and various poems and articles written mostly in 

Delhi newspapers during and following the upheaval. There may still be others but 

we may skip them over as we do not propose to give in this article a catalogue 0 

such books. 

Analysing some of the above writings we come to certain very remarkabl 
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conclusions. Mirza Asadullah Khan “Ghalib.” the renowned Urdu poet has been 
accepted as the most representative poet of the culture and tradition of the period 
Being of the same stock as others of the dying Moghul court, he had developed 
relations with the Britishers and had even admired certain of their qualities and 
achievements. He was the first writer of significance who found British 
achievements in science and political organization more progressive in some 
respects than those achieved even by the great Moghul, Akbar, and this he 
mentioned in one of his Persian poems meant to be a foreword to a new cditian of 
Abul Fazl’s Ain-i-Akbari, prepared by Sir Syed, sometime in 1855. It was such a 
scathing criticism of the old order that even Sir Syed could not agree to append it to 
his work. Ghalib, who was then attached to the court of Bahadur Shah maintained 
close relations: with all dignitaries at Delhi and when the revolt spread he was 
inevitably embroiled in it. After the British occupied Delhi his house was guarded 
by the armies of the Maharaja of Patiala (being the house of one of his respected 
friends) which saved it from the loot and arson indulged in by the victorious 
British. Besides other literary engagements Ghalib was then \\ orking ona Diary in 
Persian which, though a good literary piece, does not contain much of historical 
value. In the scores of letters that he wrote to different types of people all over 
India, there is much information about conditions in Delhi. He speaks of the 
“terror” of the “Blacks” and the “Whites,” of the death of his | nglish and Indian 
friends and patrons, of the turning of Delhi into a military camp where no one 
could move about without something like a curfew pass, of the trial of many 
innocent aristocrats of Delhi and the difficulties of everyday life. He does not 
attach any political significance to these events but he knows that the old days 
were not to come back. It may be interesting to read a few lines from one of his 
Ghazals which mentions the event directly: 

As every militaryman of England today can do what he wills. 
Men are mortally afraid 
To come out into the market place 
The Chowk has become a place for murder 
And the home is nothing but a prison. 

Ghalib is very critical of the behaviour of the British towards Delhi people 
in general and Muslims in particular after the suppression of the revolt. Of his 
friends, Sheikh Imam Baksh “Sahbai,” a great scholar and poet, was shot along 
with two of his sons. Maulana Fazle Haq, the distinguished scholar was sent to the 
Andamans where he wrote a book in Arabic on the great revolt entitled 
As-Sauratul-Hindiyya (The Indian Revolution); Nawab Mustafa Khan “Shefta” 
was sent to jail; Maulana Mohammad Bagir, a great Shia Divine, the founder of the 
first important literary newspaper in Urdu and the father of Mohammed Husain 
“Azad” was shot dead and Ghalib was a witness to all this. His Ghazals forcefully 
express the sorrow and agony born of these fateful days. Much of these facts has 
been preserved in books like Ghalib Ka Roznamcha (The Diary of Ghalib), 
Angreson ki Bipta (The sufferings of the Englishmen), Bahadur Shah ka 
Muqaddama (The trial of Bahadur Shah), all written by Khwaja Hasan Nizami; 
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Delhi ki Akhri Bahar and Naubat-i-Panjroze (The Transitory Joy) by Rashidul 

Khairi; Bahadur Shah Zajar by Amir Ahmed Alavi and Bahadur Shah Zafar aur 

Unka Ahd by Rais Ahmad Jafri. 

‘Munir’ Shikohabadi was a famous poet of the Lucknow school, attached 

to the Nawab of Farrukhabad. He was arrested, summarily tried and sent to the 

Andamans. He has written various poems dealing with his personal affliction as 

well as the national catastrophe. 

Mohammed Husain “Azad” composed a poem on the “Victory of Armies 

of the East” over the Britishers. It was published in his father’s Delhi Urdu Akhbar 

of May 24, 1857, and has only recently been discovered. 

Earlier | have mentioned books that were the result of personal experience 

of their authors or an evolution of the situation arising out of the revolt. Sir Syed 

Ahmad (who had not received the knighthood then) wrote a history of the rebellion 

at Bijnor. He had not till then assumed leadership of the Muslim intelligentsia. His 

political career begins with the publication of the book, entitled Causes of the 

Indian Revolt, written in Urdu, and subsequently translated into English. This 

book provides a searching analysis of the, events. He places the blame on the 

British whose policy had denied them the goodwill of the population. “It was for 

the government to try and win the friendship*of its subjects, not the subjects to try 

and win that of the government.” He added, “Now English government has been in 

existence upward a century, and up to the present hour it has not secured the 

affection of the people.” It is a very controversial political document, as has been 

the role of Sir Syed himself, but nevertheless, it must be stated that no student of 

our history can ignore it. 
Zaheer Dehlavi was a young but eminent poet attached to the court of 

Bahadur Shah. After a lapse of some years he wrote his autobiography and named 

it Dastan-i-Ghadr (The Story of the Mutiny). He gives a detailed account of the 

happenings in Delhi, his sufferings and the woes of those who were suspected of 

being collaborators or sympathisers of the rebels. 

There is yet another book, an anthology of poems, entitled Fughan-i-Dehli 

(The Lament of Delhi) published in 1861, which deserves mention as it contains 

the poems of some forty poets on the ruin and plunder of Delhi. They mostly deal 

with the sufferings of the noble and the cultured people of Delhi who had to face 

hardships never experienced before. They describe the events very vaguely and 

indicate that the Muslims have been the chief victims. Several of them point out 

that not a single able-bodied young man in Delhi escaped the gallows. Some of the 

poems end on the optimistic note that Delhi will flourish again and the good old 

days will be back. 

This is also the tone of several poems written by Lucknow poets. They 

sing of the writers’ loyalty to the king and to the city of Lucknow which had been 

reduced to utter ruin. They are a kind of elegy focusing on trivial matters, rather 

than lament over the national loss. One cannot, however, be very critical of these 

poets whose sense of patriotism and national unity was coloured by local loyalties 

and devotion. 
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To understand the impact of the revolt on the tradition of Urdu literature: 
we shall have to analyse the post-revolt developments and the way they influenced 
men’s minds. Just after the transfer of power from the East India Company to the 
Crown, the proclamation about religious freedom proved to be an indirect 
invitation to think in terms of religion. It was also a sugeestion for the middle and 
the upper classes to think only of the welfare of their own Communities Iwas. in 
other words, a signal for a sort of religious revivalism and the elorification of the 
past. This may sound strange bui we find that the idea of a uniticd nation sutlered a 
setback after the struggle of 1857. Even our best writers, in almost all the Indian 
languages, began to look upon the achievements of their forefathers with nostaless 
In certain sense this indeed was a sign of awakening but the narrow relivious 
outlook prevented their writings from becoming part of national literature. Had it 
been otherwise, we would probably have had much greater works (at least in 
thought content) from Bankim Chandra Chatterji. Sir Syed, Bhartendu and his 
friends, Hali and Shibli. The national spirit shrouded in the religious mode of 
thinking can be discerned if one analyses the literature of the post-1857 period. For 
a clearer expression of this, however, one shall have to reach for writings of the 
twentieth century. 

Pratap Narain then cried Hindu-Hindi-Hindustan and Sir Syed and Nazir 
Ahmad spoke of Muslims as a separate nation, although the circumstances clearly 
indicate that they were either under evil foreign influence or naiv ely misguided 

While reading modern literature we must not close our eves to the duality 
that it possessed, a duality that spoke of progress and reaction, of hope and 
despondency, fear and courage, loyalty to the ruling class and protest against its 
ways and methods. This signified an important stage in the development of the 
national consciousness. This newly-gained consciousness had to be expressed in 
new forms of literature and henceforth we see the development in new literary 
genres in both prose and poetry. Novel, drama, essay, biography, criticism and 
long reflective poems came into vogue and in several cases a synthesis with the 
older forms was achieved. The emergence of the press helped the development and 
popularisation of the new forms. 

If we study the writings of Sir Syed, Azad, Hali, Nazir Ahmad, Shibli and 
Sharar in the light of these observations we shall see that they had awakened to the 
needs of the people and wanted to infuse them with hope. Hali’s motto throughout 
was: “We must change with the time.” The Holy Quran was being read for twelve 
hundred years but no one had quoted it for prompting Muslims to accept and 
accelerate the pace of change. Now Hali quoted from the Quran, “God does not 
change the conditions of a people who do not care to change their own conditions.” 
All these writers had accepted the need for change and wrote about it. They wanted 
their followers to shake off despair and begin a new life. It is not just a coincidence 
that Sir Syed, Hali, Azad, Shibli and Sharar all wrote on “Hope” in prose or verse. 
They brought literature down to earth to serve the people, to spread knowledge, to 
prepare people to accept the change of the times and to shape their own destiny. 

The gradual development of the national consciousness among the Urdu 
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writers is a long story and it is not possible to mention even the names of the 

writers and their books that were the outcome of the political consciousness 
released by the revolt. Most of these writers did not stop writing even during the 
darkest days of political oppression and they sang in the voice of Brij Mohan 
Chakbast: 

Let them seal my lips and let them put me into the prison but 
They cannot put fetters on my ideas. 

It is not the purpose of this short essay to provide a history of the national 

movement as reflected in Urdu literature. The author’s purpose is only to provide a 

glimpse into the working of the minds of our writers just after they had been put on 
the high seas of a turbulent political life. The revolt had released their pent up 
anger and energy and they have used it for the cause of Indian freedom and 
progress to this day. This is the meaning and significance that Urdu writers have 
derived from the great revolt. 

(in: Rebellion 1857. A Symposium. Edited by P. C. Joshi. New Delhi 1957, pp. 

236-244). 
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