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Reviewed by Joel Kuortti

Semanti Ghosh’s Different Nationalisms: Bengal 1905–1947 (2017) is based on
archival work for her PhD at Tufts University (1999). As the title implies, Ghosh
suggests that colonial Bengal did not develop a homogeneous strand of national
thinking but that there were ‘different nationalisms’. After Indian independence in
1947, these became part of the dual inheritance of Bengali identity, in Indian
Hindu West Bengal and in Muslim East Pakistan, later Bangladesh. They both
‘bear a double-edged connection, one of a linguistic–cultural commonness, and
the other of a lineage of disruption and distrust’ (p. 18). For the purposes of this
review, especially the language issue is of relevance.
In the postscript to the 2006 revised edition of his Imagined Communities,
Benedict Anderson considers how translations of his influential book have
travelled, or not. One of the lacunae he identifies is the ‘“Subcontinent”, which
contains millions of people reading in Urdu, Hindi, Bengali, Tamil and so on’
(Anderson, 2006:224). According to Anderson, the reason behind this disinterest
in India is ‘British colonial heritage, which, perhaps surprisingly, helped make
English even today the dominant language of “national level” education and
intellectual discourse’ (ibid., p. 224). This might be the case for federal India, but
for the development of national and regional identities in British India –
especially Bengal – Ghosh’s book sheds new, detailed light.
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Ghosh begins her analysis from the 1905 partition of the Bengal Presidency
into two provinces by the British administration. (Allegedly) prompted by the
need for administrative efficiency, the partition created a predominantly Muslim
eastern Bengal with Decca (Dhaka) as its capital, and a Hindu western Bengal,
with Calcutta as its (and colonial British India’s) capital. During the partition that
lasted until the end of 1911, Bengali identity strengthened through the ideas of
swadeshi andolan, a largely Hindu movement to remove the British from power,
and swajati andolana, ‘a Muslim equivalent to that of swadeshi’ (p. 35). Within
these parameters, ‘[t]he question of language and culture, a vital expression of the
“nation”, spawned strongly opposed viewpoints about the nature of nation to
belong’ (p. 43). In western Bengal, the Bengalis had become a minority because
the province was joined with Orissa and Bihar, so the opposition to the partition
was strong. The eastern Bengalis, for their part, felt cut off from the more affluent
part of the ‘nation’.
For the Indian Muslims, ‘the demand for Arabic and Persian as the lingua
franca […] in the interest of global Islam’ was not a self-evident choice as there
were also ‘the parallel demands for acknowledging Bengali as their own national
language (jatiya bhasha)’ (p. 43). Another controversy that divided Bengali
Muslims concerned Urdu. According to Rafiuddin Ahmed: ‘To most of them,
Urdu was as much a foreign language as Sanskrit was to the generality of Bengali
Hindus’ (p. 43; see Ahmed, 1996:128). On this question, the Muslim community
was divided. So much so, as Ghosh notes, that ‘nowhere was the line more
blurred between the regional culture and the supra-regional religious culture than
on the question of language and script’ (p. 44).
Furthermore, the Bengali language was also problematic for the Muslims
because it contained many derogatory elements: ‘The abundant anti-Muslim
words, expressions, myths, and histories were so apparent and unabashed in the
standard Bengali parlance that even those who considered themselves Bangiya
Mussalman [Bengal Muslims] could not but be left with a great deal of pain’ (p.
44). In order to correct the situation, some Muslim litterati felt it necessary to
counter Iswarchandra Vidyasagar’s (1820–1891) puristic views (cf. R. Ghosh,
2018) and to introduce a local/communitarian Islamic version of Bengali with
Arabic, Persian and Urdu words and concepts. Those who disagreed with this
position held ‘that it is a preposterous idea to overhaul the structure of the
language as a self-aware cultural product. The language, a mobile entity, should
be allowed to evolve on its own, develop its own forms if the Muslims started
using Bengali more frequently and in an unselfconscious manner’ (p. 45). As we
can see, neither the idea of language policing nor the concept of language as an
organic entity are new phenomena.
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When the 1905 partition was annulled in 1911, positions on the language issue
changed: ‘The pro-Urdu lobby became less vocal than before. Their main focus
had by now decisively shifted to Bengali, or at least, to a version of the Bengali
language where Arabic and Persian words would be given their due place’ (pp.
115–116). The Bengali nationalists considered the thread that connected the
various peoples in Bengal – of Mongolian, Dravidian, and Brahminic Indian
Aryan origin – was their language. This understanding was problematized by the
classicists, including Rabindranath Tagore – who four years later would win the
Nobel Prize for Literature – who argued for the Calcutta Bengali to be the
standard form, ‘against which Muslim reactions were strongly pronounced’ (p.
117; see Tagore, 1984 [1909]).
As the examples above indicate, language was not a minor issue in the
development of Bengali national identity in the Indian pre-Independence decades.
The decisive issue behind the development towards partition was not, thus, just
religion. In the last chapter of the book, Ghosh considers the last two years of
colonial Bengal. The determining element in the 1947 partition was religion; there
was the Hindu India while West and East Pakistan formed the new Islamic state
of Pakistan. With this outcome, Bengal Muslims of East Pakistan faced a new
threat to their identity as ‘the firm belief of the Bengal Muslims in their national
heritage of Bengali language and literature already began to be seen as
endangered by the overarching domination of West Pakistan’ (p. 373). The book
ends here, at the inception of two (later three) national states emerging from
colonial British India. Although the main focus is on political intrigues, Ghosh
also shows that language played a crucial part in the development of Bengali and
Indian identities.
The Bengali identity project that began with Bengali Renaissance in the 18th
century did not achieve ‘nationhood’, nor does Ghosh argue for a nostalgic need
to grieve for the loss. The underlining point of Ghosh’s book, covering languages,
religions, regions and other identifications, is articulated concisely at the very end,
in the brief Conclusion – ‘a greater accommodation of differences is an absolute
priority in the subcontinental life’ (p. 401). This is as, if not more, significant now
than it was in 1999 when Ghosh completed her PhD.
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