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Modernity, being a colonial product, has had an influence on the process of identity creation with reference to western categories. While this has had great success in the political field, it has had less success with reference to other dimensions, like gender, class and religion where the older, pre-modern identities lurk just below the surface even if the vocabulary to describe them may have changed
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MODERNITY has had significant and far-reaching impact on the relationship between language and identity. It has created new identities and marginalised, or erased, the old ones. This article looks at the way language constructs, or mediates, new identities with respect to four dimensions: politics, gender, class and religion.

Taking politics first, pre-modern India did not have the concept of a nation. It is after contact with the British that it was imported into Indian discourses. Thus, Syed Ahmed Khan (1817-1899) uses the word qaum for all Indians and then, when the Muslims drifted apart from the Hindus, for only Indian Muslims. But qaum was, and even now is, used by ordinary people for extended class or fraternity (biradari). Thus the Pashto-speaking people were described as belonging to the Afghan qaum in India. Similarly, one could describe one’s qaum as arain. Even occupational castes, like weaver (juluha) or barber (nai), were described as qaum. In short, what the 19th century Indian reformers did was to subsume a society fragmented along ethnic, occupational and class lines into a modern, basically western, identity label: nation (qaum). They created the illusion of unity.

The modern Pakistani state inherited the vocabulary of modern nationhood and hastened to provide symbols of unity -- the flag, the language, the historical narrative, the census and the map.

The real problem was language because the symbol of the Muslim qaum in British India was Urdu. It was claimed as the national language of all Muslims. Yet, the language of most Pakistanis was not Urdu; it was Bengali. Urdu was not even the mother-tongue of most west Pakistanis; it was Punjabi. Urdu was, indeed, the second language of the urban areas of West Pakistan, but was used only by the Urdu-speakers (Biharis) and the religious establishment in East Bengal who constituted 1.1 per cent of the population of that province.

The ruling Muslim League ignored these divisive facts to construct a unified Pakistani nationalist identity based around the symbols of Islam and Urdu. The attempt backfired most conspicuously in East Pakistan where an anti-West Pakistan resistance movement used language to deconstruct the imposed nationalistic identity. Even after 1971, the Pakistani nationalist identity was constructed once again at the cost of suppressing regional and group (ethnic) identities in the country. The Pakistani state sees it in the western nation-state tradition with emphasis on unitary symbols. This involves denying or paying only lip service to pluralist realities with corresponding emphases on pluralistic symbols. If the state really embraces a truly pluralistic model, it will call itself multiethnic and multilingual and, therefore, value diversity.

Coming now to gender, it is not the same as biological sex. Gender is acted out in terms of context-dependent roles, seen as feminine or masculine or in-between, and not fixed sets of biological traits and anatomical characteristics of individuals. Ideas of what is male and female vary over time and space. Thus, gender roles are socially determined and, therefore, capable of changing.

The Pakistani state has favoured constructions of gender which favour male dominance. This domination is pre-modern and both feudal and tribal. It is codified in the language as well as other cultural institutions. The state, in consonance with its modern image, uses the discourse of legal equality of men and women but does little to combat the social inequality which exists in Pakistani society.

For one thing, all Pakistani languages, as well as the English used in Pakistan, are sexist. This means that these languages use words, expressions, and ways of referring to people in such a manner that they discriminate between individuals on the basis of sex. The male forms are coded as the norm in all Pakistani languages while women are marked as the ‘other’ and understood to be inferior. Even insan (person) is construed as being masculine. The other word for a human, banda, is also construed as male. Thus, the generic term for human in Urdu is male. This is true for Punjabi, Sindhi, Pashto and the other Pakistani languages known to this author.

Moreover, people with authority are gendered male in Urdu. Among these are nawab (lord); afsar (from officer); subedar (governor of a province); hakim (physician); alim (religious scholar); maulana/maulvi/mulla (Islamic clergyman); numberdar (village headman) etc., even if a female version exists, as in the case of mullani, it refers to the wife of the mulla and carries no authority in its own right. For female rulers, like the Begums of Bhopal, the male title nawab was used in addition to the female form begum. Terms borrowed from English, such as doctor, are feminised as doctorni but this carries less prestige than ‘doctor’ and also ‘lady doctor’. And even with many female officers, parliamentarians, ministers, advisers and judges in contemporary Pakistan -- Benazir Bhutto was prime minister twice and the governor of the State Bank is a woman nowadays -- the image which goes with these positions of power is that of a male. The language codes the male as the norm as the female case is treated as aberrant unless there are other linguistic clues to disambiguate the reference.

Being perceived as female signals sexuality. Pakistani languages, therefore, masculinise women -- render them as honorary males -- in order to show respect to them. Thus in Punjabi and Punjabised Urdu the male inflection of the verb is used for females one respects (tusi baethe so = you sitting (male form).

The male pronoun, used for females, is a politeness marker. This is like referring to powerful women, such as rulers, as Sultan and Nawab, their corresponding male titles, rather than the female equivalents of sultana and begum. Through it the speaker signals that he does not perceive the female referent as a possible sexual object or is conscious of their power just as he would be of men in such a position. It is also polite not to notice women -- the opposite is ogling which is impolite -- and the language has devices for this purpose. While older women, such as grandmother, mothers and aunts, are referred to by kinship terms with the suffix ji attached for respect, younger ones are not referred to directly. Punjabi also has circumlocutions about wife such as kar vale (people of the houses) and bacche (children). Pakistani English, as used by ordinary people, sometimes uses ‘family’ for wife.

Urdu literature constructs the female in terms of sexuality to the exclusion of other dimensions. This construction is done by male poets for the most part and mostly ignores the genderlect or women’s language. However, there is a genre of Urdu poetry called rekhti which purports to be in the women’s voice. This, however, is the language of the brothel i.e of prostitutes and sexually promiscuous women. Moreover, it was written by men to enjoy themselves at the expense of women.
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Pakistani women do not use the words used either by rekhti women or the ladies who used begmati zaban. They do use expressions like ‘hae!, ‘uf!’, ‘hae Allah!’, ‘uf Allah’ and ‘hae maen mer gayi’ (oh! I am dead!) even now. These words differentiate the sexes and reinforce the view that their expected social roles are different. WL also signals emotional instability, lack of responsibility and lack of courage. Effeminate men, such as eunuchs (hijras), also use the same language for the same purpose.

The Pakistani state has no stated policy on language and gender. Conventional gendering is related to class and westernisation. The media shows women from the lower classes using WL, as do hijras with even more exaggeration, but as one moves up the social (and linguistic) hierarchy the WL tends to disappear. Thus upper class women, especially those of the younger generation, speaking English and even Urdu, do not use WL or very little of it (maybe a ‘hae’ thrown in once or twice).

As for class, pre-modern India was a highly class-conscious, deeply polarised society. The Hindus had their caste system but the Muslims, with the exception of some tribal societies like that of the Pashto-speakers, too were divided according to socio-economic class, occupation and ethnic origin. The lower classes were called the ajlaf -- in Punjab the kammis (kameen) -- while the upper ones were the ashraf. The ajlaf were generally indigenous converts from Hinduism while the ashraf claimed foreign, warrior-class, ancestry. However, those who were regarded as higher in the social order, such as the Rajputs, retained their high rank in the social hierarchy even after conversion to Islam. The ajlaf did working-class jobs. They were peasants, weavers (julaha), potters (kumhar), barbers (nai), butchers (qasai), dealers in oil (teli), scavengers (bhangi) etc. The ashraf were state officials, military officers, scholars, judges, teachers, clerks and ordinary leaders of prayers (mullahs). The business and financial classes fell into both the classes with the costermonger on the street falling into the ajlaf and the great tycoon (seth) being part of the upper ashraf class. However, honour was not directly proportional to wealth as the landed aristocracy, even if impoverished, was considered more prestigious than rich businessmen.

Modernity made two transformations in the way identity labels were constructed: first, it denigrated, suppressed or marginalised indigenous labels; second, it introduced the idea of equality before the law which undermined the elaborate structure of class.

Oriental titles like ‘hakeem’, ‘subedar’, ‘vaed’ etc., were denigrated and their English equivalents became respectable.

The second idea, of equality before the law, came slowly by the early twentieth century. By the time the Pakistani state came into being ‘all citizens were equal’ -- at least officially. In keeping with this political philosophy, a new vocabulary was created. Now, at least in the more modern urban areas, class distinctions tend to be expressed through circumlocutions such as ‘parha likha’ which means educated but signals ‘professional’, ‘affluent’ etc.

The Pakistani state does not recognise caste or class but it does recognise income inequalities. As such, while in real life class is signalled in various ways, in the official discourses it is not admitted except with reference to income. Interestingly, some of the signalling for class takes language into account. Thus the humorous programmes on Pakistan Television used to use ‘Urdu medium’, for unsophisticated. The implication was that students from schools which used English as the medium of instruction, and these were expensive schools, were sophisticated. Even below the ‘Urdu-medium type were those who only knew Punjabi as this meant that they were not formally educated. The modern state has not eliminated class in Pakistan but it has made Pakistanis more hypocritical about it.

The vocabulary for religious identity is perhaps the most problematic. While the English language academic and journalistic discourse talks much about types of Muslims -- fundamentalists, militant, modernist, moderate, secular or cultural -- these are not the categories which are used by ordinary Pakistanis who do not know English nor are exposed to the newspapers of Urdu. The Muslim identities used by the ordinary people are with respect to sect and sub-sect: Sunni/ Shia and then within Sunni the Deobandis, the Barelvis, the Ahal-i-Hadees (called Wahabi) etc. The British Indian state discourse encouraged religious categorisation of Indians but the Hindu/Muslim identities were so salient that internal differentiation between them was not part of the public discourse. On special occasions, such as Muharram (the Shia month of mourning), the Shia/Sunni identities gained prominence but otherwise Muslims generally articulated a monolithic identity in competition with the Hindu majority in the political and public employment market. The Muslim ulema, and their devoted followers, were cognizant of the sectarian, and sub-sectarian, differentiation among themselves. In fact, as the printed word spread, sectarian tracts refuting the beliefs of other sects became more commonly available.

The Pakistani state, although created with appeal to religious identity, did not encourage either a sectarian or a sub-sectarian differentiation of it in theory. The state, under Ziaul Haq, however, took a turn for the religious and had to differentiate between Sunni and Shia religious identities. This happened when Ziaul Haq imposed zakat and ushr, two Islamic taxes, on Muslim citizens. As the Shias protested against these impositions arguing that they had their separate system of the collection of such dues, they were directed to supply declarations to this effect to the banks. Thus, without intending to do so, the Shia minority was forced into asserting its sectarian identity. The Sunni identity too was played up and constituted into an aggressive, anti-Shia mould by Maulana Haq Nawaz Jhangvi (1952-1990) and his associates of the Sipah-i-Sahaba in the Jhang district. This may have been a reaction to the dominance of Shia feudal landlords in Jhang but there was a hardening of sectarian identity throughout the country. Since that period the Shia-Sunni conflict has become increasingly bloody and there are posters declaring other religious minorities, such as the Aga Khanis, as infidels.

There have also been anti-Christian and anti-Hindu attacks but those against the Shias have been the most violent. It appears that because of Ziaul Haq’s appeal to religion, religious identities gained prominence. And as they did so the whole polemical discourse of difference as heresy became reactivated. The differences were, of course, taught in madressahs as maslak (ideological interpretation or set of beliefs of a sub-sect) but their passive knowledge does not translate into hostile action unless attention is directed to them. This new factor, the directing of attention to differences, came into prominence during the Ziaul Haq era. Moreover, it was then that religiously inclined or motivated youth were also trained and armed to fight in Afghanistan and Kashmir. These militant young men fought those whom they perceived to be non-Muslims abroad as well as at home. They gave a new significance, and a potentially disruptive one, to religious identity. Vocabulary considered antiquated by the more modernised part of the elite -- kafir (denier of belief), murtid (heretic), wajib-ul-qatl (one who should be killed), Shia, Sunni, Ahmedi, Aga Khani -- came to the fore and is very much part of the discourse in pamphlets, Friday sermons in mosques and right wing Urdu newspapers. In short, the religious identity is more salient, more contested, and more differentiated at state and non-state levels in Pakistan today than it was in 1947 when the country was created.

To sum up, modernity, being a colonial product, has had an effect of creating identities with reference to western categories. While this has had great success in the political field, it has had less success with reference to other dimensions (gender, class and religion) where the older, pre-modern identities lurk just below the surface even if the vocabulary to describe them may have changed. The state tried to create modern identities in conformity with its major aim to consolidate itself as a nation-state. In doing so it suppressed ethnic, class and certain forms of religious identity. It also modified gender identity in conformity with certain Victorian, colonialist, reformist perceptions about gender roles. However, the nationalistic enterprise is driven by two discrepant discourses: modernity and sacralisation. The first is to modernise society so as to construct an empowered nation-state. The second is to legitimise the rule of an elite as well as the whole project of creating a nation with appeal to Islam. Language plays a role in both these discourses of the use of power.

