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Abstract 

In his novel, A Passage to India, E. M. Forster has employed Urdu and Hindi 

words, idioms, proverbs which convey the colonial and anticolonial sense. The 

usage of such words, idioms and proverbs, according to the context, is quite 

relevant, for the expression of narration, description and characterization. A 

significant number of Urdu and Hindi terms are employed in their textual and 

contextual sense. The frequent usage of the Urdu and Hindi terms was deemed 

quite logical to the text. The employment of such terms has added new 

dimensions to the sense and structure of the colonial and anticolonial discourse. 

The executed words reflect a philosophical and psychological sense of the 

anglicized phraseology. Certain words, for instance Bazaar, Maidan, Bungalow, 

Mohurrum, Tazia, Sari, Purdah, Tonga, Saddhus,  Pukka, Parvati, Phoja, Neem, 

Tonga-walah, Veranda, Kawa Dol, Krishna, Punkha, Sahib, Huzoor, Nawab 

Bahadur, are of vital consideration. The coined phrase of the Kawa Dol, for 

instance, has been put in a deep textual and contextual sense. Kawa means a 

crow. Kawa Dol means something that moves at the touch of a crow. Forster 

shows through this phrase the precarious relationship between the British 

Empire and India. The main focus of the paper is the stylistic analysis of the 

textual and contextual sense and the relevant social discourse.  

Keywords: Textual, Contextual, Stylistics, Anglicization of Urdu Phraseology 

Introduction 

In his novel A Passage to India E.M. Forster has employed Urdu and Hindi words, 

idioms, proverbs which convey the colonial and anticolonial sense. The usage of such 

words, idioms and proverbs, according to the context, is quite relevant, for the expression 

of narration, description and characterization. They are not mere words rather they have 

their own textual and contextual message. The text and context of the words reflect a 

treatment, attitude, mentality and culture and thus the ideas and philosophies are 

presented through expression. The expression is through vocabulary and the sequence of 
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the words (Grammar). Linguistically, text is a complete piece of language in terms of 

communicative meaning. Context refers to the invisible meaning and has a deep and 

strong link with pragmatics. The link and its role are crucial for the extraction of sense. 

Further division of context is linguistic context and physical context. Yule (2003) refers 

to linguistic context as co-text and states ‗The co-text of the word is the set of the other 

words used in the same phrase and sentence. This surrounding co-text has a strong effect 

on what we think the word means‘ (Yule, 2003, p. 129). The physical context in the case 

of time and place, make the sense elaborative in the contextual situation. Here a brief 

analysis of some Hindi and Urdu terms is given: 

Urdu and Hindi words 

The frequent usage of the Urdu and Hindi terms is deemed quite logical to the 

text. Some Hindi and Urdu words from A Passage to India are given in the following 

table: 

Table 1  Hindi and Urdu words from A Passage to India 

Urdu/Hindi words Urdu/ Hindi words Urdu/ Hindi words 

Bazaar 

Mohurrum  

Hookah 

Purdah   

Pan 

Parvati   

Kawa Dol  

Krishna 

Punkha 

Maidan  

Tazia  

Saddhus    

Neem 

Tonga-walah   

Sahib 

Badmash  

Huzoor 

Sadhu 

Bungalow    

Sari 

Sias  

Tonga  

Pukka  

Phoja 

Hammam 

Durbar 

Bazaar 

The term bazaar has been used in textual and contextual sense. According to New Oxford 

Dictionary of English Bazzar is a large shop selling miscellaneous goods (General Store). 

Its etymology is Italian, Turkish and Persian. A group of shops in English sense is a 

marketplace; however, it can‘t convey the literal sense in Urdu. Hence, the word has been 

put into local connotation. New Oxford Dictionary of English has traced it as a noun, 

with the Middle Eastern origin meaning market. Forster criticizes the Bazaars of 

Chandrapore and observes that they are full of dust and dirt. 

Mohurrum and Tazia 

Forster considers Mohurram as an administrative problem for the English rulers. The 

word Mohurram, in the literal sense, is the name of the first month of Islamic calendar. 

But in India the term is applied to the period of public mourning of the commemoration 

of the death of Hazrat Imam Hussain and his followers at Karballa. It is a religious 



PUTAJ – Humanities and Social Sciences              Vol. 24, No. 1 (June), 2017 

 

 

77 

commemoration; however, in India it becomes a cultural tradition as well. So with the 

passage of time it becomes a part of culture. According to Ghani Khan, ‗When a law is 

bred into the very fibre of a race it becomes a custom and persists long‘ (Ghani, 2001, p. 

20). The ruling class considers it an administrative fatigue and Turton says that the extra 

work and preparation of Mohurram brings extra fatigue for the administration. The 

administrators have to chalk out plans for religious congregations, therefore the word 

Moharram is used for political reason as well.  Dr. Aziz states, ‗What is the use of all 

these reforms, and Conciliation Committees for Mohurram, and shall we cut the tazia 

short or shall we carry it another route, and Councils of notables and official parties 

where the English sneer at our skins?‘ (Forster, 1991, p. 57). The word Tazia is linked 

with Moharram, which is a representation of the tomb of Hassan and Husain carried in 

the Mohurram procession. 

Hookah 

The word hookah is used in the textual and contextual sense. Forster refers to the 

Muslims who believe the life in paradise after death. The people with noble deeds would 

go to the heaven. The analysis of the conversation among Hamidullah, Mahmud Ali and 

Dr. Aziz reflects that whether the hookah would be provided in the paradise or not. This 

is a funny attack on the Muslim believers. With certain modification (ingredients and 

design) the other name of the hookah is Chilum. Spain (2007) has used chillum in the 

same meaning. He refers to the people and says that a group of men drank tea and took 

their turn at the chillum, the simple Pathan hubble-bubble pipe. Spain (2007) has used it 

in the literal sense and provides the English meaning as well, however, Forster has 

employed the word hookah in a humorous manner and religious discourse. Hookah is an 

oriental tobacco pipe with a long flexible tube which draws the smoke through water 

contained in a bowl. The term has been introduced in Urdu from Arabic Huqqa (casket 

jar), Hubble-bubble which was originated in the 7
th
 century.   

Purdah   

Purdah is an integral part of Indian tradition and religion. It has textual, contextual and 

symbolic meanings and is used in the text in the same meanings. Purdah is a traditional 

practice in Muslim and Hindu societies. Literally, it is the screen which separates the 

women from public interaction. The invitation to the Indian guests at the occasion of 

Bridge Party is against the Indian traditions and conventions. The invitation from Mrs. 

Turton is, ‗Turton would be glad to receive any ladies of their families who were out of 

purdah‘ (Forster, 1991, p. 27). One of the causes of the failure of the Bridge Party is 

Purdah. Besides, the venue of the Bridge Party is club; the connotation of club in Indian 

sense is a place for mix gatherings, drinking and dancing. The English put the condition 

that those ladies who don‘t mind purdah could attend the party. However, Purdah is a 

religious obligation for the Muslims. The ladies who are practicing it have a respect in the 

Indian society. It is the privacy of Indians and as a symbol of modesty. The word has 

been used in the local as well as the global sense. The local literal logic is ‗Come and see 
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my wife a little then, said Hamidullah, and they spent twenty minutes behind the purdah. 

They include Dr Aziz and Hamidullah, and not Mahmoud Ali. The reason is put in the 

next sentence: Hamidullah‘s Begum (Mrs Hamidullah) was a distant aunt of Aziz. The 

colonizers are not giving any heed to this religious and social obligation in India. Forster 

has adopted a progressive and modern style and has criticized the traditional constrains of 

India. 

Pan 

When the messenger brings a letter to Aziz by Major Callendar to come to his bungalow, 

Hamidullah asks Aziz to clean his teeth after chewing pan. Since Aziz considers the 

message as a disturbance, so as a protest, he replies that he would not clean his teeth and 

would go as chewing pan is an Indian habit. This narrative and reaction is an example of 

anticolonial discourse.   

Hammam  

The word Hammam is employed in the historical sense which reflects the facilities 

provided by the Muslim rulers of India to their subjects. In literal sense, the word 

Hammam is used for the supply and storage of water. The Indians remember the word as 

a part of their glorious history and want to share the managerial skills of their rulers with 

the colonizers, a sense of pride for them. Dr Aziz reveals it very proudly to Mrs. Moore 

that the Muslim rulers provided facilities to their subjects. He says that they created 

fountains, gardens and hammams. Hammams were also those places where hot water 

used to be provided for bathing during the winter seasons; it is in fact a Turkish bath. The 

Mughals were Turks in their origin. They introduced some of the Turkish words and 

traditions in India. 

Sadhu 

The Hindi word Saddhu conveys the sense that some of the Indian are living a secluded 

life which is quite unnatural. However, they are devoted people, like priests, and living a 

religious life away from their family and relatives. 

Salaam 

Forster employs the word Salaam in different contexts; religious, historical, comic and 

symbolic. The etymology of salaam is Arabic. Salaam is the distortion of Assalamu 

alaikum, which is a noun not a verb with a purely religious (Islamic) context. The word 

salaam was coined by the colonizers. Abu-Baker (2006) traces the historical perspective 

of the word salaam. The salaaming order was imposed by the British Raj after the 

historical Amritsar Massacre. The Indians had to say salaam to the British rulers during 

the meetings. However, sometimes the Indians had to use it in a comic manner to play 

fun with the colonizers. Dolin provides the explanation as, ―His (Aziz‘s) ‗comic salaam‘, 
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alludes to the ‗salaaming-order‘ that the British imposed after the Amritsar massacre of 

1919, which required ―all Indians to ‗salaam‘ or respectfully salute an English civil and 

military officers‖ (Dolin, 1999, p. 180). Forster uses this comic salaam phrase at certain 

occasions in A Passage to India. ―Maharajah, salaam,' he called for a joke. The youths 

stopped and laughed. He advised them not to exert themselves. They promised they 

would not, and ran on ―(Forster, 1991, p. 47). The Indians and particularly the Muslims 

have to use the word in true form Assalamu alaikum. Since the pronunciation of this was 

quite difficult for the ruling elite, due to phonological restrictions, so they adopted the 

distorted, short coinage of Salaam. Later on, the Indians, both the communities, were 

using it. The literal sense of salaam is peace. The word is used as a salutation, and 

consisting of a low bow and the touching of the forehead; to make such a gesture.  

Bungalow 

Most of the colonizers and officials are living in Bungalows. The origin is Bangla, 

belonging to Bengal, a house having only one storey. The cottages of such type were 

built for early European, settlers in Bengal in the seventeenth century. Forster used this 

term only for the official residences of the administration. The city Magistrate, Ronney 

Heaslop, Dr. Aziz, Major Callendar, and Fielding are living in the bungalows. 

Izzat 

The Hindi and Urdu are well established languages in India. However, the rulers don‘t 

give any serious heed to learn them for interaction with the Indians. The colonizers have 

learned a few local words and they are used in conversation in imperative form. The 

junior officers learn these words from their seniors. Ronny is fresh in the administration 

so he refers to his senior for using such words. For instance, he has learned the word 

‗izzat‘ from Major Callendar. The colonizer women are giving instructions to their Indian 

servants during their speaking; therefore, they know certain words but only in the 

imperative mood. Forster states that Mrs. Turton has learned the lingo, but only to speak 

to her servants, so she knew none of the politer forms and of the verbs only the 

imperative mood. 

Pukka 

The Englishmen and women, after their arrival, have to pass through the process of 

formatting. Abu-Baker, in his research article ‗Rethinking Identity: The Colonizer in E. 

M. Forster‘s A Passage to India‘ explains the process of ‗formatting‘ as, ‗[T]he process 

by which the newcomers have to go through so that they end up like the other colonial 

settlers in terms of their ideologies and practices‘ (Abu-Baker, 2006, p. 69). The process 

converts the colonized into ‗Other‘ and the colonizer settlers into ‗Anglo-Indians‘. In the 

text the colonizers use the Urdu term ‗Pukka‘ for the change of attitude which is used in 

literal and figurative sense. The figurative meaning of pukka is the changed attitude of 

the English people after their arrival to India. The characters that don‘t change their 
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attitude are criticized by the ruling race. Fielding, for instance, after his arrival, doesn‘t 

change his attitude. He interacts, socializes and communicates with the Indians in a usual 

manner. Therefore, the ruling class does not consider him Pukka or formatted and always 

criticize him. Forster writes, ‗Mrs. Turton closed her eyes at this name and remarked that 

Mr. Fielding wasn‘t pukka, and had better marry Miss Quested, for she wasn't pukka‘ 

(Forster, 1991, p. 20). Fielding and Adela Quested are called not Pukka, (formatted) 

which means not the sort of the people, the colonizers want in India. The basic reasons 

are: 

 Fielding doesn‘t change his attitude after his arrival to India.    

 Adela Quested, after her arrival demands to see the real India. This is quite 

unusual for the ruling group. 

The term ‗Pukka‘ is also used in the literal sense and refers to the roads, the British have 

built, supposedly a concrete sign that the British can map progress in India. 

Sahib 

A colonizer who becomes Pukka or formatted (with changed attitude) becomes a sahib. 

Sahib is a title by which all over India European gentlemen are addressed. Ronny 

Heaslop has passed through the process and thus becomes a sahib. Forster writes about 

him, ‗The long and the short of it is Heaslop's a sahib; he's the type we want, he's one of 

us‘ (Forster, 1991, p. 18). Major Callendar is also a sahib. The women of the colonizer 

group become ‗mem-sahibs‘. Forster states that during the performance of Cousin Kate, 

in the club, windows are closed so that the servants should not see their mem-sahibs at 

the stage. 

Burra Sahib 

The Collector, Mr. Turton, is called Burra Sahib. This title is in the light of his long 

experience, seniority and authority. He is known by this title among the colonizers and 

the colonized. Ronny Heaslop says that he cannot arrange a function or something else 

because he does not know the Indian natives better. This is quite easy for the Burra Sahib 

(Mr. Turton). The junior members are quoting him as a reference, ―People are so odd out 

here, and it‘s not like home- one‘s always facing the footlights, as the Burra Sahib (Mr. 

Turton) said‖ (Forster, 1991, p. 39). Burra is again an Urdu word which means senior or 

great in status. The word Burra Sahib has been used for the collector, Mr. Turton who is 

the administrator of Chandrapore. 

Begum 

The word Begum in a literal sense is a Muslim married woman of high rank, equivalent 

to lady or Mrs. in English. The origin is from eastern Turkish bigim, meaning princess, a 
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mistress. The masculine of Begum is Baig. The word Begum is put by Forster for Mrs. 

Hamidullah, twice: first as a reference and then in the literal sense. 

Punkah  

Punkah is an Indian device for fanning a room, usually a frame covered with a canvas, 

suspended from the ceiling, and moved manually by cord and pulley.  It is also a 

permanent, large, fixed and swinging fan formed of cloth stretched on agitates the air in 

hot weather.  

Besides the above given words, certain other words are also used in the text; for instance, 

Wakil is a lawyer or solicitor from Persian, Urdu, Arabic and Turkish. Verandah has its 

origin from Hindi, a roof platform along the outside of a house, level with the ground 

floor. Peepul is a large fig-tree (Ficus religiosa), Pujah is worship in Hinduism. Topi is 

sun-helmet, Wallah means the man fellow who is controlling something like punkah-

wallah and tonga-wallah. The word is used as a suffix. The word Chukker is used in 

literal and figurative sense in the polo game; it is one of the periods into which the game 

of Polo is divided, Chuprassi is a servant; especially used in the meaning of peon. The 

possible synonyms are a foot soldier, a policeman, an office attendant and a messenger, 

the literal sense of the word Huzoor is the presence. The word is used by natives as a 

respectful way of speaking of or to exalted personages to or their masters, the term 

Maidan is an open space, in or near a town, used as a parade group or for events such as 

public meetings. However, Maiden is public place, ground in the English sense, where 

the youth come, usually in the evening, for various games and sports. Its origin is Urdu 

and Persian.  Tonga is a small light two-wheeled carriage or cart. Sari: a woman‘s dress 

consisting of a cloth wound around her body.  

Lanone (2013) argues that these words are not simply words. They are laden with 

invisible meaning and context. The employment of such terms has added new dimension 

to the sense and structure to the colonial discourse. Forster employs the Indian words, 

idioms and proverbs to address the Indians in the sense of their culture. An analysis of 

such words can trace the cultural meaning behind them. Though Rushdie (1991) states 

that the Hindi/Urdu words are sprinkled over the text, like curry; however, the Urdu and 

Hindi words reflect the colonial and anticolonial discourse. They have their own textual 

and contextual sense. The text and context of such words have added new dimensions to 

the sense and structure of the colonial discourse. They reflect a treatment, attitude, 

mentality and culture. These words are not restricted to the literal meanings, they tell us 

about the culture and tradition as well. Forster expresses the sentiments of the characters 

through the local words. 

Idioms and Proverbs 

Forster employs the idioms and proverbs in a specific context for the colonial discourse. 

Some of idioms are given below:  
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 A penny saved is a penny earned  

 A stitch in times saves nine 

 One can‘t run with the hare and hunt with the hounds 

 The darker races are attracted to the fairer but not vice versa. 

 The pot and the kettle  

 Ihae madoots 

 Sailing in the same box (boat) 

 Alpha and omega 

 What does unhappiness matter when we are all unhappy together  

 If money goes, money comes; if money stays, death comes 

A penny saved is a penny earned 

The economic philosophy of the colonizer is presented through the idiom ‗A penny saved 

is a penny earned which means it is useful to save money that you already have. The 

colonizers keep the economic benefit in their mind. Young also pinpoints this reality of 

the colonizer‘s mentality, ―No one bothered too much about the differences between the 

races until it was to the west‘s economic advantage to profit from colonialism‖ (Young, 

1995: 92).The idiom reflects the economic policy of the West. 

A stitch in times saves nine 

Forster argues that the English people are quite sharp and work out the solutions of the 

problems ahead of times. He puts the idiom, ‗A stitch in times saves nine‘ which means if 

you sort out a problem immediately it may save extra tension. The colonizers believe that 

it is better to act or deal with problems immediately. Because if you wait and deal with 

them later, things will get worse and problems will take longer to deal with.  

One can‘t run with the hare and hunt with the hounds 

The brutal policy imposed by the rulers is expressed through the phrase, ‗One can‘t run 

with the hare and hunt with the hounds‘. The interpretation of this policy is explained by 

Hochschild (1998) who observes that it is better to be with the hunters rather than with 

the hunted. At present, the powerful nations have adopted the same attitude and policy 

about the weak nations. Nofal (2013) has compared the present with the past; he states 

that now a day the West particularly the USA has adopted the same policy and attitude 

about the weak nations with the claim that they have come to these countries to free them 

from ignorance and to bring them the virtues of civilization and democracy. Pakistan, 

Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria are some of the examples. It means the policies of the 

dictators should be supported by all.  
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The darker races are attracted to the fairer but not vice versa. 

The policy of white mythology is expressed through the expression, ―The darker races are 

physically attracted by the fairer, but not vice versa‖. This is a clear demarcation and 

indication that the white people are superior and the blacks are attracted by them. 

McBryde wants to prove that Aziz is guilty as he is black therefore he has attacked Adela 

Quested for his sexual desires. Through this phrase Adela is justified as she has a white 

skin which has attraction for the blacks.   

The Pot and the Kettle 

Professor Godbole attacks his rival community with the idiomatic expression, 

‗The pot and the kettle‘. He employs the idiom in the contextual sense and challenges the 

limited knowledge and information of Dr. Aziz about the Marabar caves. Dr Aziz has 

never been to the site, but he wants to invite the strangers to a picnic over there. Here 

Forster criticizes the Muslims who ruled over India for hundreds of years but are not 

aware of the archeological importance of India. Professor Godbole puts the English 

idiom, the pot calling the kettle black in a wrong manner and says ‗The pot and the kettle. 

This shows his limited knowledge of the English language. 

Ihae madoots 

In the first meeting between Dr. Aziz and Fielding, Fielding is using a Scotish idiom 

―Ihae madoots‖. It is a bewildering situation for Dr. Aziz and his prompt response is that 

he does not know the meanings of such words and phrases. Dr. Aziz feels himself in a 

lurch when Fielding uses the idiomatic expression, ―I hae madoots, is in fact, a Scottish 

phrase (idiom). The literal sense is: I have my doubts. The idiom is used for the 

disagreement with a different view, but with some consideration of reality and 

skepticism. This lengthy etymological and colloquial interpretation and understanding is 

quite difficult for a non- native colonized like Dr. Aziz. 

Alpha and omega 

The idiom, ‗Alpha and Omega‘ is used to express the hot weather of India. Ronny says 

that the Indian weather is always so hot and harsh and is intolerable for the British. Lady 

Mellanby uses the term ‗frying pan‘ ―India is a frying–pan‖. The colonizers cannot 

tolerate the harsh weather, for them India is a sinister monster. The usage of this idiom is 

an extreme exaggeration about the Indian weather. However, this is a lack of information; 

Forster ignores those scores of cities in India which have cold weather and can be 

compared with any British locality. As has mentioned in the climatic conditions of India 

some examples in this regard are Shimla, Kashmir, Ladakh, Manali, Dharamshala, 

Darjeeling, Sikkim, Mussoorie, Nainital, Murree, Abbotabad, Swat, Dir, and Chitral. 
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Sailing in the same box 

Dr. Aziz put the idiom, sailing in the same boat in improper way by replacing boat into 

box. The idiom is used during conversation with Mrs. Moore. Mrs. Moore has three 

children. The city magistrate Mr. Heaslop is from first husband (Mrs. Moore is married 

twice). The other two children are from the second marriage. Dr. Aziz is also a widower 

and has three children. Therefore, Dr. Aziz uses the idiom sailing in the same box. 

However, Mrs. Moore doesn‘t like to make the correction.          

If money goes, money comes; if money stays, death comes 

Sometimes, the coinage of the idiom is quite innovative. Dr. Aziz puts an idiom to 

Fielding, if money goes, money comes; if money stays, death comes. He asked him if he 

ever heard this Urdu proverb. Dr. Aziz informs Fielding that he has just coined this in 

Urdu/Indian sense. 

What does unhappiness matter when we are all unhappy together  

The sense of another Urdu idiom is added as what does unhappiness matter when we are 

all unhappy together. This idiom is coined from the Urdu sense; however, no such idiom 

in Urdu language exists. The sense reflects the oriental mentality. Forster states that 

Indian idioms are based on sentiments.  

The discussion is not limited to idioms or proverbs, when Fielding uses the word ‗prig‘ 

for Adela Quested, it is a new word for Aziz, and so he asks, ―Kindly explain. Isn‘t that a 

bad?‖ similarly, Adela Quested and Mrs. Moore cannot communicate with the Indian 

ladies due to language problem. Forster states that at the occasion of Bridge Party Adela 

Quested and Mrs. Moore are quite happy as the Indians are present around. However, 

they cannot communicate with each other. The main hurdle is the language; they cannot 

speak the Urdu/Hindi languages, and the Indian ladies don‘t know English. The limited 

linguistic skills reflect the ―imperfect English‖ of Dr. Aziz, when he intends to write a 

letter of apology and courtesy to Adela Quested. 

Conclusion 

With the execution of Urdu Phraseology, E.M. Forster, has presented the Indian culture, 

tradition, inhabitants, language and geography, in a specific context. The textual and 

contextual analysis of such terms provides the philosophical sense of the text. Forster 

three visits to India provided him a deep understanding of Indian culture, tradition, 

inhabitants and Urdu Language. Forster‘s unconscious tilt is towards Urdu; it was due to 

influence of Sir Ross Masood and other Indian friends. The frequent usage of the Urdu 

and Hindi terms deems quite logical to Rushdie. He states, ―The Hindi/Urdu words are 

simply sprinkled over the text, like curry‖ (Rushdie, 1991, p. 77). The Urdu and Hindi 

words are laden with invisible meaning and context. Thus Forster anglicized certain 
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words from Urdu and Hindi in a specific textual and contextual sense. The execution of 

such terms has added new dimension to the sense and structure to the social discourse. 

Forster employs the Indian words, to address the Indians in the sense of their culture and 

language. An analysis of such words can trace the colonial and anticolonial discourse in 

A Passage to India.  
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