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INDIA 

 

The Indian subcontinent has a history of organised civilisations from as early as 3000 BC, originally centred in 

the Indus river valley of the northwest, dominated by the Vedic culture from 1750-500 BC. Towards the end of 

this period, the Persians seized control of the Indus valley, referring to those who lived in the sub-continent to 

the east of the Indus as Hindu (Sindhu in Sanskrit). From 500 BC, Buddhism became established in the 

northeast and spread to the northwest, where from 326 BC, when Alexander the Great reached the Indus, 

Hellenist (Greek) influence became significant, including the subsequent adoption of Greek dress on statues of 

Buddha. Further south, from around 200 BC, Hinduism developed from Vedic origins and became established 

alongside Buddhism, eventually displacing it, while the territory of the whole sub-continent east of the Indus 

became known as Hindustan. 

 

After the conquest of Persia in 720 AD, the Islamic caliphate incorporated what are now Afghanistan and 

Pakistan and the Muslim rulers were keen to invade the flourishing regions of Hindustan to the east and south. 

The Hindu princely states successfully repelled repeated Muslim invasion attempts until the establishment by 

Turks and Afghans of a sultanate in Delhi in 1206, which extended eventually to cover the whole subcontinent 

and under which Urdu developed as a fusion of native Sanskritic language with immigrant Persian, Turkic and 

Arabic languages. 

 

In 1336, to ward off Muslim invasions, an Hindu empire was established to the south in Vijayanagara and its 

armies gradually annexed areas formerly held by the sultanate. In 1398 the Turkic-Mongol conqueror Timur 

(Tamerlane), descendant of Ghengis Khan, attacked and destroyed Delhi, reportedly killing over 100,000 

prisoners in a single day, further weakening the sultanate. In India the Mongols were known by the Persian word 

"Mughal" (also Mogul). 

 

In 1526 Babur, a descendant of Timur (from what is now Uzbekistan), swept across the Khyber Pass and 

established the Mughal empire, covering modern day Afghanistan, Pakistan, India and Bangladesh. The Mughal 

dynasty ruled most of the Indian subcontinent by 1600, but went into a slow decline after 1707. This period 

marked vast social change in the subcontinent as the Hindu majority were ruled over by the Muslim Mughal 

emperors, most of whom showed religious tolerance, liberally patronising Hindu culture. The Mughals were 

perhaps the wealthiest single dynasty to have ever existed.  

 

In 1498 Vasco da Gama successfully discovered a sea route from Europe to India, which paved the way for 

direct Indo-European commerce. The Portuguese soon set up trading posts in Goa and Bombay and were 

followed by the Dutch, the British and the French. The internal conflicts among Indian kingdoms gave 

opportunities for the European traders to gradually establish political influence and to seize land. Although these 

continental European powers controlled various coastal regions of southern and eastern India during the 17th 

century, they eventually lost all their territories in India to the British, with the exception of the French outposts 

of Pondichery and Chandernagore, the Dutch port of Travancore and the Portuguese colonies of Goa, Daman 

and Diu. 

 

In 1617 the British East India Company was given permission by the Mughal emperor to trade in India. 

Gradually the company's increasing influence led to the granting of permits for duty-free trade in Bengal in 1717, 

strongly opposed by the local ruler, and colonial competition between France and Britain resulted in the capture 

of the British city of Madras (in the Carnatic southeast coastal region) by the French in 1746. Several 

successive "Carnatic" wars took place between the two western powers (driven also by the political influence of 

the parallel wars between them in Europe and America), each supported by local Indian princes, until 1757. In 

1751 a British armed force led by Robert Clive defeated the French and their Indian allies and reinstated the 

deposed Muslim Indian ruler of the Carnatic.  

 

In 1756 the French East India Company captured the British base of Calcutta. Clive recaptured the city in 1757 

and was appointed by the British company as its first governor of Bengal. This political foothold, combined with 

British victories over the French at Madras and Pondichery, along with wider British successes during the Seven 

Years' War, reduced French influence in India. Thus as a result of the three Carnatic Wars, the British East India 

Company gained exclusive control over the entire Carnatic region of India and in 1764, the Company acquired 

the rights of administration in Bengal from the Mughal emperor, marking the beginning of its formal rule, which 
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by 1850 gave the company control of most of the Indian subcontinent and extinguished the Mughal rule and 

dynasty. 

 

Mughal control of the south had waned and was replaced by the rise of the Marathra empire, taking control of 

the central highlands between 1720-1760, defeating the Mughals at Delhi in 1737. Three Anglo-Marathra wars 

saw British defeat of the Marathra in 1820. 

 

The Punjabi kingdom, ruled by members of the Sikh religion, controlled the region of modern-day Punjab. The 

Sikh empire, based around the Punjab region, existed from 1799-1849 and was among the last areas of the 

subcontinent to be conquered by the British. After the first Anglo-Sikh War in 1846, the British government sold 

Kashmir to the Sikhs and the princely state of Jammu and Kashmir, the second largest princely state in British 

India, was created. Meanwhile in 1768 the modern state of Nepal had been formed by Gurkha rulers. 

 

The Nawabs had become the de facto rulers of Bengal following the decline of the Mughal empire. However, 

their rule was interrupted by Marathas who carried out six expeditions into Bengal from 1741-1748 as a result of 

which Bengal became a vassal state of the Marathas. 

 

Hyderabad was founded in 1591. Following brief Mughal rule, it was controlled by a hereditary Nizam from 1724 

until 1948. Both Mysore and Hyderabad became princely states within British India in 1798. 

 

In 1857 there was a large-scale rebellion by soldiers employed by the East India Company in northern and 

central India. The rebels were disorganised and were brutally suppressed, but the British government took 

control of the company and eliminated many of the grievances that caused the revolt. The government also was 

determined to keep full control so that no rebellion of such size would ever happen again. All power was 

transferred from the East India Company to the British Crown, which began to administer most of India as a 

number of provinces. During this period later known as the "British Raj", the Crown directly controlled the 

company's lands, the colonies of Ceylon (ceded by the Dutch in 1802) and Burma (from 1824), and had 

considerable indirect influence over the rest of India, which consisted of princely state states ruled by local royal 

families. There were officially 565 princely states in 1947, but only 21 had actual state governments, and only 

three were large (Mysore, Hyderabad and Kashmir). They were all absorbed into the independent nation in 

1947.  

 

The British built a large British Indian Army, with the senior officers all British, and many of the troops from small 

minority groups such as Gurkhas from Nepal and Sikhs. The civil service was increasingly filled with Indians at 

the lower levels, with the British holding the more senior positions. 

 

Lord Curzon (viceroy 1899-1905) split the large province of Bengal into a largely Hindu western half and 

"Eastern Bengal and Assam," a largely Muslim eastern half. The British goal was efficient administration but the 

people of Bengal were outraged at the apparent "divide and rule" strategy. However, reforms in 1909 provided 

for Indian membership of the provincial executive councils as well as the viceroy's executive council. The 

Imperial Legislative Council was enlarged from 25 to 60 members and separate communal representation for 

Muslims was established in a dramatic step towards representative and responsible government. Bengal was 

re-unified in 1911. Meanwhile for the first time the Muslims began to organise, setting up the All India Muslim 

League in 1906. It was not a movement for the masses but was designed to protect the interests of the 

aristocratic Muslims, especially in the northwest. It was internally divided by conflicting loyalties to Islam, the 

British, India, and by distrust of Hindus.  

 

From 1920 leaders such as (Mahatma) Mohandas Gandhi began highly popular mass movements to campaign 

against the British Raj using largely peaceful methods. Some others adopted a militant approach that sought to 

overthrow British rule by armed struggle, with revolutionary activities against the British rule taking place 

throughout the Indian sub-continent. The Gandhi-led independence movement opposed British rule using non-

violent methods such as non-cooperation, civil disobedience and economic resistance.  

 

Along with the desire for independence, tensions between Hindus and Muslims had also been developing over 

the years. The Muslims had always been a minority within the subcontinent, and the prospect of an exclusively 

Hindu government made them wary of independence, because they were as inclined to mistrust Hindu rule as 
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they were to resist the foreign Raj, although Gandhi called for unity between the two groups in an astonishing 

display of leadership.  

 

The British, extremely weakened by World War II, promised that they would leave and participated in the 

formation of an interim government. The  territories of British India gained independence in 1947, after 

being partitioned into the Union of India (a British Dominion, led by Jawaharlal Nehru) and the Dominion of 

Pakistan (led by Mohammed Ali Jinnah). Ceylon became a separate Dominion and in 1948, Burma was 

declared a republic. 

 

However, following the controversial division of pre-partition Punjab and Bengal, rioting broke out between 

Hindus, Sikhs and Muslims in these provinces and spread to several other parts of India, leaving some 500,000 

dead. This period also saw one of the largest mass migrations ever recorded in modern history, with a total of 

12 million Hindus, Sikhs and Muslims moving between the newly created nations of India and Pakistan. The two 

nations disputed ownership of Jammu and Kashmir, which led to the first Kashmir War. 

 

Gandhi's vision had been of a single united nation with religious pluralism and his dismay at the partition led to 

him attempting to fast until death, with the aim of defusing the religious conflict. He was assassinated by an 

Hindu in early 1948. Jinnah died the same year. 

 

 

PAKISTAN and BANGLADESH (formerly West Pakistan and East Pakistan) 

 

The name Pakistan literally means "land of the pure" in Urdu and Persian. It was coined in 1933 as "Pakstan",  

an acronym referring to the names of the five northern regions of the British Raj: Punjab, Afghania (North-West 

Frontier Province), Kashmir, Sindh, and Baluchistan, after the 1930 call for "the formation of a consolidated 

North-West Indian Muslim State" consisting of these states, excluding Kashmir.  

 

The modern state of Pakistan was established in 1947, led by Mohammed Ali Jinnah and comprised the 

western part of Punjab, these other north-western regions of British India (except Kashmir), as well as the 

eastern part of Bengal, where there was also a Muslim majority. King George, then Queen Elizabeth remained 

heads of state until 1956, when a military coup declared Pakistan as an Islamic republic. 

 

In 1970, Pakistan held its first democratic elections since independence, which were intended to mark a 

transition from military rule to democracy, but after the Awami League won in East Pakistan, the ruling elite in 

West Pakistan refused to hand over power. There was civil unrest in the East, and the Pakistan 

Army launched a military operation, aiming to regain control of the province. The genocide carried out during 

this operation led to a declaration of independence by the East and to the waging of a war of liberation by the 

forces in East Pakistan, with support from India. 

 

Independent estimates of civilian deaths during this period range from 300,000 to 3 million. Attacks on Indian 

military bases by the Pakistan Air Force in December 1971 sparked the Indo-Pakistani War of 1971, which 

ended with the formal secession of East Pakistan as the independent state of Bangladesh. 

 

 

LANGUAGES OF INDIA 

 

Hindustani is the lingua franca of north India and Pakistan. It is an Indo-Aryan language but incorporates a large 

amount of vocabulary from Sanskrit, Persian, Arabic and Chagatai (early Uzbek). It now has two official forms, 

Modern Standard Hindi and Modern Standard Urdu, which may be called Hindi-Urdu when taken together. The 

colloquial spoken languages are all but indistinguishable, but even though the official standards are nearly 

identical in grammar, they differ in literary conventions and in academic and technical vocabulary, with Urdu 

adopting stronger Persian, Turkic and Arabic influences, and Hindi relying more heavily on Sanskrit. Before the 

partition of India, the terms Hindustani, Urdu, and Hindi were synonymous. Hindustani is the native language of 

most people living in Delhi, Uttar Pradesh, Uttarakhand, Chhattisgarh, Himachal Pradesh, Chandigarh, Bihar, 

Jharkhand,  Madhya Pradesh,  Haryana, and Rajasthan. The term Hindustani is still used for the colloquial 

language and lingua franca of North India and Pakistan, for example for the language of Bollywood films, as well 
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as for several quite different varieties of Hindi spoken outside the subcontinent, such as in Fiji, Trinidad and 

Tobago, Guyana, Surinam, Jamaica and South Africa. 

 

The Mughal empire's official language was Persian. With the advent of the British Raj, Persian was replaced by 

Hindustani written in the Persian script and this script was used by both Hindus and Muslims. The communal 

nature of the language lasted until it replaced Persian as the official language in 1837 and was made co-official, 

along with English. This triggered an Hindu backlash in northwestern India, which argued that the language 

should be written in the native Devanagari script. Thus a new literary form, called "Hindi", replaced traditional 

Hindustani as the official language of Bihar in 1881, establishing a sectarian divide of "Urdu" for Muslims and 

"Hindi" for Hindus, a divide that was formalised with the division of India and Pakistan after independence 

(although there are Hindu poets who continue to write in Urdu to this day). 

 

The 1950 Constitution of India enumerates 22 official regional languages (including Assamese, Bengali, 

Gujarati, Kashmiri, Marathi, Punjabi, Sindhi, Tamil, Telugu and Urdu) but has effectively instituted the usage of 

Hindi and English as the two languages of communication for the federal government. Most government 

documents are prepared in three languages: English, Hindi, and the primary official language of the local state, 

if it is not Hindi or English. 

 

English and Urdu are the official languages of Pakistan, although for most inhabitants both are second and third 

languages, as Punjabi is the most widely spoken. Regional languages include Baluchi, Kashmiri, Pashto, and 

Sindhi while Bengali is the official language of Bangladesh, spoken by 98% of the population, with English 

spoken by many as a second language. 

 

HINDI 

Modern Standard Hindi is a standardised and Sanskritised form of the Hindustani language and is the 4th most 

widely spoken language in the world (260m), which includes not only Hindu speakers of Hindustani, but also 

people who identify as native speakers (180m) of related languages who consider their speech to be a dialect of 

Hindi.  

 

The Indian constitution declares Hindi shall be written in the Devanagari script and that Hindi language shall be 

enriched by drawing for its vocabulary primarily from Sanskrit and secondarily from other languages. The dialect 

upon which Standard Hindi is based is Khariboli, the vernacular of Delhi and the surrounding western Uttar 

Pradesh and southern Uttranchal region. During the Mughal empire this dialect acquired linguistic prestige and 

within the Muslim population became known as Urdu, "the language of the court". In the late 19th century, the 

movement standardising a written language from Khariboli, for the Indian masses in north India, started to 

develop Hindi as a separate language from Urdu, which was learnt by the elite. In 1881 Bihar accepted Hindi as 

its sole official language, replacing Urdu, and thus became the first state of India to adopt Hindi. 

 

URDU 

Modern Standard Urdu is a standardised form of the Hindustani language, spoken as Hindi but written in Arabic 

script and historically associated with the Muslims of the region of Hindustan. It is the national language 

and lingua franca of Pakistan, an official language of six Indian states, one of the 22 scheduled languages in 

the Constitution of India and is the 8th most widely spoken language in the world (160m). Apart from specialised 

vocabulary, Urdu is mutually intelligible with Standard Hindi, which is associated with the Hindu community. The 

Urdu language received recognition and patronage under the British Raj when the British replaced the Persian 

and local official languages of north Indian states with the Urdu and English languages in 1837. 

 

At independence, Pakistan established a highly Persianised literary form of Urdu as its national language, which 

is mostly learned as a second or a third language, since nearly 93% of Pakistan's population has a mother 

tongue other than Urdu. Despite this, Urdu was chosen as a token of unity and as a lingua franca so as not to 

give any native Pakistani language preference over the other. Urdu is therefore spoken and understood by the 

vast majority in some form or another. The word Urdu is derived from the same Turkic word ordu (army) that 

has given English the word horde.  

 

PUNJABI 

The native language of the people who inhabit the historical Punjab region of Pakistan and India, Punjabi is an 

Indo-Aryan language spoken by 130 million native speakers worldwide, making it the 10th most widely spoken 
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language in the world. Punjabi is the only fully tonal language among the Indo-Aryan languages and is the most 

widely spoken language in Pakistan, the 11th most widely spoken in India and the 3rd most spoken native 

language of the Indian subcontinent. It is also the 4th most spoken language in England and Wales, the 3rd 

most spoken in Canada and has a significant presence in the United Arab Emirates, United States of America, 

Saudi Arabia, and Australia. Punjabi is spoken as a native language by over 44% of Pakistanis, 70% speaking it 

as either their first or second language, and for some as their third language. The city of Lahore is  86% native 

Punjabi speaking and Islamabad 71%. The Sikh religion originated in the 15th century in the Punjab region, so 

Punjabi is the predominant language spoken in Sikh communities worldwide. 

 

Majhi is the Standard Punjabi dialect in both parts of the Punjab region. In Pakistan, Punjabi is generally written 

using a modified script of Persian origin, whereas in India it is often written in the Devanagari or Latin scripts 

due to influence from Hindi and English, India's two primary official languages. The influence of Punjabi as a 

cultural language in the Indian subcontinent steadily increases because of the many Bollywood movies which 

now have Punjabi vocabulary mixed in, along with a few songs fully sung in Punjabi. At any point in time, 

Punjabi songs in Bollywood movies now account for more than 50% of the top of the song charts listings on the 

subcontinent.  

 

In India, Punjabi is one of the 22 scheduled languages of India. It is the first official language of the Indian State 

of Punjab and is recognized by the Indian constitution at the state level in Punjab, Haryana, Delhi, Harit 

Pradesh, Himachal Pradesh, Jammu and West Bengal. There is no such recognition in Pakistan, where Punjabi 

has not been granted official status at the national level, even though it is the most spoken language and is the 

provincial language of Punjab, the second largest and the most populous province of Pakistan. It is amazingly 

still neither an official language of the province nor is it used as a medium of education at any level in Pakistan. 

There are only two daily newspapers published in Punjabi in the province of Punjab. 

 

BENGALI 

With about 220 million native and about 250 million total speakers, Bengali is one of the most spoken 

languages, ranked 7th in the world. It is the language native to the region of Bengal, which comprises present-

day Bangladesh and the Indian states of West Bengal, Tripura and southern Assam. The national anthems of 

Bangladesh,  India,  Sri Lanka and the national song of India were first composed in the Bengali language. 

The Bengali alphabet is the writing system for the Bengali language (Bangla) and is the 6th most widely used 

writing system in the world. With minor variations, it is shared by Assamese and is the basis for other languages 

of the eastern subcontinent, such as Meitei and Bishnupriya Manipuri. Historically, the script has also been used 

to write the Sanskrit language in the same region 

 

GUJARATI 

Gujarati is the chief language in the west Indian state of Gujarat, as well as an official language in the union 

territories of Daman, Diu, Dadra and Nagar Haveli. Along with Romany and Sindhi, it is among the most western 

of Indo-Aryan languages and has developed from Old Gujarati, which is also the ancestor of modern Rajasthani. 

Gujarati is spoken by 55 million in India and by another 11 million worldwide. Gujarati was the first language of 

both Mahatma Gandhi and Mohammed Ali Jinnah (father of the nation of Pakistan), billionaire Ratan Tata and 

current prime minister of India, Narendra Modi.  

 

PASHTO 

An eastern Iranian language, also known historically as Afghan or Pathan, Pashto is the native language of 

the Pashtun people and is spoken by over 30 million people in Pakistan, about 16 million in Afghanistan, and 

over 50,000 in Iran. The number of Pashto speakers in total is estimated to be 40-60 million people.  
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REPUBLIC OF INDIA 

India is a federal union of states comprising twenty-nine states and seven union territories which are subdivided 

into districts and further into smaller administrative divisions.  

 

 
 

 state pop. official language(s) capital main city 

1a Andhra Pradesh 14.1m Telugu 

Hyderabad (de jure),  

Vijayawada (de facto) 
Visakhapatnam 

1b Telangana 35.3m Telugu Hyderabad  Hyderabad  

2 Arunachal Pradesh 1.4m English Itanagar Itanagar 

3 Assam 31.2m Assamese, Bodo, Bengali Dispur Guwahati  

4 Bihar 103.8m Hindi, Magadhi, Maithili, Urdu Patna Patna 

5 Chhattisgarh 25.5m Chattisgarhi, Hindi Raipur  Raipur  

6 Goa  1.5m Konkani Panaji Panaji 

7 Gujarat 60.4m Gujarati Gandhinagar Ahmedabad 

8 Haryana  25.4m Hindi, Haryanvi, Punjabi Chandigarh (shared) Faridabad 

9 Himachal Pradesh 6.9m Hindi, Pahari Shimla Shimla 
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 state pop. official language(s) capital main city 

10 
Jammu and 

Kashmir 

12.6m Dogri, Kashmiri, Ladakhi, Urdu 
Srinagar (summer) 

Jammu (winter) 

Srinagar 

 

11 Jharkhand 33.0m Hindi Ranchi Jamshedpur 

12 Karnataka 61.1m Kannada Bangalore Bangalore 

13 Kerala 33.4m Malayalam  Thiruvananthapuram  

Thiruvananthapura

m 

14 Madhya Pradesh 72.6m Hindi Bhopal Indore 

15 Maharashtra 112.4m Marathi  Mumbai  Mumbai  

16 Manipur  2.7m Manipuri  Imphal Imphal 

17 Meghalaya  3.0m English, Garo, Hindi, Khasi, Pnar Shillong Shillong 

18 Mizoram  1.0m Mizo  Aizawl  Aizawl  

19 Nagaland 2.0m English Kohima Dimapur 

20 Odisha (Orissa) 42.0m Oriya  Bhubaneswar  Bhubaneswar  

21 Punjab 27.7m Punjabi Chandigarh (shared) Ludhiana 

22 Rajasthan 68.6m Hindi, Rajasthani Jaipur Jaipur 

23 Sikkim 0.6m 

Nepali, Bhutia, Gurung, Lepcha, Limbu, 

Manggar, Newari, Sherpa, Sunwar, 

Tamang 

Gangtok Gangtok 

24 Tamil Nadu 72.2m Tami  Chennai Chennai 

25 Telangana 35.2m Telugu, Urdu Hyderabad Hyderabad 

26 Tripura  3.7m Bengali, Tripuri Agartala Agartala 

27 Uttar Pradesh 199.6m Hindi, Urdu Lucknow Kanpur 

28 Uttarakhand 10.1m Hindi, Sanskrit Dehradun (interim) Dehradun  

29 West Bengal 91.4m Bengali, English, Nepali Kolkata Kolkata 

 

 territory pop. official language(s) capital main city 

A 
Andaman and  

Nicobar Islands 

0.4m English, Hindi Port Blair Port Blair 

B Chandigarh 1.1m English, Hindi, Punjabi Chandigarh Chandigarh 

C 
Dadra and          

Nagar Haveli 

0.3m English, Gujarati, Hindi, Marathi Silvassa Silvassa 

D Daman and Diu 0.2m English, Gujarati, Hindi, Marathi Daman Daman 

E Lakshadweep 0.06m English, Malayalam Kavaratti Kavaratti 

F 
National Capital 

Territory of India 

16.8m English, Hindi, Punjabi, Urdu New Delhi New Delhi 

G Puducherry 1.3m French, Tamil Pondicherry Pondicherry 

 

pradesh =  state, province 

-rashtra =  nation 

-stan, -sthan, nadu =  land, country 

uttar =  north 

-kand, -khand, -garh =  fort 
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