Spectres of the West: Negotiating a Civilisational Figure in Hindi (1870-1920)

Abstract: From the second half of the 19th century, the concept of civilization played an
important role in the social reform and nationalist movements in India. The central figure that
emerges in the nationalist discourse of civilization is the figure of “the West.”
Whether it was the rejection of the West, or its acceptance or its imitation or the conscious
presentation of the national culture as different, such issues were articulated in terms of the
concept of civilization. During the period under discussion in this paper (1870-1920), the
concept of civilization - translated with the Hindi word sabhyata - is one of the basic concepts in
the public discourse in Hindi. Along with other words such as unnati (progress/improvement)
and sudhar (reform), sabhyata is one of the key political concepts in the semantic field that
evolved in the wake of the ongoing social reform movements during this period. In terms of its
applicability, the scope of the concept of sabhyata is large as it encompasses the work of reform
and improvement in various fields: language and literature, science, knowledge and education,
social and religious reform, reform in personal conduct and civility, character building and self-
restraint, right cultivation of emotions, care of health and body. The reformist endeavours to
recast the emotional world of the subjects by promoting new ideals of domesticity and love are
also informed by the concern for civilization. During this period, a distinct emphasis is placed by
the nationalist intellectuals and writers on the emotion of sympathy among the compatriots and
on promoting the feeling of patriotism. This gets reflected in the literary works of this period
most clearly. In addition, sabhyata was also a concept with the help of which Indian nationalists
gradually began to question and contest the legitimacy of the colonial rule. The Western claims
to civilization are contested by the nationalist intelligentsia by pointing out Western nations’
“barbaric” acts of violence in various colonial wars and their wars among themselves in the 19th
and early 20th century.
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