Multilingual Literary Culture Represented by Amir Khusrau

Amir Khusrau (1253-1325) stands as one of the most remarkable figures in the literary
and cultural history of medieval India. A poet, musician, historian, and mystic, Khusrau
embodied the multilingual and multicultural ethos of the Delhi Sultanate. Writing
primarily in Persian while creatively engaging with Hindavi (early Hindi/Urdu), Arabic,
and regional dialects, Khusrau represents a literary culture where languages did not
exist in isolation but interacted dynamically. His oeuvre reflects a vibrant linguistic
syncretism that helped shape the composite culture of the Indian subcontinent.

Historical Context and Linguistic Milieu

Amir Khusrau lived during a period of intense cultural interaction. The establishment of
Turkic and Afghan rule in North India brought Persian as the language of administration,
court culture, and high literature, while indigenous languages such as Sanskrit, Prakrits,
and various vernaculars continued to thrive among the masses. Arabic retained its
authority in theology and scholarship. Khusrau’s genius lay in his ability to navigate
these multiple linguistic worlds with ease.

Born to a Turkic father and an Indian mother, Khusrau’s own identity was inherently
hybrid. He famously described himself as “Tuti-e-Hind” (the Parrot of India), signaling
both his rootedness in Indian soil and his mastery of Persian literary expression. This
self-fashioning captures the essence of a multilingual literary consciousness.

Persian as a Cosmopolitan Language

Persian was Khusrau’s primary medium and the prestigious language of the elite. In
works such as Khaza’in-ul-Futuh, Qiran-us-Sa‘dain, and his masnavis, Khusrau
demonstrates complete command over classical Persian forms—qasida, ghazal,
masnavi, and chronicle. However, his Persian is not merely imitative of Iranian models;
it is inflected with Indian imagery, geography, and sensibility.

He proudly asserts the uniqueness of Indian Persian poetry, claiming that Indian poets
could rival and even surpass their Iranian counterparts. Through metaphors drawn from
Indian flora, fauna, festivals, and seasons, Khusrau localizes a global language, thereby
transforming Persian into a vehicle of Indo-Islamic cultural expression.

Hindavi and the Vernacular Turn

Khusrau’s most revolutionary contribution lies in his engagement with Hindavi, the early
form of Hindi-Urdu spoken by common people. At a time when vernacular languages
were rarely accorded literary prestige, Khusrau composed songs, riddles (paheliyan),
and verses in Hindavi, thereby validating it as a literary medium.

Lines such as:



“Zihal-e miskin makun taghaful”

Blend Persian and Hindavi within a single composition, illustrating code-switching long
before it became a subject of modern linguistic theory. This bilingualism reflects not
confusion but creative confidence, addressing diverse audiences simultaneously—
courtly elites and the general populace.

By incorporating vernacular speech into refined poetic structures, Khusrau bridges the
gap between elite and popular culture, reinforcing the idea that literature thrives
through inclusivity rather than exclusivity.

Multilingualism and Sufi Thought

Khusrau’s multilingualism is deeply tied to his identity as a Sufi disciple of Nizamuddin
Auliya. Sufism emphasized universal love, spiritual equality, and accessibility of divine
truth—principles that naturally encouraged linguistic plurality. While Persian served the
learned Sufi discourse, Hindavi allowed mystical ideas to reach the masses.

His devotional songs and qawwalis often employ simple language, repetition, and
musicality, making complex spiritual ideas emotionally resonant. Language here
becomes a tool of spiritual communication rather than social hierarchy. Khusrau’s
multilingual practice thus aligns with the Sufi rejection of rigid boundaries—religious,
cultural, or linguistic.

Cultural Synthesis and Literary Innovation

Khusrau’s multilingual literary culture exemplifies cultural synthesis rather than
assimilation. He does not abandon Persian for Hindavi, nor does he subordinate one
language to another. Instead, he allows them to coexist, interact, and enrich each other.
This approach challenges monolithic notions of literary purity.

His riddles, folk songs, and playful verses draw from oral traditions, while his Persian
epics engage with Islamic history and courtly aesthetics. Together, they form a
continuum of literary expression, reflecting the plural realities of Indian society.

Moreover, Khusrau’s experimentation laid the groundwork for later developments in
Urdu literature, which itself emerged as a product of sustained multilingual contact
between Persian, Arabic, and Indian languages.

Language, ldentity, and Nationhood

In retrospect, Amir Khusrau can be seen as an early voice articulating a composite
Indian identity. His pride in India’s cultural richness coexists with his loyalty to
Persianate civilization. He famously celebrated India’s languages, climate, and
intellectual traditions, suggesting that linguistic diversity was a source of strength rather
than division.



This vision holds particular relevance in modern discussions of multilingualism and
cultural coexistence. Khusrau’s literary practice demonstrates that multilingual cultures
do not dilute identity; instead, they expand expressive possibilities and foster mutual
understanding.

Critical Significance

Scholars often regard Amir Khusrau as a cultural mediator who helped shape Indo-
Persian literary tradition while simultaneously nurturing vernacular creativity. His work
complicates simplistic binaries such as foreign/native or elite/popular. Instead, it
reveals medieval India as a dialogic literary space, where languages constantly
interacted.

However, it is also important to note that much of Khusrau’s Hindavi corpus survives
through oral transmission, raising questions of authorship and textual authenticity. Even
so, his symbolic significance as a multilingual icon remains unquestioned.

Conclusion

Amir Khusrau represents a multilingual literary culture rooted in dialogue, synthesis,
and creative exchange. Through his mastery of Persian, his innovative use of Hindauvi,
and his seamless blending of languages within single texts, Khusrau embodies the
pluralistic spirit of medieval India. His literary legacy challenges linguistic hierarchies
and affirms the idea that great literature often emerges at the crossroads of cultures. In
an age increasingly marked by linguistic and cultural divisions, Khusrau’s work
continues to offer a powerful model of inclusive, multilingual creativity.



