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REVIEW-

History has no bounds-it's a line we have heard a lot while growing up, and Peggy Mohan's work proves it to us. Each chapter in her work, "Wanderers-Kings-Merchants: the Story of India through its Languages" is like a dive into the unfathomable depths of India and its language's history.

Each answer gives rise to a thousand questions, which in turn takes us even deeper into the river of languages. Mohan, in this book, emphasizes the trite of most of the languages and how many of the existing languages are an amalgamation of the aboriginal ones. In her analysis, she speaks about pidgins and creoles, as well as foreground migration as a root of her findings.

The book can be accounted for as the author's take on the different languages and their origin. The author's unending passion towards learning new things and recognising the unknown is something very impressive. She has done a meticulous job and made a conspicuous effort to counterquestion her work and has found solid information to pass down to her readers.

The book started off with a chapter called "Tiramisu Bear", Peggy mentions Tiramisu bears, whose existence is consequential to migration. The notion that a male grizzly bear migrates and mates with a female polar bear is the reason why tiramisu bears have the features of both grizzly and polar bears. Peggy implies that the same is true for the languages. She gives a narrative about her life with hindsight to her experience in different languages. Through her monologue she points out the "substratum" of different languages-"this skeletal that shows up as grammar more than words".

The use of creole and substratum to understand the sentence formation of different languages has been shown beautifully in the book. After this intense discussion on creoles, there was an eventual segue to Indian languages and their history.

The book delves deep into the Sanskrit language and its origin. The author distinctively relays a story of a discussion that took place when she herself was a student. From there on, the book deals with how Sanskrit, which in itself is one of the oldest languages to exist, may have adopted "sounds" from the Dravidians. A thorough discussion on retroflex, dental and admiration has been presented which helps the readers understand her point better. These distinctions in sound first provoked the thought that Sanskrit in itself included sounds from other regions. The causes, as projected by the author, were migration, genetics, patrilineality, and patrilocality. She further remarks on how a word is pronounced has a great impact on determining the root of the language.

Mohan, in her discussion, included Deshpande's work (Peggy Mohan took her Sanskrit classes at his office) and their conversations. For example, their discussion on how "a feature from a substratum language could gain entry into a perfected gem like Rig Vedic Sanskrit," shows their difference in opinions about the Sanskrit language. An argument regarding Sanskrit bearing loanwords since the earliest days, was also included. Deshpande was in favor of the argument, whereas the author felt otherwise. She insisted that loanwords do not count as "trickle-up-structure". The coda of the discussion was that Sanskrit was divided into two distinct phases.

Mohan's deep dive into the language of Sanskrit was just the starting point of Mohan's unquenched thirst towards the unknown. Her next point of discussion entails Namboodiri Brahmins' contribution to the Malayalam language. She first delved into the matter after discovering bits of Sanskrit in the language through the epics telecasted on TV during that time. She, with the help of Sunil Menon, decoded the Mahabharata (in Malayalam).

Mohan mentioned how the Malayalam language is a part of the Dravidian language family with "a thick coat of Sanskrit". The inclusion of the Sanskrit language can be traced back to the arrival of Namboodiri Brahmins in the Kerala region late in the eighth century CE. The author reasoned that since they recited Rig Veda at the same time they were new migrants in Kerala, they must know both Sanskrit and Malayalam. She also pointed out how while shifting to a new language (Malayalam), they must have infused it with tadbhava ("born from the original words but now mutated") words which they were speaking earlier. In writing, there was inclusion of tatsama (words which are the same as the original) Sanskrit words which they felt were suited for the world of literature. This must have been the reason for the influx of Sanskrit nouns into the Malayalam language after a few centuries.

Mohan described how she sought help from Rohan Manoj, who acted as her interpreter. They then came to the conclusion that the nouns which came from Sanskrit were blended into the Malayalam language in such a way that it gave an impression that the language was infused with Sanskrit. However, that was not the case. This has been explained very minutely in the book through an example.

Each chapter has been intricately crafted and dedicated to the formation and origin of each language of Mohan's interest. In the book, a satisfactory link has been formed between "prior" and "new" discussions with insights from the author's personal experiences and discussions.

Mohan's quest then took a turn towards the birth of the Indo-Aryan languages. The general belief of most people regarding the similarity between Hindi and Sanskrit has been questioned.

The relation between Turkish language and Hindi and Urdu has been also ventured in the book. This thought first crossed Mohan when she found similarities in some of the words in the languages. For example, the word "Ramizān" is used both in the Turkish and Urdu language. Khusro's work is also included in the book as a reference. Mohan discussed how she believed in his Hindavi as it captured the freshness and spontaneity of the languages.

Her next pursuit was about the Nagamese and Māgadhan languages. The author was bemused about the Nagamese language as it is neither a creole nor a pidgin. However, it did start out as a lingua franca. Hence, the confusion regarding what sort of a language it is troubled Mohan. She went through a trial to find a conclusion, and what she found was "too rich in its form."

While reading this book, it becomes clear that the author has a philosophical mind, the evidence for which lies in the way she connects complex ideas and constructs metaphors which are relevant to the context. She has a way of expressing her thoughts that leaves the reader's heart and mind with gratification. Her playfulness and perseverance are reflected throughout the chapters. Her enthusiasm towards her work makes the book a good read, and the time spent on reading it feels only fleeting.

As we come to the end of the book, the author's exploration also touches on the juvenile bounds. Mohan talks about Indian English as an invasive species. She mainly draws attention to the didactic stance of English over the other languages. There are many inferences in the book on how most regional and colloquial words are now replaced with simple and common English words.

The book presents how other languages lost their relevance as English grew in importance with the passage of time. Even the economically weaker sections started to send their children to private English schools. Mohan thinks that English will continue to be the holy grail for the Indians for the time being as India is still a young country and it is yet to know its true direction.

We reach the end of the book with the beautifully named chapter-"Confluence." Just as Mohan explained, after separating into tributaries of a vast river called language, we merge again to discuss its beauty. She takes us back to an abridged version of the journey we traversed. In her concluding statement, she says that as languages die, it is an omen that there are still things which are beyond our range of vision. Just like animal extinction, languages are also getting extinct, which is a result of our sour environment. The only way to co-exist and hold on to the things that formed us is "to pause, look back and see where we came from, and think hard about where we are headed".

This book is an amazing journey to hop on if one has a thirst for knowledge about languages and Indian history in general. The tenacity of the author to find the unknown leaves the readers in awe. Her youthful excitement on finding something, the vulnerable exhautions when things don't work out has been beautifully presented in a cogent manner. Although there were no long-winded theories but just facts presented along with quintessential examples, the book seems to be a bit too long, and although the author tries to capture our attention, the work does seem to be a bit stretched out. Overall, this book is a lovely contribution towards understanding the history of India through its languages, and should be appealing enough for lovers of linguistique historique!