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Beyond Hobson-Jobson
Towards a new lexicography for Indian English
James Lambert
City University of Hong Kong

Indian English is one of the most important and widely-spoken varieties of English, and yet at
present the pinnacle of lexicographical treatment of the variety remains the well-renowned and much
feted Hobson-Jobson, originally published in 1886, with a second edition in 1903. British English
has the Oxford, American English the Webster’s, Australian English the Macquarie, but Indian
English must do with a dictionary over a century out of date. More recent lexicographical works that
focus on Indian English suffer from a number of deficiencies that do not do the variety due justice.
This paper analyses a selection of the currently available dictionaries on Indian English in order to
identify these deficiencies. Finally, suggestions are made as to possible dictionary projects that may
move Indian English lexicography, and the lexicography of other new Englishes, beyond HobsonJobson and towards the twenty-first century.
Keywords: Indian English, lexicography, dictionaries on historical principles

1. Introduction
In terms of dictionaries the Oxford English Dictionary, in whatever size and edition, is
widely recognised as a standard for British English, just as Webster’s is for American
English, and the Macquarie is for Australian English. However, when one mentions Indian
English, the primary lexicographical work that comes to mind is the enigmatically titled
Hobson-Jobson, a work originally published in 1886 and last updated in 1903, thus now well
over a century out of date. The Oxford, Webster’s and Macquarie dictionaries are ongoing
projects, continually updated. Hobson-Jobson stalled in 1903 after a revised edition was
published with additions by William Crooke. More recent lexicographical works on Indian
English are marked by a range of inadequacies which highlight the need for a new and more
complete lexicographical treatment of Indian English. The purpose of this paper is to identify
problems in both current lexicographical, and to a lesser extent linguistic, work on Indian
English and to suggest possible dictionary projects that would overcome the problems
brought to light. A number of the insights drawn from the context of Indian English
lexicography may also have application to other varieties of English worldwide.
2. Standard Indian English and lexicography
With regard to the concept of a standard Indian English two questions are paramount: first,
does such a standard exist, and, second, where do dictionaries fit in? In the literature, the
existence of a standard form of Indian English is in question. Some scholars have denied the
existence of Indian English as a variety. Krishnaswarmy and Burde “maintain very strongly
that there is no such thing as Indian English” (Sailaja 2009: 13), a view supported by
Dasgupta (1993). Pennycook has called into question the entire world Englishes approach for
perpetuating what he calls “the myth of national languages” (2007: 105). Many scholars,
however, treat the existence of a standard Indian English as a given (e.g. Kachru 1973; Platt,
Weber and Ho 1984; Schneider 2007; Mukherjee 2010), and while others draw a distinction
1

between Standard Indian English and Vernacular Indian English (Mahboob and Ahmar 2004:
1016), most are content to recognise that “there is no uniformly consistent standard Indian
English spoken all over the country” (Syal and Jindal 2007: 54), and that “Indian English is a
cover term for a number of varieties of English used as a second language in India” (Gargesh
2008: 231), both past and present. The use of the term Indian English to denote a distinct
variety dates as far back as 1826 (Oriental Herald), and, under various denominations, the
variety has been a subject of academic interest from the early nineteenth-century to present.1
Some researchers (e.g. Kachru 1986b: 31; Schneider 2007: 172) use the plural term Indian
Englishes to refer to the many forms of English spoken in Indian which are, to varying
extents, influenced by such criteria as region, L1 background, and education level, resulting
in a spectrum of competencies, equivalent to Kachru’s “cline of bilingualism” (1983: 25),
ranging from very basic English to what might be considered a standard educated Indian
English at what Kachru calls the “ambilingual point” where speakers have “native-like
competence” (Gargesh 2009: 97). About this putative standard almost nothing is known for
certain and its extent, its overall form and features, its grammar and phonology, its
acceptance within India and outside, are all aspects that lack a detailed, overarching account
and require further investigation.
The connection between dictionaries and standardised forms of language is undeniable,
yet, at the same time, not well understood. More specifically, there seems to be an unresolved
chicken-and-egg conundrum. For instance, Kachru notes that the “compilation of dictionaries
for the non-native varieties of English is a crucial first step toward their standardization”
(1980: 72), a statement that concurs with Görlach’s that “[g]rammars and dictionaries are
necessary requirements for language standardization” (1985: 36-37). However, both scholars
seem to also hold an opposing view, as Kachru also states that “[i]n determining the range of
the corpus for a dictionary of Indian English, or any other non-native variety of English, the
first step is to determine the norm for a standard or educated English user” (1980: 81), and in
a footnote Görlach considerably softens his initial positivistic statement on the necessity of
dictionaries for setting language standards:
[T]here seems to be a universal connection between the acceptance of a norm and the opportunity to
check matters of correctness in a dictionary that codifies this norm. The Canadian example shows that
the very existence of a national variety is bound up with scholars – such as Avis who believe in a
distinct Canadian variety, and put out the dictionaries to prove its existence. (Görlach 1985: 36-37)

However, just how effective dictionaries are in proving the existence of the languages they
treat is unknown. The development of language standards or norms takes considerable time,
and is typically dependent on the attitude of the speech community. A case in point is the
connection between the recognition of Australian English and the Macquarie Dictionary
which first appeared in 1981. Significantly, the Macquarie Dictionary was not created in a
vacuum, but rather its favourable reception had much to do with the prevailing attitude
towards Australian English in the community at large. Prior to the 1980s, Australian English
had been widely deprecated by Australians themselves, principally as a result of a sense of
inferiority known as “cultural cringe” (Phillips 1950), which was linked to notions of Empire,
1. Various names have included: Anglo-Indian (Hotten 1860: 177; Yule 1886: 121; Hervey 1912: 279; Goffin
1934: 21), Anglo-Indian English (Ouida 1860: 11; Forbes 1880: 174; Pattanayak 1986: 9; Lewis 1991: 20;
Lambert 2004), Anglo-Indianisms (Burton 1851: 9; Allendyce 1877: 541; Lewis 1991: 2), Indo-Anglian
(‘Twain’ 1897: 599; Chida 1930: 100), and Indo-English (Hervey 1912: 274; West and Brown 1920: 156;
Kothari 2003: 39). The term Anglo-Indian English has also been used to designate the English spoken by
Eurasians in India (McArthur 2005).
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the superiority of “Home” over the colonies, and the acceptance of Received Pronunciation
as a standard in England (Moore 2008). Early lexicographical records of Australian English,
such as Morris (1898), had little effect in creating a positive home view of the local variety.
The acceptance of Australian English as a home-grown, valid form of English was to take
many decades and involve many stages of development. It was only when the social, cultural,
and political tides were favourable, that the Macquarie Dictionary could succeed. Even so, as
Butler points out, the venture was still a gamble for the publisher in 1981 as a negative public
reaction was a very real potential due to “the possibility that the community as a whole was
not ready to accept its own dictionary” (2005: 536). In the case of English in India, where
anti-English sentiment both has a long history and is still current, a groundswell of popular
attitude is not presently in place (Kachru 1986b: 32; Ramanathan 2005). Schneider also notes
that for Indian English there are a “few factors foreshadowing endonormative stabilisation,
but they are disputable and weak” and that while “[a]n endonormative attitude […] is
definitely gaining ground, […] it is also far from being generally accepted” (2007: 171).
3. Current dictionaries of Indian English
Since Yule and Burnell’s Hobson-Jobson in 1886/1903 there has been little in-depth
lexicographical treatment of Indian English. The first edition of the Oxford English
Dictionary (hereafter OED) was indebted to Yule and Burnell (see Yule 1886), but also
added additional material. Hobson-Jobson had 2455 headwords, incorporating many
encyclopaedic entries, and treated its material from a historical approach supplying citational
evidence and detailed etymologies. According to Rao, the OED recorded “no less than 900
main words of Indian origin” (1954: 2), though this number is an underestimate. Subsequent
works have relied heavily on these two Victorian sources. Post-OED, a lengthy hiatus in the
lexicography of Indian English ensued. In 1954, Rao provided a glossary of Indian English
words treating 1136 terms “based, in all particulars, chiefly on the authority of the Oxford
English Dictionary” (106), of which a mere 58 were not in the OED. The four volumes of
supplements to the OED, prepared by Burchfield (1972-1986), added a number of new
Indian English entries, though these include only 27 of Rao’s 58 additional words. As
Ogilvie (2008) has indicated, Burchfield greatly overstated claims of representing World
Englishes, and the supplements are less inclusive than the previous 1933 supplement, which
Burchfield’s volumes were meant to supplant. Beyond this, there has been little work of note,
and certainly none of both high academic quality and breadth of scope. A chronological list
of recent contributions to Indian English lexicography follows, with a tally of headwords and
lexical phrases, including sub-headwords, inclusive of the encyclopaedic entries. Variant
spellings are calculated separately.
[insert table 1 here]
There are other works of similar nature available, such as Muthiah (1991) and the Lonely
Planet booklet Indian English: Language and Culture (2008), as well as numerous restricteddomain glossaries appended to books on Indian culture (e.g. Johnsen 2002: 369-379). Two
other currently-available lexicographical works that treat Indian English are the latest edition
of the OED available online, and the series of eight Macmillan Dictionaries, published over
the period 2003-2008 by Macmillan Publishers India, Bangalore.
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[insert Figure 1 here]
Figure 1 shows the amount of encyclopaedic material and variant spellings of the overall
lexis covered. Adding “Terms” and “Terms (encyclopaedic)” provides the total lexis
counting headwords and sub-headwords. Variant forms are calculated separately. The
inclusion of encyclopaedic material was common to five of the glossaries. Encyclopaedic
entries account for 17% of Hankin, 10% of Lewis, 8% of Sengupta and 7% of Hawkins.
Mahal has only two encyclopaedic items.
[insert Table 2 here]
Table 2 compares the dictionaries according to the types of lexicographical features utilised.
Parenthetical numbers indicate a partial application of the feature. Definitions were the only
feature that were consistently across dictionaries. The next most common feature was the
inclusion of etymologies, revealing an interest with historical language contact. Part-ofspeech labelling, a standard lexicographical feature, was used in only three out of six
dictionaries examined. Pronunciation, a standard lexicographic feature, was accorded even
less importance. Only Hawkins indicated pronunciation with IPA, though, some effort was
made to indicate pronunciation in both Lewis and Hankin by marking vowel length on
borrowings from Indian languages (albeit, with varying degrees of accuracy). Mahal, despite
being produced for the mass market, used more features than any other dictionary. At the
other extreme, the lexicon section of Nihalani et al. is furthest removed from standard
lexicography, having only definitions and citations, with grammatical class occasionally
referred to in the discursive text sections of entries, although, pronunciation is dealt with in
detail in the latter section of their book.
3. Deficiencies assessed
As the preceding characterisations reveal, there a great deal of variation among the
lexicographical works treating Indian English, with each individual title having its own
approach. As works of lexicography, Lewis and Hankin suffer greatest from poor quality
editing, seriously undermining the credibility of both texts. The other works are more robust
in terms of consistency in application of lexicographical conventions. Taken together, the
works currently available2 incorporate a number of major deficiencies, even though some
texts are less deficient in various aspects than others. These deficiencies fall into five
categories: 1. a lack of historical perspective, 2. an incomplete, piecemeal selection of lexis,
3. an Anglo-Indian bias, 4. a tendency to treat Indian English as a marginal variety of low
concern, and 5. the assumption of an overlap between Indian and Inner Circle English. We
will now examine each of these in turn.
3.1. Lack of historical perspective
While it is true that Lewis, Hawkins, Hankin, and to a lesser extent Sengupta, attempt to treat
the lexis from Anglo-Indian times to present, a period of over four centuries, they offer no
consistent indication of the status of terms over that period. For instance, Hawkins, Lewis,
Hankin and Sengupta all cover the word agarbatti, an incense stick or joss stick, but there is
2. Actually, Hawkins, Sengupta and Lewis, are out-of-print, and only available second-hand.
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no way of knowing when this term was first used in Indian English, nor whether it is now
current or obsolete. Lewis notes that it is a nineteenth-century borrowing from Hindustani,
but that still leaves the question of when in the nineteenth century, at the beginning or end?
The three dictionaries that contain a more modern selection of lexis, Sengupta, Nihalani et al.,
and Mahal, being entirely synchronic, also suffer from a lack of historical perspective. From
a historical perspective, many grammatical features of Indian English have long histories (see
Schuchardt 1891; Kindersley 1938), but the diachronic aspect has not been explored in the
literature. This sentence from a Victorian text, “Major Stone, sahib! Outside on verandah!
Wanting see master!” (Venus in India 1889: 47), illustrates article omission, 3 present
continuous use and dropping of infinitive “to”, all features of present-day Indian English.
Such historical information is important especially when considering the terms covered by
Nihalani et al., many of which are contentious in nature with regard to notions of
acceptability, and not a few of which are of dubious frequency (see Saleemi 1993). The
stability of terms over long time periods is an important factor in determining notions of
standards, in that, if it can be shown that a certain usage has a consistent history going back
decades, or even centuries, then it become harder to regard or dismiss the usage as erroneous.
None of the current lexicographical works provide this information.
3.2. Incomplete record of lexis
While, taken together, the above dictionaries or glossaries record roughly 9,000 terms
(excluding variant spellings), 4 this can hardly be seen as sufficient to characterise Indian
English in its entirety. While there is considerable overlap between the various
lexicographical works assessed (Sengupta has a 46% overlap with Lewis, and Hawkins a
74% overlap), no one work contains all, or even close to all, of the terms treated overall, with
each dictionary having numerous terms not covered by any other. Each also covers numerous
terms not covered in the latest on-line edition of the OED or the Macmillan Dictionaries.
More importantly, there is an untold multitude of Indian English terms that have never been
given lexicographical treatment in any dictionary. For example, the term upto is exceedingly
widespread and common in Indian English, although this is not discussed in any of the
dictionaries under review. The following citations, chronologically ordered, demonstrate the
word in use:
 1908 It must be led in form of a staff upto the three Ākāshas in the head. (P.T.
Srinivāsa Īyengar The Theosophist Nov. 148)
 1915 Upto that time, the superiority of the latter had never been disputed by
either French or English. (A. Madhaviah Clarinda: A Historical Novel 5)
 1929 Thus we see that the wild, vague statement in Padiṛṛppattu of the
extension of Neḍuñjēral’s sway upto the Himalayas has crystallized into a
3. More correctly, ZERO article; the term “article omission” implies aberration in terms of Inner Circle English,
with the word “omission” labelling the feature as an error. See Section 3.4.
4. This number is necessarily approximate as terms listed in one text as a variant, are the primary headword
form in another. Also, some variants in one text may not appear in another text, even though the term itself is
present. The total number of terms including variants for all six dictionaries is 11,076. The total number of
forms listed as variant spellings is 2156.
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definite fact that he carved his bow-emblem on the top of the mountain. (P.T.
Srinivasa Iyengar History of the Tamils: From the Earliest Times to 600 A.D.
505)
 1933 The boy had, with courage, kept on the feigned irony upto now, but he
now burst into tears. (The Indian Express (Madras) 16 May 4/5)
 1940 Speculative issues opened quiet but steady and remained so upto luncheon
hour. (The Indian Express (Madras) 15 Mar 6/6)
 1971 This class of Court deals with cases upto Rs. 10,000 in value arising of the
territorial jurisdiction fixed by the District and Sessions Judge, Indore. (P.N.
Shrivastav Madhya Pradesh Dictrict Gazetteers: Indore 455)
 2009 Earn Upto Rs 40,000 Online. (Times of India (Jaipur) 31 Dec 6/3 [advert])
 2010 Only i’less leg. Div. well settled & qualified frm resptbl family upto 37
yrs need cont. with bio-data and latest photo. (Hindustan Times (New Delhi) 29
Apr 4/5 [matrimonial])
As is clear from the citational evidence, there is a range of usage, some with the prepositional
meaning until, others with meanings that are commonly expressed in most forms of English
with the adverb + preposition phrase up to. The difference here is that the Indian English
form is spelt as a solid morphological unit, under the influence of Hindi टक (tak), and similar
forms in other Indian languages, such as Punjabi ਤੀਕ (tika), Bengali তক (taka), which cover
a range of adverbial, prepositional and conjunctive meanings corresponding to until, till, to,
up to, up until, etc., with a single word form. The range of dates, covering over a century,
indicates that this is a form that has persisted over time and thus adds weight against any
suppositions of erroneous usage or unacceptability within the variety. 5 The sources the
citations are drawn from are significant, being printed books or newspapers subject to
editorial processes and gatekeepers of language standards, as opposed to unedited texts such
as blogs, chatroom logs or student writing. That upto is, and has long been, a part of Indian
English is clear, however, significantly, it has never been covered lexicographically. Not
only is it not covered in any of the lexicographical works assessed here, but I have been
unable to locate it in any dictionary or glossary that treats Indian English. A similar situation
occurs with countless other items of Indian English lexis. For instance, while Bollywood is
found in Sengupta, Hankin and Mahal, the equally prevalent words hero and heroine, used in
Indian English to denote the principle male and female protagonists of a movie, are nowhere
found. Bollywood is also very commonly known as both tinsel town and B-town, neither of
which is listed in the dictionaries. To these terms left behind by current lexicography may be
added: Adam-teasing (the gender opposite of Eve-teasing), atleast (used as an adverb); Bong
(a Bengali; though Gujju, a Gujarati, is recorded by Hankin, Sengupta and Mahal), bhujia (a
crisp snack food), brown sugar (a type of heroin), circle inspector (a rural police officer in
charge of a more than one police station), Mumbaikar (an inhabitant or native of Mumbai;
though Hankin includes Punekar, an inhabitant of Pune), and PCO or public call office (a
public telephone facility); the list is practically endless. In summary, the current coverage of
Indian English lexis is thoroughly incomplete.

5. There are also interesting nineteenth citations in Anglo-Indian contexts (see W. c.1890: 50; Report from the
Select Committee 1830: 616), which may represent this usage.
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3.3. Anglo-Indian bias
One interesting facet of the dictionaries described above is the continuing influence of Yule
and Burnell’s Hobson-Jobson. This is not to deny the worth of academic research into the
colonial period of India’s history. Indeed, for anyone interested in current Indian English,
pre-Independence Indian English is of vital importance, as it is the stock from which modern
Indian English grew. At the same time, gone are the days of brandy-pawnee, nawabs,
competition-wallahs and chummeries, and all of yet these terms appear in more than one of
the dictionaries of Indian English currently available.6 The last of these, chummery, a lodging
used by European bachelors in imperial days, appears in four of the dictionaries assessed:
Hawkins, Lewis, Hankin and Sengupta. Sengupta correctly labels this “formerly” (1442), but
with regard to this, it is interesting to note that Sengupta includes over 120 similar out-ofdate terms from the days of the Raj and before, thus revealing the extent to which the
glossary is, in a sense, backward-looking. Lewis records 70% of the common nouns covered
by Hobson-Jobson (and 19% of the proper nouns). Only Nihalani et al. and Mahal seem to
have shaken off the pull of Yule and Burnell.
The influence of Hobson-Jobson, however, goes beyond merely the overlap in lexis
between dictionaries, as is evidenced by the word cootie, referring to the body louse
Pediculus humanus, included by both Lewis and Hankin. This slang word is now common in
American English, especially amongst youth (see Samuelson 1980), but is less common in
other varieties, and seemingly non-existent, or at least extremely infrequent, in Indian
English.7 Lewis states that cootie was originally “Army slang in India and the Far East” (92),
and Hankin concurs that it “derives via the British Army in India” (98). However, the link
with India appears to be completely fictitious. The earliest citational evidence for cootie
dates from World War I, where it appears to have been used in army slang particularly on the
Western Front (see G. 1914: 9; Vizetelly 1917: 34; Empey 1917: 24) before moving to the
USA (see MacLean 1922: 159). Lewis cites as his source Eric Partridge’s Dictionary of
Slang and Unconventional English, but Partridge makes no mention of India at all, stating
rather that the term was originally nautical and then military (1937: 179). The notion of
Lewis and Hankin that this word is in any way connected to India is most probably a result of
the suggested etymology from the Malay word kutu. This etymology is mentioned by both
Lewis and Hankin, and is that put forward by Partridge (1937) and followed by Burchfield in
the 1972 Supplement to the OED. Others have rejected this etymology (see Macquarie
Dictionary) presumably on the grounds that there is no explanation for the change of the final
syllable from -u to -ie, and that there is little possibility for the word to have travelled from
Malay directly to the trenches of France. Partridge, widely criticised for his many
implausible etymologies (Legman 1951; Gold 2009: 268), surmised that the transfer was via
nautical slang, and mentions that the term kutu also appears in Polynesians languages (179).
However, this still leaves us with the question of why Lewis and Hankin have inserted Indian
English into the formula.

6. brandy-pawnee = a drink of watered down brandy; nawab = a coloniser who made a fortune in India and
returned to Britain; competition-wallah = one hoping to join the Indian Civil Service.
7. The word cootie is not on the ACCENT database, and a Google search restricted to Indian websites (site:.in)
reveals hits that primarily deal with an iPhone computer game named “Cooties” (on using the Web as corpus
see Kilgarriff and Grefenstette 2008).
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My conjecture is that they were under the influence of Hobson-Jobson, which records
numerous Malay words. Hobson-Jobson makes reference to Malay etymons on 179
occasions, and has some lengthy entries on Malay words that have come into English, such
as amuck/amok, compound, paddy and rattan, all of which are now part of the common
English word stock, including Indian English, and other terms that are still today more
commonly found in “the East”, such as durian (the fruit), godown (a warehouse), and junk
(the boat), of which only godown is common in Indian English. As Burnell notes in his
introductory remarks, “as the work proceeded […] its authors found it expedient to introduce
and trace many words of Asiatic origin which have disappeared from colloquial use, or
perhaps never entered it, but which occur in old writers on the East” (xv). Following suit
Hankin includes the etymologically Malay word batik, which, while available in Indian
English, is no more Indian English than it is Australian, American or any other English.
From a post-colonial theory perspective, Lewis and Hankin’s inclusion of Malay-origin
words in their Indian English dictionaries is a premier example of lumping all Easterners
together in true Orientalist style. In contrast, Yule and Burnell exercised great care and
accuracy in terms of etymology and speculation on possible means of transmission in the
multifarious language contact situations covered by their dictionary (for a post-colonial
critique of Hobson-Jobson see Lambert 2009). 8 Nevertheless, as we can see from the
inclusion of cootie by Lewis and Hankin, the inclusion of “words of Asiatic origin”, that is,
non-Indian English words, in Hobson-Jobson has had consequences beyond what its authors
may have imagined.
3.4. Marginalisation via comparison to British English
Pennycook points out that the world Englishes framework “promotes a fundamentally
pluralist vision of language and the world, opposing attempts to control, own and define
English according to centrist, native-speaker norms” (2011: 519). Nevertheless, a certain
amount of schizophrenia pertains to the study of world Englishes as new Englishes, for while
new Englishes are regarded as valid varieties in their own right, the description and
delineation of them in linguistic terms is conducted through the gaze of native-speaker norms.
In his analysis of the pre-twentieth-century lexicons of Indian English, Kachru states that
“[t]hese word lists were meant to serve as manuals for explaining un-English ‘lexical
exotica’, or specific nativized lexical meanings of English lexical items” (Kachru 1980: 72;
emphasis in original). By “un-English” Kachru means not British English, and, to a large
extent, times have remained unchanged. The comparison of Indian English to other Inner
Circle Englishes, specifically British English, is still the norm not only in lexicography but
also in the fields of education and linguistics. What this means is that academic interest in
Indian English lexis has been largely confined to “Indianisms”.
That said, the way to move forward, to move away from viewing Indian English, or any
other non-native variety, by comparing it to Inner Circle varieties, is not clear. Kachru
provides a good example of this vexed position when he declares that a lexicon of Indian
English “is basically a lexicon of English with an added dimension of area-bound, contextbound, and language-bound features which separate the Indian variety of English from other
varieties” (1973: 355). Balasubramanian points out that “Kachru has for long stressed that in
order for the English in India to be regarded as a variety in its own right (as opposed to a
8. Though not all of Yule and Burnell’s etymologies are robust. The connection of the phrase not give a damn
with the dam, a Hindu coin of little value (1886: 227-228), is, despite their claim to the contrary, decidedly ‘farfetched.’
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deviant form of the ‘real’ or ‘standard’ variety), a study of its innovations is important”
(2009: 7-8), yet whether deviations from a notional standard English are provided with
ameliorative labels such as “innovations” or “adaptations” (Kachru 1986b: 32), or discussed
under the positive heading “creativity” (see for example, Kachru 1986a; Kachru 1992;
D’souza 2001; Valentine 2006), to single them out for being different to native-speaker
usage is nevertheless tantamount to regarding them as “lexical exotica”.
The practice of only analysing Indian English in terms of how it differs from a notional
standard English that resides in the Englishes of the varieties of the Inner Circle is one of the
key ways in which Indian English is marginalised. Among the works analysed, Nihalani et al.
(2004) is the prime exponent of such comparison as each of the 1285 entries explain Indian
English in terms of its deviance from British English. The schizophrenia inherent in trying to
validate a non-native variety of English by comparing it to a native-speaker variety is made
clear in the Preface which notes that the “authors of the Lexicon have refrained from marking
any of these usages as wrong, as they did not wish to appear to be laying down the law. But
Indian users of this book will do well to note the peculiarities in their English and avoid those
which may damage communication with other speakers of the language” (Nihalani et al.
2004: viii), that is, native-speakers. The author of the Preface, Samuel Mathai, who further
admonishes “especially journalists […] to refer to it constantly” (viii) is at least clear on how
the book should best be used. The other dictionaries reviewed here, in the spirit of HobsonJobson, strictly concerned themselves with Indianisms as lexical exotica, and so characterise
Indian English as reflected in the glass of some notional “real” English which the reader
already possesses, thus marginalise Indian English as something peripheral, something
different, something that is the other.
3.5. Assumption of overlap
The focus of lexicographers, and to a lesser extent linguists, of Indian English has to date
been on nativised lexis and borrowings, that is, Indianisms. Concomitantly, the focus has
been entirely off all other lexis. As Kachru has noted, the Indianization of English in India
“has resulted in distinct Indian characteristics at all linguistic levels, i.e., phonetic,
grammatical, lexical, and semantic” (1980: 72). The corollary to this is that aside from the
identifiable “characteristics”, Indian English is the same as the norm. The assumption is that
for a substantial part of the vocabulary Anglo-American and Indian English coincide exactly.
This supposition lies relatively unquestioned at the heart of most linguistic analyses of Indian
English, especially with vocabulary lists and features lists, and even more detailed studies
such as Balasubramanian (2009), and for Pakistani English, Baumgardner (1993), still
concentrate on those aspects of Indian English that diverge from Inner Circle English.
Furthermore, Weiner has made it clear that this notion is also at the heart of the current OED:
the “implicit assumption underlying the plan of the Dictionary is that St BrE [Standard
British English] is, in fact, the standard version of the language wherever it is spoken and
that therefore the St BrE and the common core of the language are virtually the same thing”
(1987: 31). However, with regard specifically to Indian English, this is an assumption that
has not, to my knowledge, been fully explored let alone determined.
In terms of Indian English lexicography, the tacit understanding is that the bulk of Indian
English in terms of lexis, morphology, grammar and syntax, is precisely identical to the core
English of Inner Circle or native-speaker varieties. This assumption no doubt has its roots in
colonial times, when it was largely true, as the majority of British in India were essentially
visitors who had grown up in Britain, and who brought native-speaker English with them. In
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1891 Schuchardt could say “it is only the lexicon that distinguishes the Indo-English of the
British from European English” (41). Schuchardt distinguishes the “Indo-English of the
British” from “the Indo-English of the Indians” which he determines “belongs with the creole
dialects” (47). This split between the English language as used alternately by the colonisers
and the colonised is somewhat of an over-simplification as language contact between the two
groups must have been constant and ongoing, with both mutually influencing one another.
However, those times are not ours, and the place and form of English in India has changed
dramatically when compared from opposite ends of the timeline.
The Indian English of today is not merely standard British English with some additional
vocabulary items, despite the picture that current lexicography presents. For example,
Nihalani et al. note that expressions such as “a volley of abuses” and “to hurl abuses” in
Indian English are in the plural, whereas in British English they are “always singular” (2004:
14). This is correct on both counts, however, the important piece of the picture that has been
left out is that abuse, in this sense, is also used in Indian English as a mass noun just as it is
in Britain.9 That is, both the plural and mass noun forms are available in Indian English,
which raises questions of whether there is any distinction made between the two, and if there
is, then what is it? The answer might be that the mass noun use of the word abuse is actually
different in Indian English to its use in Inner Circle Englishes. Alternately, it may indeed
overlap exactly. The point here is that no one has ever taken notice because the mass noun
use does not stand out as noticeably different. But we should not confuse surface similarity,
born of a lack of due attention, with precise overlap.
Such questions extend to the entire vocabulary of Indian English. For instance, does the
Indian English word dog overlap precisely with all the meanings that word has in standard
English? There must be a high likelihood that there are connotative differences, but
denotative differences may of course also be possible. The case is similar for all common
nouns, cat, table, house, home, and abstract nouns, love, hate, affection, prudence, let alone
verbs, adverbs, prepositions, as so on. The assumption that these are identical in meaning and
usage between Indian English and Anglo-American English, while tacitly accepted, is
untested, and fundamentally unknown. As Balasubramanian points out, “a systematic and
detailed investigation, the kind of which would result in a description of the national variety
itself, and not just a few of its features, […] has not taken place yet, with any national variety
other than British and American English” (2009: 5). Lexicographically speaking, the
treatment of Indian English has been neither systematic nor detailed. By concentrating solely
on Indianisms, the present dictionaries take the position that Indian English is practically the
same as Inner Circle English with some additional vocabulary. While this may have been a
fair assumption in the days of Hobson-Jobson, however, it is an assumption that must now be
discarded.
4. Towards a new lexicography of Indian English
There are a number of theoretical concerns which might seem to militate against the
successful creation of a dictionary of Indian English: first, that Indian English is not a
monolithic variety but rather a spectrum of varieties; second, that no agreed upon standard
variety presently exists; and third, that a positive attitude to the existence of English in Indian
is not currently prevalent, that is, the dictionary might not be wanted. However, when
9. See Times of India: ‘The alleged verbal threats and abuse hurled at an MS University professor by a professor
of another university […] has angered teachers and students on campus’ (30 August 2001).
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examined more closely, it becomes clear that none of the concerns just outlined necessarily
preclude the writing of a dictionary of Indian English.
While Indian English may not have a uniform standard form throughout the country, this
in itself is not an insuperable obstacle for lexicography. British English has never been a
monolithic variety, yet dictionaries of British English have been published for over three
centuries. Consequently British English dictionaries have always included lexis from its
various dialects, from the cant of thieves, from the slang register, and so on (see Durkin
2010). Likewise, the lack of a standard form of the language has been no impediment to
dictionaries being written for other languages, such as Old and Middle English, or pidgins
and creoles (on standardisation of pidgins and creoles, see Mühlhäusler 2003). As to the
question of whether or not the Indian public is interested in having a dictionary of their
variety of English, this is more a concern of commercial publishers than academics, and
while the majority of lexicographical work is for the trade dictionary market, which are
books and hence profit-making ventures for publishers (Atkins 1992: 31-35), this does not
mean that all dictionaries are bound to be entirely beholden to public approval and sales
returns. Indeed, as is well documented, the OED was not at the outset a profit-making
venture (Murray 1977; Willinsky 1994: 40-41).
Atkins (1992) divides dictionaries into “two main types”, namely “the scholarly and
historical dictionary, a work often with few length constraints” and “the trade dictionary, a
product to be sold in the marketplace” (31; see also Green 1996: 20). Historical dictionaries a
are diachronic, trade dictionaries are synchronic. Görlach makes a distinction between
exclusive and inclusive dictionaries (44-53), the former covering only varietal regionalisms,
such as the dictionaries examined in this article, the latter covering the entirety of the lexis
including regionalisms, for examples The Macquarie Dictionary (5th edition, 2009) for
Australian English. In terms of new Englishes, historical exclusive dictionaries are the norm
(Morris 1898; Matthews 1951; Avis et al. 1967; Cassidy and Le Page 1967; Story et al. 1982;
Ramson 1988; Silva 1996; Orsman 1997). Using these two sets of criteria,
synchronic/diachronic and exclusive/inclusive, we can construct a schema of possible
dictionary types that might be used to treat Indian English or any other new variety of
English. The dictionaries reviewed in this article have been appended to the appropriate
categories of the schema :
1. Synchronic
1.1 Exclusive (Nihalani et al. 2004; Mahal 2006)
1.2 Inclusive (? Sengupta 1991)
2. Diachronic
2.1 Exclusive (Yule and Burnell 1886; Hawkins 1984; Lewis 1991; Hankin 2003)
2.2 Inclusive (not attempted)
The assignation to the various dictionaries to each of the categories is not without problem
and requires some qualification. Sengupta qualifies as Synchronic-Inclusive (type 1.2) as it is
a supplement to the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of Current English, the body of
which is meant to represented Indian English lexis which does not in any way deviate from
British English. Sengupta’s supplement by itself is Exclusive (type 1.1). Also potentially
classed in the Synchronic-Inclusive category would be the eight Macmillan Dictionaries. In
brief, the most complete, The Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006) with
approximately 100,000 headwords, is essentially the 4th edition of the Macquarie Dictionary
(2005), with the addition of Indian encyclopaedic material, and numerous Indianisms,
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generally labelled or otherwise denoted as being specific to India or Indian English. Unlike
Sengupta, the additional lexis is in its appropriate alphabetical place within the body of the
dictionary. Other changes were made to localise the dictionary to the Indian context and
pronunciations were altered to better represent Indian English. Yet, despite this, the
Macmillan Comprehensive still reveals its roots with certain Australian slang terms left in
unlabelled, for example doof, Fred Nerk and fruit loop, and with many contemporary Indian
English vocabulary items omitted.10 It is tacitly assumed that there is an overlap between the
bulk of Australian English and Indian English and so definitions do not need rewording.
Hawkins, Lewis and Hankin are placed in the Diachronic category due to their attempt at
a historical perspective, even though that is very imperfectly executed. Yule and Burnell
differ in providing full historical citational evidence in their entries, as does the OED, which
incidentally borrowed heavily from Hobson-Jobson in the first edition. The current OED
Third Edition can most accurately be classified as Diachronic-Exclusive (type 2.1), as the
bulk of its material that deals with Indian English consists of entries for Indianisms. Along
with the other dictionaries assessed, the tacit assumption is that apart from Indianisms, Indian
English is the same as British English. The OED does contain citations from Indian English
literature for various items that are not Indianisms,11 but such examples from Indian English
are exceedingly scarce in the overall citational record. The pronunciations in the OED are
Received Pronunciation and General American, with Indian English unrepresented, even for
terms restricted to Indian English.
In terms of overcoming the five deficiencies described in this paper as being present in
the current Indian English dictionary offerings, clearly dictionaries of the Exclusive type
(types 1.1 and 2.1) cannot suffice. By their very nature, they embody the notion that Indian
English is merely Inner Circle English with the addition of Indianisms, rather than a variety
in and of itself. The corollary of this assumption is that most vocabulary does not need to be
examined in an Indian English context, and hence they can only offer an incomplete
coverage of Indian English are necessarily restricted to recording salient items that stand out
as different from Inner Circle English. This has the effect of marginalising Indian English. In
contrast, dictionaries of the Inclusive type (types 1.2 and 2.2), by treating Indian English as a
variety in its own right, theoretically could overcome the problem of assuming an overlap
with Inner Circle English by investigating all words of Indian English. In the case of a
Synchronic dictionary (type 1.2), this could either be done as an adaptation of an existing
dictionary, or constructed from first principles. An adaptation could be carried out on the
same model as the Macquarie Dictionary in Australia, wherein the editors used a preexisting dictionary as their base, the British Encyclopaedic World Dictionary, 1971 (Benson
2001: 213), systematically going through each and every definition, assessing, editing and
excising as required to reflect Australian usage. Australian material was then added.
Pronunciations in Australian English supplanted those of the source dictionary. Such a
dictionary is a viable possibility for Indian English. Alternatively, starting from first
principles would require the collection of a sufficient citation database and/or corpus of
Indian English from which dictionary entries could be constructed; also, a viable possibility,
especially as the scanning and databasing of large bodies of text no longer presents
technological difficulties. A truly Synchronic dictionary of the sort discussed here and
targeting current Indian English would overcome four of the five deficiencies outlined. In
10. The term doof refers to modern dance music; Fred Nerk and fruitloop both mean a fool (Lambert 2004).
11. Such as a citation for the word ache from Kiran Desai’s Hullabaloo in the Guava Orchard, 1999.
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terms of coverage, it could attain a completeness that is comparable to dictionaries of other
national varieties of English. By focusing on current Indian English is would do away with
the Anglo-Indian bias. By utilising modern Indian English sources as a basis for all of the
lexis covered, the assumption of overlap with Inner Circle Englishes would be obviated, thus
re-centring Indian English as the core and providing those who are interested in the precise
nature of overlap a valuable resource to compare British, or American, or whatever English
against.
The only deficiency not sufficiently dealt with by a Synchronic dictionary is that of
historical perspective. Language as history is central to the concept of the dictionary on
historical principles. The diachronic treatment of Anglo-Indian lexis in Hobson-Jobson is
one of the major factors in its perennial popularity. Yule and Burnell, whatever their
shortcomings, had amassed an unsurpassed collection of historical linguistic evidence upon
which their entries were based, and by using the dictionary on historical principles approach,
this evidence was made clear to the reader (for praise, see Birdwood 1887: 166). A similar
project as that of the original OED (our type 2.2) would be an ambitious undertaking, but is
nonetheless quite conceivable for Indian English. The requirements are essentially the same
as those of any dictionary on historical principles, and Indian English does not in any way
want for source material. A new and up-to-date historical dictionary restricted to Indianisms
would have its merits, but would still embody the notion of Indian English as a peripheral
variety that is British English at its core. To extend such a project beyond merely recording
those Indianisms and borrowings that have gained notice to foreigners due to their significant
difference to British English, to extend such a project to the entirety of Indian English, to
map the history of all its words, not just a selection, would not only insist on the recognition
that Indian English as a variety in its own right, but would add significant evidence to those
investigating the question of variety stability and constructions of norms and standards. This
is something that has never been attempted with any national variety of English other than
British English.
5. Conclusion
As the situation currently stands, the lexicography of Indian English provides an
unsatisfactory and insufficient description of the variety. There are a number of dictionaries
purporting to cover Indian English in one way or another, but these incorporate a great
number of deficiencies that detract from their overall worth. In short, on the whole, they
paint a picture of Indian English as a nothing more than standard English with a select
collection of lexical peculiarities tacked on, as it were, many of which would be regarded as
erroneous by a native-speaker, whatever that is. Even if this were a fair assessment of the
facts, the dictionaries themselves cover this additional lexis in what can best be described as
a wholly piecemeal fashion, with an obvious but unwarranted bias towards colonial era lexis.
Further, this historical aspect is not clearly explicated in any meaningful way, so that the
lines between the obsolete and the current are unclear. Hobson-Jobson has reigned long, and
is still today receiving accolades (Rushdie 1991: 81-83). However, the time may have come
to move beyond Hobson-Jobson, and, if so, it is mandatory to break with the past.
The assessment of current lexicography on Indian English identified five major
deficiencies: 1. A lack of historical perspective, 2. An incomplete coverage of lexis, 3. An
Anglo-Indian bias, 4. A marginalisation of Indian English by comparison to Inner Circle
Englishes, and 5. A possibly faulty assumption of an overlap between Indian and Inner Circle
English. To overcome these deficiencies, four types of dictionary were considered:
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Synchronic-Exclusive, Synchronic-Inclusive, Diachronic-Exclusive, and DiachronicInclusive. New lexicographical research is needed to do away with the Anglo-Indian bias that
currently prevails. And, more extensive research is required to obtain a fuller coverage of
Indian English. Dictionaries of the Exclusive type, that is, those concentrating on Indianisms
alone, whether Synchronic or Diachronic, cannot be effective in overcoming the problems of
incomplete coverage, marginalisation or the assumption of overlap. On the other hand,
Inclusive dictionaries, by treating all lexis of Indian English on its own merits, would recentre Indian English so that it was no longer viewed as an offshoot or poor cousin of British
English, in the same way the Macquarie re-centred Australian English. Any overlap with
Inner Circle English would then be explicated, rather than assumed. However, only a
comprehensive historical dictionary of Indian English would be able to provide a full
historical perspective of Indian English from its beginnings in the sixteenth century to
present.
The types of dictionary suggested as means to get beyond Hobson-Jobson and overcome
the deficiencies of the current lexicography of Indian English are presented here primarily as
theoretical constructs, ignoring for the time being the logistical and financial considerations
that naturally inhere to them. Space considerations have meant that much has been left unsaid,
especially there has been no discussion of how Indian English pronunciation, etymology and
grammar could be appropriately incorporated into future dictionaries (for an insightful
criticism of Indian etymologies in English dictionaries, see Shapiro 2001). Nevertheless,
such ambitious projects as those suggested here are practically possible, of this we can be
assured by the very existence of numerous and varied scholarly dictionaries such as,
restricting ourselves to the English language alone, the OED, the Middle English Dictionary
(Kurath et al. 1956-2001), the Dictionary of American Regional English (Cassidy et al.
1985-), the Webster’s Third New International Dictionary of the English Language (Gove
1961), the Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue (Craigie et al. 1937-2002), Farmer and
Henley’s Slang and its Analogues (1890-1904), the Historical Dictionary of American Slang
(Lighter 1994, 1997) and a host of others. At heart, what is required is sufficient vision and
sufficient will to have such dictionaries exist. Whether such vision and will exists in the case
of Indian English, either now or in the future, remains to be seen. By extension, many of the
problems and issues that have been identified here also apply to many other dictionaries of
“new Englishes” worldwide, the discussion of which, again for reasons of space, might be
better dealt with in a separate article.
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Table 1. Dictionaries of Indian English analysed
Year Author
1. 1984
2. 1991
3. 1991
4. 2003
5. 2004
6. 2006

Hawkins
Sengupta
Lewis
Hankin
Nihalani et al.
Mahal

Title

Terms

Encyc. Variants

Common Indian Words in English
Supplement to OALD
Sahibs, Nabobs and Boxwallahs
Hanklyn-Janklyn
Indian and British English
The Queen’s Hinglish

2304
2433
5134
3114
1285
378

(159)
(195)
(513)
(520)
–
(2)

199
229
1915
541
5
32

Table 2. Occurrence of lexicographical features
Definitions
Etymologies
Part of speech
Citations
Labels
Sources
Illustrations
Vowel length
Pronunciation
total

Hawkins





Sengupta


Lewis



Hankin







Nihalani

()




5

4






4

4
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2 (3)

Mahal







()
7 (8)

total
6
4
3
3
3
2
2
2
1

Figure 1. Totals by entry type
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