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ABSTRACT 

The intended purpose of this thesis is threefold: (i) to compile a detailed survey of 

previous lexicographical work on the vocabulary of Indian English; (ii) to critically 

evaluate previous lexicographical work on this topic, with reference to relevant 

lexicographical theory dealing with dictionaries of ‘new’ Englishes; and (iii) to suggest 

lexicographical approaches that avoid the deficiencies of previous lexicography on this 

variety of English. Indian English is undoubtedly a major variety of English. 

Accordingly, this thesis takes a world Englishes stance towards Indian English, viewing 

it as a valid and valuable variety of English in its own right. As such, Indian English is 

deserving of the type of lexicographical treatment that other major varieties have 

received. Comprehensive lexicographical descriptions of British and American English 

have long been in existence, while other Inner Circle varieties of English, such as 

Australian, Canadian, New Zealand, and South African English, have been exceedingly 

well documented lexicographically in recent years. However, at present, the pinnacle of 

Indian English lexicography is widely considered to be Yule and Burnell’s Hobson-

Jobson, first published in 1886, and revised in 1903 by William Crooke. This item of 

colonial lexicography is now over a century out of date, yet, there is no modern 

equivalent to, or rival of, Hobson-Jobson. At the same time, despite the fact that there 

are numerous dictionaries and glossaries of Indian English in existence, ranging from 

the colonial era to present, there has been no detailed survey of the lexicography of 

Indian English. How the previous lexicography has treated Indian English, and how 

well it has treated Indian English, is wholly unknown at present. In order to fill this gap 

in knowledge, the present research intends to examine and evaluate the work of 

previous lexicographers in terms of its description of Indian English and hence this 

study might provide some insight into how Indian English may better be described 

lexicographically in the future. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
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1.2. Definitions 

1.2.1. Defining ‘lexicography’, ‘dictionary’, and ‘glossary’ 

1.2.1. Defining ‘Indian English’  

1.3. Periodising Indian English 

1.3.1. Pre-Indian English (before 1579) 

1.3.2. Anglo-Indian English (1579 to 1947) 
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1.4. The world Englishes paradigm 
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1.1. Background 

 

The intended purpose of this thesis is threefold: (i) to compile a detailed survey of 

previous lexicographical work on the vocabulary of Indian English; (ii) to critically 

evaluate previous lexicographical work on this topic, with reference to relevant 

lexicographical theory dealing with dictionaries of ‘new’ Englishes; and (iii) to suggest 

lexicographical approaches that avoid the deficiencies of previous lexicography on this 

variety of English. The primary motivation for such a study is the fact that, although 

Indian English is a major variety of English, it is currently lexicographically 

undervalued and under-represented. In terms of metalexicography, there has been no 

detailed survey of the lexicography of Indian English to date, and certainly none aimed 

at covering both the colonial and postcolonial periods. Such a survey would provide a 

big-picture perspective on the lexicography of Indian English, identifying its concerns 

and boundaries, and its strengths and weaknesses. The simple question of how well 

Indian English is represented by previous lexicographical works has only been partly 

addressed, even though lexicographical works that treat Indian English have been in 

existence for over three centuries. 

 Kachru has provided a brief case study of the lexicography of Indian English (1973; 

expanded in 1980), but despite Kachru’s earlier efforts lexicographical work on Indian 

English seems not to have improved much from colonial times, and there is no modern 

equivalent to, or rival of, Yule and Burnell’s well-known Hobson-Jobson (1886/1903) 

in terms of comprehensiveness and scope. Hobson-Jobson is still perceived as the 

pinnacle of Indian English lexicography. By contrast, Inner Circle varieties of English, 

as Australian, Canadian, New Zealand, and South African English, have been well 

researched and documented lexicographically in recent decades. 

 Since the days of Hobson-Jobson there has been a great deal of progress in both in 

linguistics and lexicography, but in spite of this, there are still noticeable lacunae in 

work on Indian English and lexicography. With regard to Indian English, there are two 

major problems: firstly, there is a lack of historical perspective, and secondly, there is a 

systemic tendency to measure Indian English against Inner Circle Englishes, 

specifically British English, thus branding Indian English as an ‘other’ variety of the 

language, and relegating it to the margins of importance. This last point relates directly 

to one of the major concerns this study, that of how to interpret and situate the 

dictionary in context. In the field of metalexicography a central and unresolved tension 

lies between viewing a dictionary as a work grounded in linguistic theory, and viewing 

it as a professional practical undertaking. Neither of these perspectives is exclusive to 

any field of scholarship, and while there is much middle ground, it is the former 

perspective that informs the bulk of metalexicographical studies, while the latter is 
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largely the point of view taken by practising lexicographers. There remains a tendency 

in metalexicography to make positivistic statements about what should and should not 

be in dictionaries, but a widely accepted theoretical basis for such statements is lacking. 

This in turn amounts to a lack of theoretical basis for dictionary criticism. 

 In the absence of any universally accepted methodology for analysing 

lexicographical works, I will draw on the work of a range of scholars in a number of 

disciplines in the associated literature, including lexicography, metalexicography, 

English studies, world Englishes, genre studies, and literary theory. In addition, I bring 

to this research my own fifteen years’ experience as a professional lexicographer. I view 

the results of lexicographic work primarily as text (whether in printed or electronic 

form) within a particular genre, thus bringing to the fore the notion of the dictionary as 

cultural artefact and creative endeavour. This then allows the dictionary to be located in 

history and culture, which in turn raises the issue of the place of Indian English in the 

global English landscape. There are thus four strands of concern in my approach to 

Indian English lexicography, namely (i) a historical perspective on Indian English as a 

distinct variety, (ii) a concern with the marginalisation of Indian English, (iii) a 

perspective on the dictionary as text and genre, and (iv) the dictionary as a national 

project. I intend to bring these four strands together in two ways: first, by analysing a 

selection of glossaries and dictionaries of Indian English in order to determine how 

these texts have contributed to the codification of Indian English lexicography in the 

past, and, second, by discussing a range of ways in which lexicography can approach 

Indian English in the future in order to create a new lexicography more appropriately 

informed by recent approaches to both world Englishes and contemporary lexicography. 

 The exploration of a historical perspective can take both a passive and an active 

path. In terms of lexicography, the passive path is to look at what past lexicographers 

have had to say about Indian English: how they have represented it and how they have 

presented it. With this in mind, the present study intends to cover lexicographical work 

from the earliest stages of the English language in India to the present, approaching 

‘Indian English’ as a historical language continuum. The active strand involves the 

consideration of potential dictionary projects, including those that incorporate a 

historical perspective as well as synchronic dictionaries. Coming to this work as a 

career professional lexicographer, I situate practical considerations as essential, and the 

final section of the thesis will provide potential solutions to problems or deficiencies 

identified in the analysis which might be able to be put into practice by lexicographers 

interested in addressing Indian English from a range of perspectives.  

 Postcolonial studies and critical linguistics have much to say about the cultural 

hegemony of language, specifically the power of the centre-periphery paradigm to 

valorise the language of the coloniser over that of the colonised. At the same time, 
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dictionaries, rightly or wrongly, are inevitably tied to language politics as powerful 

authoritative institutions which simultaneously define both the standard/proper/correct 

version of the language (the centre) and the non-standard/bad/incorrect versions (the 

periphery). In the Indian English context, such positioning is eminently relevant. In 

colonial times, the local varieties of English in India were held up to ridicule, and 

marginalised as an inferior other tongue, whether it was the developing English of the 

native Indians, denigrated as ‘Babu English,’ ‘Butler English,’ and so on, or the English 

of the Anglo-Indians (in the all senses of the British in India, immigrant, native-born 

and bi-racial), which was often criticised for its outlandish and inscrutable vocabulary. 

This defining of Indian English solely through difference to the centre/norm is not only 

a feature of lexicography but is to be found systemically throughout the linguistic 

analysis the variety has received since its beginnings, and it remains the predominant 

paradigm today. This in turn has implications for the conceptualisation of Indian 

English in terms of norms and standards. 

 The role that lexicography has played, and continues to play, in this positioning of 

the variety will be examined through an analysis of the lexicographical approaches to 

Indian English. The role that lexicography can play in the future will be examined with 

a view to finding a lexicographical solution to the conundrum of how to write a 

dictionary of Indian English that will not marginalise it. 

 

1.2. Definitions 

 

1.2.1. Defining ‘lexicography’, ‘dictionary’, and ‘glossary’ 

 

As the term ‘lexicography,’ in its broadest interpretation, can refer to a vast range of 

text types that only loosely overlap, for the purposes of this thesis the term 

‘lexicography’ will be restricted to refer to glossaries and dictionaries of language (as 

opposed to reference works on other subject matter), what Weigand (1983: 14) terms 

‘linguistic lexicography.’ However, even given this narrowing of meaning, 

lexicography is characterised by numerous theoretical concerns originating from a 

number of relatively discrete disciplines. Traditionally these theoretical concerns have 

frequently remained tacit, existing in the form of unexpressed or implicit assumptions 

which have until recently been subject to little critical analysis. The relatively recent 

advent of the field of ‘metalexicography,’ a term itself no older than 1983, is making 

theoretical advances but is still at an early stage of development and characterised by a 

widespread lack of consensus (Weigand: 13). 

 For the purposes of this thesis, the terms ‘dictionary’ and ‘glossary’ are considered 

largely synonymous. A glossary has the same primary function as a dictionary, to 
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explain terms, words or phrases. Typically a glossary is shorter, simpler and contains 

less information for each entry. In its simplest form, a glossary consist of a headword 

field and a definition field, though more than one definition may be included. 

Dictionaries typically provide the same information as a glossary, but additionally 

incorporate such information as part-of-speech labels, pronunciations, variant spellings, 

and etymologies, and may also provide information about derivative forms, usage notes, 

illustrative phrases, illustrations, sense relations, syntactic and collocational 

information, and so on. The term glossary is sometimes restricted to mean a list of 

difficult or technical words and explanations for a specific text: that is, a series of 

glosses for the text in question. However, such a text is no different in essence from a 

dictionary. It is merely a dictionary of a very restricted subject matter. Importantly, this 

restricted sense of glossary, even though it is the primary sense historically, is not in 

universal use. Yule and Burnell subtitled Hobson-Jobson as ‘A Glossary of Anglo-

Indian Colloquial Words and Phrases’, even though its size and informational content 

would classify it as a dictionary in most people’s vocabulary. The texts that form the 

subject matter of this thesis range from relatively simple lexicons to more advanced 

dictionaries, and other texts that incorporate lexicographical material, even though not 

considered dictionaries in themselves. To impose strictures about which is a ‘glossary’ 

and which is a ‘dictionary’ would be to ignore the existence of the range of text types in 

which lexicographical material is presented, and thus introduce an artificial 

classification that does not have wide acceptance. 

 

1.2.1. Defining ‘Indian English’  

 

For the purposes of this thesis, ‘Indian English’ is interpreted in the widest possible 

sense. That is to say, the term ‘Indian English’ refers to the English used in India, dating 

from the very first arrival of English-speakers on the subcontinent in the 1580s up to the 

present. Any text written in India in English, whether written by a colonist or an 

indigenous inhabitant of India, is an Indian English text, and the language contained 

therein is Indian English.  

 The rationale behind this nomenclature is that language is not discrete, but rather is 

characterised by a lack of distinct boundaries. In terms of time, there are no clear 

boundaries. For example, to select Independence (1947) as the starting point of Indian 

English would be to exclude all English of the Anglo-Indian period from the definition 

of Indian English. This is problematic on a number of levels. First, much of the 

literature, and lexicography, on Indian English already includes the English of the pre-

Independence period. Second, there is a continuity of English usage in Indian from the 

colonial days to present. The notion that the language a person was speaking the day 
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before Independence, was not Indian English, but that the next day the very same 

language was Indian English is insupportable, precisely because language is a 

diachronic continuum. Furthermore, Indian English’s most renowned lexicographical 

work, Hobson-Jobson, would be excluded from any analysis of Indian English. 

Similarly, in terms of speakers, the interaction of both native and colonist speakers of 

English in India prior to Independence is that of a single speech community even 

though that community had deep divides culturally, socially, politically, and 

economically. To divide the speech of colonists and natives would be to enforce an 

insupportable boundary. Schneider (2007) is in agreement, insisting that postcolonial 

Englishes have arisen from ‘a multidimensional interplay of dynamic processes,’ and as 

such the transitions between the various phases of development are not clear-cut (57). 

This recognises that any attempt to impose rigid divisions is inherently problematic.  

 Nevertheless, the inclusive definition of Indian English used here still involves 

unresolved complexities, especially in terms of place, a result of the changing referent 

of the proper noun ‘India’ over time. The term ‘India’ was borrowed into Old English 

directly from Latin, as the final bound morpheme -ia indicates, and although in current 

usage ‘India’ refers to the nation state formally known as the Republic of India, the term 

was ‘formerly used more broadly to denote all of South Asia, and sometimes also other 

parts of East Asia and South-East Asia’ (OED3). In addition, the terms ‘the Indies,’ ‘the 

East Indies,’ and the Middle English (and now poetical) ‘Ind,’ had various denotations 

over time that do not match current usage. In the more than four centuries since the 

beginnings of Indian English, the term ‘India,’ and related terms such as the ‘Indian 

Empire,’ included at times all or part of the current nation states of Myanmar (Burma), 

Bangladesh, Bhutan, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka, and reached even as far west as 

Afghanistan and Baluchistan.  

 Other names for the variety of English have been put forward and won favour to a 

greater or lesser extent. Kachru (1982) promoted the term ‘South Asian English’ as an 

umbrella term that includes, for instance, Pakistani English and Sri Lankan English: 

 

I shall use the term South Asian English to refer to the variety of English 

used in what has traditionally been called the Indian subcontinent. The label 

South Asian English, unlike English in South Asia, suggests a parallel with 

variety-oriented terms such as American English or British English and 

implies a historical tradition and institutionalization, as well as distinct 

formal and functional characteristics. (Kachru 1986: 33; italics in original). 

 

The problem with this terminology is that it will not find acceptance amongst those who 

do not wish to group all Englishes of the subcontinent together, but rather wish to 
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maintain a separation between, say, Pakistani English and Indian English, particularly 

valid concerns for nationalistic academic and publishing endeavours. Attaching any 

geographical label to the word ‘English’ will inevitably bring with it complexities in 

terms of imprecise denotations that the original geographical label itself contains. This 

is unavoidable. 

 Sailaja (2009) points out that ‘[t]he term “Indian English” is not one that all Indians 

are comfortable with’ and further notes that ‘[o]ver the years it has borne the 

connotation of “bad English”’ (13), and that Indians ‘who consider their English to be 

good are outraged at being told that their English is Indian’ because they ‘want to speak 

and use English like the British or, more lately, like the Americans’ (14). The negative 

connotations the term Indian English has in India has prompted the use of the 

alternative label ‘English in India.’ Though, this has the same problems of imprecise 

geographicality that the term Indian English has. Sailaja claims that Indian English 

‘denotes linguistic features’ and that English in India is preferred by academics who are 

‘more interested in the historical, literary and cultural aspects of English in India’ (14), 

but no supporting evidence is offered for these claims. 

 In this context, it is noteworthy that the label ‘Indian English,’ as applied to the use 

of the English language in India, has chronological precedence, being dated as far back 

as 1696 (Ovington: 326), albeit in an isolated use. It became common in the nineteenth 

century, recorded from 1826 (Oriental Herald: 381), and has since then been the most 

frequent name for the variety. The term ‘Anglo-Indian English’ was also common in the 

nineteenth century, though found slightly later (‘Ouida’ 1860: 11), although, for a 

number of reasons, the term is problematic. First, ‘Anglo-Indian English’ is not 

applicable to the modern era. In this sense Anglo-Indian English is a subvariety of 

Indian English. Second, the term can be read as denoting only that variety of English 

used by English-speaking colonists prior to Independence, as opposed to the English 

used by indigenous Indians of the same era, which then remains essentially unnamed. 

Additionally, Anglo-Indian English may refer to the variety of English spoken by 

Anglo-Indians, in the sense of Eurasians (e.g. Coelho 1997). Schuchardt (1891), writing 

in German, endeavoured to promote a logical nomenclature by using the term ‘Indo-

English’ to refer to both the English of the British in India and the English of the 

Indians and Eurasian in India, and suggested using ‘Anglo-Indian’ to refer to Indic 

languages as spoken by the British, or influenced by the English language, but this 

terminology has not been adopted. Other terms, given here with their earliest date of 

occurrence so far located, are ‘Indo-English’ (Hervey 1912: 274), and the various 

portmanteau coinages such as ‘Indlish’ (Pacific Viewpoint 1962: 112), and ‘Indglish’ 

and ‘Indish’ (Nandakumar 1984: 91-92). These have nothing inherent to recommend 

them, are commonly used pejoratively, and have not gained widespread use in either 
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academic or non-academic writings. Hence, for the purposes of this research the term 

‘Indian English’ is employed as a catchall term to refer to English in India in its widest 

chronological and geographical senses. Additionally, for the purposes of this research, I 

have divided Indian English into three periods, outlined in the following section, with 

the recognition that the divisions are purely employed as a convenience. 

 

1.3. Periodising Indian English 

 

The following section provides a brief overview of Indian English from its beginnings 

in the sixteenth century to present. There are a number of key dates associated with the 

beginnings of English in India. In 1579 the first Englishman, Jesuit priest Thomas 

Stephens, arrived in India. Following Stevens a group of four Englishmen – Ralph 

Fitch, John Newberrie, William Leedes, and James Storey – arrived in Goa on the 4 

April 1583 as captives of the Portuguese. Stevens, Fitch and Newberrie wrote various 

letters back to England over the period 1579-86 which constitute the first extant 

English-language documents written in India. 1600 saw the establishment of the East 

India Company, and in 1612, at the Battle of Swally, East India Company ships 

overcame the Portuguese at Surat thus ending the Portuguese trading monopoly and 

opening up India for trade with Britain. In 1715 the first English-language school was 

set up in Madras for Eurasians, and in 1778 the first English printing press was 

established at Hoogly. The first book in English written by an indigenous Indian, The 

Travels of Dean Mahomet, by Sake Dean Mahomed was published in 1794. English as a 

language of education was given tremendous impetus in 1835 with Macaulay’s famous 

‘Minute.’ The British Raj was established in 1858 and the British Empire in 1876, 

finally coming to a close with the declaration of Independence and the Partition of India 

and Pakistan in 1947, and the constitution of the Republic of India in 1950. 

 Although there is no accepted division of Indian English, three stages suggest 

themselves: Pre-Indian English, Anglo-Indian English and Post-Independence Indian 

English. A brief characterisation of the major lexicographical works relating to each 

successive stage is appended to the description. 

 

1.3.1. Pre-Indian English (before 1579) 

 

The complexity of interactions between East and West, or more specifically between 

Britain and India, going as they do back into the medieval period, actually makes it 

impossible to assign an exact date to the beginning of Indian English. Prior to the arrival 

English merchants in India there had long been contact between the English language 

and India through trade. With items of trade came an accompanying nomenclature, 
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including a number of words originally from Indian languages. Words such as areca, 

betel, and chunam, are of Indian origin, and were brought into English via various other 

languages that existed along the convoluted trade routes between Asia and Europe, 

languages such as Malay, Portuguese, Arabic, Persian, Turkish, Greek, and Latin. By 

the time the first English arrived in India, these words had already made their way into 

the English language and as a consequence of the various filterings through the 

intermediate languages their form was far removed from that of the original Indian 

source languages. 

 It is these words which characterise the period of contact I have called ‘pre-Indian 

English.’ The term pre-Indian English is to be distinguished from such terms as ‘pre-

British’ or ‘pre-English,’ as it refers specifically to language, as opposed to trade or 

colonisation. The pre-Indian English period dates as far back in English language 

history as the Old English period, with words such as pepper, ginger and sandal (that is, 

sandalwood), which had been borrowed from medieval Latin into English before the 

time of William the Conqueror. While Europe, and more specifically Britain, represents 

the westernmost point of the language flow that accompanied the spice and silk trade, 

the subcontinent does not represent the easternmost point of pre-Indian English contact 

as the spice trade continued further east to China and the Spice Islands (the Moluccas). 

Words were borrowed and transmitted in a highly complex manner along the trade 

routes accompanying the goods that were being traded. Certain terms may have 

travelled east from India before being eventually adopted into English, and thus may 

partly owe their form in modern English (and modern Indian English) to other Asian 

languages.  

 Towards the end of the pre-Indian English period, after Vasco de Gama’s discovery 

of a sea route from western Europe to India in 1498, the Portuguese language was a 

language of major importance in India, and a Portuguese-based pidgin was in use as a 

trade lingua franca throughout the region. Before English dominance was secured, it 

was ‘necessary for All Europeans to learn Portuguese in order to manage India’ (Sailaja 

2009: 96). Thus words of Portuguese origin began to enter Indian English in this early 

period as the transition from pre-Indian English to Anglo-Indian English took place. 

 Lexicographically, this period has been treated primarily in the etymological 

sections of dictionaries, or in etymological dictionaries, with Yule and Burnell and the 

Oxford English Dictionary being the two primary sources from which most other work 

has been copied or adapted.  
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1.3.2. Anglo-Indian English (1579 to 1947) 

 

The Anglo-Indian English period starts with the arrival of the first English-speaking 

people in India, which current historical knowledge dates to the late sixteenth century. 

Emissaries of King Alfred had apparently been sent to India in 833, but their fate is 

unknown (Sailaja 2009), and the first Englishman that is confidently known to have 

arrived in India was Father Thomas Stephens in 1579 (Prasad 1980: 1-4). As Stephens 

was a Jesuit priest in company with Portuguese missionaries, he probably did not speak 

English there, but rather Portuguese. However, Stephens did write a letter in English 

back to his father in England in November 1579, which was subsequently printed 

Richard Hakluyt’s Principall Navigations, Voiages and Discoveries of the English 

Nation (1589: 160-163). This appears to be the earliest extant English-language text 

written in India. The year 1584 is also significant in terms of English-language 

documents written on Indian shores. From this date we have a number of letters sent 

from Goa written by two English merchants Ralph Fitch and John Newberrie, also 

reprinted in Hakluyt (1589: 210-213). Fitch and Newberrie were on a trading expedition 

and had been taken prisoner at Ormuz by the Portuguese, on the charge of being spies, 

and sent to Goa, arriving there on the 4 April 1583.  

 The presence of the English language in India grew hand-in-hand with the increase 

in trade and the growth of trading ports after the establishment of the East India 

Company in 1600 and the overthrow of the Portuguese trading monopoly in 1612 at the 

Battle of Swally. This period up until Partition in 1947 constitutes the Anglo-Indian 

period. During this period ‘the “core business” of the [East India] company shifted from 

trade to managing India on behalf of the British Crown’ (Graddol 2010: 62) and the 

population of British in India expanded accordingly. English use in India likewise 

expanded from being a language largely used in English trade ports, and mostly for 

trade purposes, to a fully established language of the country, used for all and every 

purpose by a great many of its speakers. It was during the Anglo-Indian period that the 

‘Anglicist’ and ‘Orientalist’ debate took place, in which opposing factions argued for 

education of the Indian population in English (the Anglicists) or in native vernacular 

languages (the Orientalists). The defining point of this debate has gone down in history 

as ‘Macaulay’s Minute on Education’ of 1835, in which it was resolved by the 

Governor-General of India, Lord William Bentick, who decreed that English should be 

used as the medium of instruction for higher education. According to Graddol the 

British ‘thus successfully created an English-speaking elite’ (2010: 63). 

 Lexicographically, it is this period, a subset of the totality of Indian English, which 

has been most comprehensively covered. This period is covered by Yule and Burnell 

(1886/1903), Lewis (1991), and by the first edition of the Oxford English Dictionary. It 
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is also this period which is served by the larger number of colonial-era glossaries and 

dictionaries such as Roberts (1800), Rousseau (1802, 1804, 1805), Elliot (1845; 1860), 

‘Stocqueler’ (1848), Brown (1852), Carnegy (1853; 1877), Wilson (1855), Raverty 

(1859), and Balfour (1871-1873; 1885). Yule and Burnell list 26 glossaries, of 

considerably varying length, quality and style, of ‘Indian terms’ in Note A of their 

Introductory Remarks (1886: xxii-xxiii), ranging from small lists of less than 150 words 

(Grose 1772) to the 26,000+ word compilation of Wilson (1855). However, the extent 

to which each of these actually covered Indian English, as opposed to merely listing and 

defining words of Indian languages that English-speaking colonists might have needed, 

has not been assessed to date. 

 

1.3.3. Post-Independence Indian English (1947 to present) 

 

After the British withdrew from India and independence was declared, English still 

remained in use throughout the subcontinent. Originally this was official government 

policy, due in part to the fact that the push for decolonisation had been conducted in 

English, because it was the only language shared by the disparate groups throughout 

India working for the same goal. There were also benefits in using the very language of 

the colonisers in the debate concerning their ultimate removal. The consequence of this 

was that post-Independence, English was instituted as the ‘associate official language,’ 

alongside Hindi, for a period of fifteen years, after which time it was to be relinquished 

so that Hindi could become the sole official language of the nation (Johari 2004: 372). 

This however did not come to pass, due to pressure from non-Hindi speaking Indians, 

particularly from the southern Dravidian region, who saw such a move as giving too 

much power to the predominantly northern, and predominantly Hindu, speakers of 

Hindi and its sister languages. As Sharma asserts, the original official language policy 

was tantamount to ‘language imperialism – Hindi imperialism’ (1995: 420). Thus 

English has remained the associate official language to this day. English is also the 

official state language of Arunachal Pradesh, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, Sikkim 

and Tripura, as well as being one of the official languages of the states of Kerala and 

Uttarakhand, and the union territories of the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, Daman and 

Diu, and Pondicherry (Benedikter 2009: 82; Graddol 2010: 51). 

 Lexicographically, the post-Independence period is perhaps the most understudied 

and neglected period in Indian English history. From the late Raj-era commentaries on 

Indian English of Goffin (1934) and Kindersley (1938), to the papers of Braj B. Kachru 

in the 1960s, there appears to be a complete hiatus of over two decades in scholarly 

interest regarding Indian English. Lexicographically speaking, the hiatus is even more 

extensive. Since William Crooke’s updated edition of Hobson-Jobson in 1903, there 
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were no dictionaries specifically devoted to Indian English for over 80 years, until 

Hawkins’ Common Indian Words in English in 1984, and then nothing until Lewis’ 

Sahibs, Nabobs and Boxwallahs: A Dictionary of the Words of Anglo-India in 1991. 

Both Hawkins (1984) and Lewis (1991) are significantly indebted to Yule and Burnell 

and provide very little coverage of post-Independence Indian English, and even today, 

synchronic dictionaries of contemporary Indian English are few and far between. 

Examples include Muthiah (1991), Sengupta (1996), Hankin (1992; 2003), Nihalani et 

al. (2004), and Mahal (2006). To these may be added the series of Macmillan 

Dictionaries produced in 2003-2008, published by Macmillan Publishers India, 

Bangalore, but produced by the Macquarie Dictionary editors in Sydney, Australia, 

publishers of the Macquarie Dictionary. However, the extent to which each of these 

actually covers post-Independence Indian English, as opposed to repeating the lexis of 

colonial-era dictionaries, has not been assessed to date. 

 

1.4. The world Englishes paradigm 

 

Since the 1980s there has been a paradigm shift in the study of the English language as 

it exists in various forms around the world (Bolton 2003: 2). Kachru (1992) notes that 

prior to this paradigm shift, English was largely studied as a monolingual phenomenon 

but that it is now: 

 

essential to recognise that world Englishes represent certain linguistic, cultural 

and pragmatic realities and pluralism, and that pluralism is now an integral part 

of world Englishes and literatures written in Englishes. The pluralism of English 

must be reflected in the approaches, both theoretical and applied, we adopt for 

understanding this unprecedented linguistic phenomenon. (1992, cited in Bolton 

and Kachru 2007: 2) 

 

Such a view is now part of accepted academia, a fact reflected in the existence of three 

important and well-respected scholarly journals devoted to the pluralistic 

conceptualisation of English, namely World Englishes: Journal of English as an 

International and Intranational Language (founded by Braj B. Kachru and Larry 

Smith), English World-Wide: A Journal of Varieties of English (edited by Edgar 

Schneider) and English Today: The International Review of the English Language 

(founded by Tom McArthur), all beginning in the 1980s. The plural form of the word 

English dates back to 1882 (Littell’s Living Age: 346), but was not in common use 

before the 1980s. Bolton notes that the Modern Language Association Bibliography 

‘has only one reference to “Englishes” before 1980, but 292 references for the years 
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1980-2002’ (Bolton 2003: 3), indicative of the rise of academic interest associated with 

the paradigm shift in question. 

 Despite this recent scholarly appreciation of language pluralism, English has never 

been a monolithic language but rather has always existed in variety. In fact, both the 

reality and the concept of multiple Englishes long predates the concept of English as a 

single standardised language. English in the both the Anglo-Saxon and Middle English 

periods consisted of a series of dialects (see Baker 2003; Horobin and Smith 2002), and 

although the word ‘dialect’ is now standard for describing British varieties of English, 

the word ‘English,’ qualified by a toponym, has long been in use. The Ayenbite of 

Inwyte, written in 1340, has an early example of this meaning: ‘Nou ich wille þet ye 

ywyte hou hit is y-went: þet þis boc is y-write mid engliss of kent’ [I wish you to 

understand how the story goes, so the book is written in the English of Kent] (Graddon 

1965: 262; my translation). Here, the word ‘English’ refers to a regionally-restricted 

variety with recognisable and describable characteristics, which is the same sense as 

found in such terms as ‘Indian English,’ ‘South Asian English,’ ‘Singaporean English,’ 

‘Australian English’ and so on, and also in umbrella terms such as ‘non-native 

Englishes,’ ‘world Englishes’ and ‘new Englishes.’  

 The present research accepts the world Englishes view, which recognises Indian 

English as a valid variety of English in its own right, as a fundamental tenant within 

which the research can proceed. 

 This concludes Chapter 1. The following chapter (Chapter 2) will present the 

literature review. 
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2.1. Introduction to the literature review 

 

Chapter 2 provides a review of the relevant literature for the present research. The 

literature review undertaken for the present study reveals that very little scholarly 

attention has been devoted to the lexicography of Indian English per se in either the 

field of world Englishes or metalexicography. While there are a large number of 

glossaries and dictionaries of Indian English, ranging from the colonial period to 

present, there are no detailed surveys or evaluations of this lexicographical work. Even 

Yule and Burnell’s famous Hobson-Jobson (1886/1903) has been subjected to very little 

critical assessment. Also lacking is literature dealing with potential theoretical and 

practical lexicographical approaches to the creation of dictionaries of Indian English.   

 The following review falls into a number of sections. Section 2.2 deals with 

lexicographical issues relevant to the creation of dictionaries of new Englishes, 

particularly with the generation of an appropriate theoretical framework for both 

analysing and understanding previous dictionaries of Indian English. Section 2.3 

provides a review of the literature relating to specific lexicons of Indian English. 

 

2.2. The metalexicography of Indian English 

 

In terms of metalexicography, aside from brief overviews or lists of works (for example 

see Bolton 2006b: 254-255; Kachru 2011: 163), the amount of research dealing directly 

with the lexicography of new Englishes is minimal, and research relating specifically to 

the lexicography of Indian English is smaller still. Sailaja provides a brief annotated 

bibliography of important lexicographical works (2009: 126-128) though this has little 

critical analysis and, being only two pages in length, is far from exhaustive. Kachru 

(1973) deals specifically with lexicons of Indian English, providing a well-rounded 

critique of pre-Independence lexicography that highlights a number of lexicographical 

issues relevant to the creation of new dictionaries for the variety. Kachru (1980) tweaks 

the 1973 article to deal with new Englishes in general, rather than Indian English 

specifically, but the commentary specifically dealing with the lexicographical issues is 

unchanged. In his analysis, Kachru determined that: 

 

[w]henever earlier dictionaries are available, the main motivation for their 

compilation seems to be to provide word lists or register-bound glossaries, 

specifically for Englishmen or Americans visiting Asia or Africa for 

administrative, commercial or missionary purposes. These word lists were meant 

to serve as manuals for explaining un-English ‘lexical exotica,’ or specific 
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nativized lexical meanings of English lexical items. (Kachru 1980: 72; emphasis 

in original) 

 

Kachru further states that ‘[i]n terms of theoretical framework and methodology, the 

earlier lexicographical research on Indian English is of no serious interest now, but it 

provides a substantial source of data’ (Kachru 1973: 356; repeated Kachru 1980: 75). 

Kachru is correct with respect to the raison d’être of the pre-Independence glossaries. 

However, it may be that a modern examination ‘of theoretical framework and 

methodology’ of earlier dictionaries of Indian English will shed light on a range of 

interesting issues, and bring to light, for instance, ways in which colonial attitudes and 

perspectives were presented or reinforced in the lexicons of the day. 

 With regard to the history of Indian English, the early glossaries, taken 

cumulatively, not only provide a set of words that were presumably seen by the 

speakers of the (Anglo-)Indian English of the day as those that belonged to the 

intersection between English and the local vernaculars, and are thus central to questions 

regarding the sociolinguistic nexus of coloniser and colonised, but they also provide 

potentially crucial data points for a diachronic exploration of the growth and 

development of modern Indian English. The fact that Kachru does not specify 

throughout the papers exactly what form a lexicon of Indian English should take is 

deliberate; rather, he is interested in highlighting issues that would be of concern to a 

lexicographer interested in dealing with Indian English, thus the suggestions offered are 

not always in accord with one another. However, in the absence of a more detailed 

analysis of previous Indian English lexicography, it is difficult to determine the 

accuracy and relevance of the suggestions put forward by Kachru. 

 Görlach (1985) deals with lexicographical problems of new Englishes, including 

English-related pidgin and creole languages, but does not specifically focus on Indian 

English. Benson (2001) provides a critique of the ways in which English-language 

dictionaries peripheralise lexis from non-native-speaker Englishes, though focusses 

specifically on words borrowed from Chinese languages, and thus does not treat Indian 

English. Despite the paucity of metalexicography dealing specifically with the lexis of 

Indian English, the corpus of metalexicographical texts deals with a number of issues 

relevant to the subject: these are explored below. 
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2.3. Analyses of dictionaries of Indian English 

 

In terms of general analyses, the only scholar who has written at length about the 

lexicography of Indian English is Kachru (1973; 1980; 2005). These three articles cover 

very similar ground, having a brief overview of some of the larger pre-Independence 

lexicographical works such as Whitworth (1885) and Yule and Burnell (1886/1903). 

Meanwhile, many colonial-era glossaries of Indian English have not been assessed, or 

apparently even noticed. Partridge (1950) states that ‘[u]nfortunately we possess no 

records of the slang used in […] the Crimean War and the Indian Mutiny’ (253). This is 

true, to a point, in that there are no contemporary accounts of the ‘slang’ used 

specifically by British soldiers during the Mutiny. However, two accounts of the Indian 

Mutiny, Ball (1858) and [Clyde] (1858), do have glossaries of Indian English attached. 

However, these glossaries appear to be unknown, and have not been anywhere analysed. 

A number of texts on the history of the colonial period provide simple bibliographies of 

Indian English dictionaries and glossaries (e.g. Gopal 1993: 36). However, these merely 

provide references to the works without any annotation. Other metalexicographical texts 

occasionally touch on the inclusion of Indian English lexical items in dictionaries, but 

generally only extend as far as citing a few examples, rather than undertaking a close 

analysis (e.g. Allen 1986: 8; Ogilvie 2013). 

 In terms of specific dictionaries, the quantity and quality of metalexicographical 

analysis is minimal. Contemporary reviews of various pre-Independence dictionaries of 

Indian English exist, but these are now out of print and hard to come by. As an example, 

Wilson (1855) was given an extensive review in the Calcutta Review of December 

1857. The review starts with a lengthy description of how the dictionary was compiled, 

but then devolves into little more than a serial critique of a number of individual entries, 

and finishes by complimenting the work but suggesting that a second edition, ‘corrected 

and enlarged,’ is needed (374). Modern critical analysis of Wilson is wanting. The same 

reviewer described Carnegy (1853) as ‘a neat little and unpretending, but useful book’ 

(Review of Wilson’s Glossary 1857: 374), and at least one modern scholar has 

described Carnegy’s second edition (1877) as a ‘useful glossary’ (Michael 2012: 173). 

But more detailed descriptions or assessments of Carnegy (1853; 1877), either 

contemporary or modern, have not been located.  

 The following subsections provide an overview of the metalexicographical 

literature for each of the dictionaries selected for the present research, in chronological 

order. This reveals the great paucity of previous metalexicographical work on Indian 

English lexicography, even for such well-known works as Johnson (1755), the Oxford 

English Dictionary (1888-), and Yule and Burnell (1886/1903). The section is divided 

into two subsections, the first dealing with pre-Independence Indian English 
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lexicography (Section 2.3.1), and the second with post-Independence Indian English 

lexicography (Section 2.3.2). 

 

2.3.1. Analyses of pre-Independence dictionaries of Indian English 

 

The following is a summary of the metalexicographical literature on nine pre-

Independence dictionaries.  

 (1) B.E. (c.1699). There appears to be no account of B.E. (c.1699) that mentions his 

Anglo-Indian material, other than Coleman (2004) who merely notes that for B.E. ‘the 

East Indies extend to China’ (I. 82).  

 (2) Bailey (1721-1808). Bailey’s dictionaries have been extensively surveyed by 

Starnes and Noyes (1991), but no mention is made of Indian English lexical items in 

Bailey. Coleman’s discussion of Bailey is restricted to cant lexis (2004: I. 180-182). 

 (3) Johnson (1755-1785). Although much has been written about Johnson’s famous 

dictionary, there appears to be no analysis in terms of the Indian English lexis covered 

by Johnson. For instance, the following works on Johnson make no mention of Indian 

English lexis: McCracken 1969; Starnes and Noyes 1991; McDermott 1996; Reddick 

1996; Clingham 1997; Hitchings 2005; Lynch and McDermott 2005. 

 (4) Wilkins (1813). References to Wilkins (1813) are infrequent. Brown (1852: 

[iv]) criticised Wilkins for deriving Tamil and Telugu words from Sanskrit, though only 

offers one instance of this and no further commentary. Kachru (1995: 521) describes 

Wilkins (1813) as an ‘amateurish’ attempt at ‘lexical listing’ but does not further 

elaborate. Substantial descriptions or analyses of Wilkins (1813) have not been located. 

 (5) Hotten (1859-1874). Partridge (1950: 283-284) mentions Hotten’s inclusion of 

Anglo-Indian lexis, but only to quote from Hotten without additional commentary. 

Coleman (2009) provides a relatively detailed treatment of Hotten’s dictionaries, mostly 

devoted to slang and cant lexis, but also including a brief notice and tabulation of 

Anglo-Indian lexis (15-34). Coleman notes that Anglo-Indian lexis was added to the 

1860 edition and ‘expanded in later editions’ (24). However, only three examples of 

Indian English lexis are reproduced in Coleman, and without any discussion other than 

to say that such ‘additions are a reflection of his [Hotten’s] broadening sense of slang’ 

(24; italics in original). Coleman mentions that Hotten provides a ‘history of cant, 

starting with the arrival of the Gypsies during the reign of Henry VIII’ (18), but fails to 

critically comment upon Hotten’s theory of an ancient Romani/Sanskrit lineage for 

English cant and slang.  

 (6) Whitworth (1885). Occasional references to Whitworth (1885) are found in the 

literature, frequently alongside Yule and Burnell (1885/1903) (e.g. Görlach 1985: 39; 

Moore-Gilbert 1996: 21; Nagle 2010: 112), but there seem to be no substantial analyses 
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done. Kachru (1973) somewhat inaccurately praises Whitworth as ‘the first attempt 

toward including extended semantic features of “pure English words”’ (358), where it 

was, in fact, Hotten (1865) who first covered material of this type (e.g. the Anglo-Indian 

terms country captain, metal, and outcry). Oddly, in a later version of the same article, 

Kachru incorrectly dates Whitworth’s dictionary to 1855 (1980: 78). Kachru’s articles 

(1973: 358-359; 1980: 78-79) provide a list 41 Indianised English words in Whitworth, 

but proffer no estimate of the total number in the dictionary or what percentage of the 

whole they make up. Kachru compliments Whitworth as ‘insightful’ for expressing the 

‘desirability of an “Indian Supplement to the English Dictionary”,’ and also notes that 

Whitworth has not achieved this, but there is no elaboration on Whitworth’s failings in 

this regard. Kachru also quotes from Whitworth’s introduction in order to explain how 

in ‘Whitworth’s opinion, his glossary was distinct from earlier ones in several respects’ 

(1973: 358; 1980: 78). However, Kachru does not present any analysis of the 

dictionary’s contents to corroborate Whitworth’s opinion, and so the validity of 

Whitworth’s self-estimation must remain at least questionable.  

 (7) Yule and Burnell (1886/1903). Despite its ‘iconic position’ in the 

lexicographical tradition of Indian English (Bolton and Kachru 2007: xix), there has 

been no in-depth analysis of Yule and Burnell (1886/1903). Accounts of the dictionary 

are generally cursory in nature, being rarely more than a few pages long, and frequently 

doing little more than quoting examples from the text, giving accounts of its principal 

authors, and praising the dictionary’s great scope, high quality, and depth of scholarship 

(e.g. Kipling 1886; Webster and White 1886; Birdwood 1887; Thurston 1913: 242; 

Partridge 1950: 283-284; Rushdie 1985; Shapiro 1989: 474; Hankin 1992: 86; Lewis 

1991: v, 1, 4; Lerer 2007: 259). Even more common are paraphrasings of Yule and 

Burnell’s explanation of the enigmatic title (e.g. Birdwood 1887: 148; Wallace 1895: 

133; Cox 1909: 39; Goldberg 1938: 282; Rao 1954: 16; Jacobs 1958: 130; Shah 1977: 

219; Burgess 1985: vi; Paxton 1991: 231; Chaudhuri 1994: vi; Kachru 1995: 521; Room 

19969: 577; Majeed 2006: 18; Mishra 2009: 388; Purcell 2009: 60; Sailaja 2009: 128; 

Teltscher 2013b: xi). Negative comment is less common. Lewis (1991) pointed out that 

Hobson-Jobson is ‘sadly lacking […] in references to the words arising from interest in 

the main religions of India: Hinduism, Jainism, Sikhism, Buddhism, Islam and 

Zoroastrianism’ (4). Shapiro (1989) states that many etymologies ‘cannot stand close 

scrutiny’ and that the transcription systems used are, depending on the reader, ‘either 

charming or amusing’, but does not elaborate on either point, and on the whole praises 

the dictionary for its factual reliability and for being ‘wonderful to read’ (474). Rushdie 

notes that Hobson-Jobson ‘can be wonderfully imprecise at times’ and evinces surprise 

at the absence of kaffir, gully and wog (1985: 82). But such criticisms are superficial in 

nature, and appear as asides in what are otherwise encomiums. Görlach (1994) remarks 
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that the dictionary includes ‘rare and often dubious words, many of which were 

probably little known and whose status as English was doubtful even in the 19th 

century’ (49; emphasis in original). But, this information is relegated to a footnote, and 

not expanded on. Nagle (2010) provides a critique of the book’s unique title, pointing 

out that the origin of the name Hobson-Jobson is deliberately disparaging. This is 

enlarged upon by Lambert (2014a), but both articles restrict themselves to the title. 

Majeed (2006) attempts to argue that the dictionary text ‘expressed the defining 

anxieties of the British in India in general’ (7), but does not comment on the 

lexicography of the work. A number of descriptions of the dictionary are essentially just 

a repetition of the subtitle (e.g. Shah 1998: 316; Lerer 2007: 259), which is in itself 

misleading as the bulk of the entries are for non-colloquial lexis. Some characterisations 

of Hobson-Jobson are even less accurate. Joshi (2002), for instance, claims that 

Hobson-Jobson ‘standardized and legitimated a bastard, hybrid, colloquial English’ 

(255), while Mencken (1919) claimed it was ‘a standard dictionary of Anglo-Indian 

terms’ (41), and Winchester (2003) erroneously describes it as ‘an endlessly fascinating 

collection of Hindustani terms’ (211). Commentary on the contents of Hobson-Jobson 

is often couched in hedges, or otherwise relies on speculative estimates in the absence 

of exact information, with estimations of the amount of lexis covered ranging between 

2000 and 6000 words (Franks 2008: 105). 

 (8) Oxford English Dictionary (1888-). A great deal of metalexicography has been 

devoted to the Oxford English Dictionary (e.g. Murray 1977; Berg 1993; Willinsky 

1994; Winchester 2003; Mugglestone 2005; Brewer 2007), yet no specific analysis of 

its coverage of Indian English has so far been undertaken. Even Ogilvie (2013), whose 

book focuses on the inclusion of world Englishes in the Oxford English Dictionary, 

only makes occasional brief references to Indian English (e.g. 54, 60, 140, 141-3, 169). 

Weiner (1987) discussed potential policies that might be adopted regarding ‘the 

coverage of the vocabulary of varieties of English other than St BrE (Standard British 

English)’ in the new computerised version of the Oxford English Dictionary that was 

being prepared at the time (31). Weiner admits that the diachronic treatment of regional 

English Oxford English Dictionary was in 1987 ‘inadequate’ (32), and suggests that 

‘[t]he detailed study and registration of a regional variety of English in dictionary form 

ought to be done by the users of that variety, rather than by people on a remote site’ 

(34). With regard to Indian English, Weiner simply poses the question of whether or not 

it should be included at all (34). Brewer (2007) records some correspondence between 

the editors of the 1933 Supplement concerning Anglo-Indian words, where it was 

suggested that Anglo-Indian lexis should be ‘vetted by a committee of retired ICS 

(Indian Civil Service) men – one each from Bombay, Bengal, Madras, the Punjab, and 

the UP (Uttar Pradesh)’ (70); a suggestion that was not taken on board. The 



22 

 

correspondence, however, only discusses two Indian English words, dai, a wet-nurse, 

and lunkah, a type of cheroot, and the topic of Anglo-Indian lexis is not expanded on by 

Brewer. 

 (9) Barrère and Leland (1889-1890). In terms of Indian English, Barrère and Leland 

(1889-1890) is significant because it is the first dictionary to emphasise its coverage of 

‘Anglo-Indian slang’ on the title page, listing it in third place after English slang and 

American slang, and before Chinese pidgin English and tinkers’ jargon. Despite this, it 

appears that there are no analyses of the Indian English content of Barrère and Leland 

(1889-1890). Coleman’s analysis of Barrère and Leland does not treat the Indian 

English material in the dictionary (2009: 38-49).  

 

2.3.2. Analyses of post-Independence dictionaries of Indian English 

 

A sign of the lack of academic interest in the field of Indian English lexicography is 

provided by the recognition that at present ‘no fully autonomous national dictionary for 

India or other South Asian societies has appeared’ (Bolton 2006b: 255). However, 

another sign is the gap of more than 80 years between the last of the pre-Independence 

dictionaries (Temple 1897) and the first dictionary of Indian English written in the post-

Independence period (Hawkins 1984). The following is a summary of the 

metalexicographical literature on nine post-Independence dictionaries.  

 (1) Hawkins (1984). Occasional brief references to Hawkins (1984) are found in the 

literature (e.g. Alam 1998: 122; Carls 2000: 36; Bolton 2005: 72; Sailaja 2009: 126; 

Sedlatschek 2009: 3, 32), and Kachru labelled Hawkins as one of the ‘main post-Raj 

lexicographers’ (2005a: 227), but there seem to be no substantial analyses done, with 

the most in-depth being the brief analysis in Lambert (2012a). 

 (2) Lewis (1991). Occasional references to Lewis (1991) are found in the literature 

(e.g. Sedlatschek 2009: 32; Teltscher 2013b: xxviii), but there seem to be no substantial 

analyses done, with the most in-depth being the brief analysis in Lambert (2012a). 

Mesthrie claims that Lewis (1991) is ‘true to the Hobson-Jobson tradition in feel and 

style, whilst being fairly up-to-date’ (2013: 36). A review of Lewis (1991) in the 

Journal of the American Oriental Society remarks that it ‘reveals considerable 

dependence on precedence,’ is ‘largely secondary,’ and ‘has little “scientific” 

conception of its subject matter’ (Gerow 1997: 224-225). A review for the American 

Libraries Association notes that Lewis (1991) ‘perhaps comes closest to proving a 

worthy successor to Hobson-Jobson’ when compared against Rao (1954), Nihalani et al. 

(1979), and Hawkins (1984) (Patterson 1992). This review is commonly found on 

library catalogues and internet bookshop descriptions of the book. However, the review 

states that Lewis covers ‘everyday words and more specialized terms used in scholarly 
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disciplines such as theology and philosophy’ and that these are ‘areas of real weakness 

in’ Hobson-Jobson, comments which are a paraphrase of Lewis’ own Preface, 

indicating that the reviewer may have relied on the book’s own assertions about its 

contents without independent analysis. 

 (3) Muthiah (1991). Muthiah (1991) is cited in a few lists or bibliographies of 

Indian English dictionaries (e.g. Kachru 2005b: 1279; Sailaja 2009: 127; Sedlatschek 

2009: 51), but it appears that no reviews have been written other than a review written 

by the present author for Amazon.ca (Lambert 2012b), and no analyses other than a 

brief analysis of the contents in Lambert (2012a).  

 (4) Sengupta (1996). Occasional references to Sengupta (1996) are found in the 

literature (e.g. Shah and Sinroja 2006: 119). Sailaja has a brief description of the 

contents (essentially paraphrased from Sengupta’s own front matter), and assesses the 

supplement as ‘a useful reference tool’ whose major fault is that ‘all the words cannot 

be considered to be pan-Indian’ (2009: 127). There seem to be no substantial analyses 

of Sengupta (1996), with the most in-depth being the brief analysis in Lambert (2012a) 

(where it is incorrectly dated 1991). 

 (5) Hankin (2003). Occasional references to Hankin (1992/2003) are found in the 

literature (e.g. Oldenburg 1995: 154; Sedlatschek 2009: 32; Teltscher 2013b: xxviii), 

but there seem to be no substantial analyses done, with the most in-depth being the brief 

analysis in Lambert (2012a). Mesthrie claims that Hankin (1994) is ‘true to the Hobson-

Jobson tradition in feel and style, whilst being fairly up-to-date’ (2013: 36).  

 (6) Nihalani et al. (2004). Occasional references to the second edition, Nihalani et 

al. (2004/2005), are found in the literature (e.g. Gargesh 2006: 103; Schneider 2007: 

168; Sailaja 2009: 138), but there seem to be no substantial analyses done, with the 

most in-depth being the brief analysis in Lambert (2012a). 

 (7) Macmillan Comprehensive (2006). No reviews, analyses, or even references to 

the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006) could be found in the literature other 

than a brief description of the contents in Lambert (2012a). 

 (8) Mahal (2006). Occasional brief references to Mahal (2006) are found in the 

literature (e.g. Adami 2010: 195; Thussu 2011: 106), but there seem to be no substantial 

analyses done, with the most in-depth being the brief analysis in Lambert (2012a). 

 (9) Lonely Planet (2008). Exceedingly few references are found in the literature. 

Mesthrie (2013) states that ‘Lonely Planet has stolen a march on the lexicographers in 

producing a vibrant, popular book Indian English: Language and Culture (2008), with 

an emphasis on vocabulary amidst other culture lessons’ (36), but there seem to be no 

substantial analyses done, with the most in-depth being the brief analysis in Lambert 

(2012a). 
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 In summary, what is known about the multitudes of Indian English lexicographical 

texts is exceedingly limited. For each particular dictionary or glossary, unanswered 

questions abound. Is it original or derivative? What was the method of compilation? 

What sources is it based on? To what extent are these acknowledged or cited? How 

many editions did it go through? Does it provide information on pronunciation, or 

orthography, or etymology? What transliteration system is used, if any? What topic 

areas are covered? How extensive is the coverage? How many headwords or definitions 

does it have? How accurate is the information provided? How well do the contents 

reflect the title or the information in the front matter? It is clear that there is a systemic 

lack of detailed knowledge about dictionaries of Indian English in the relevant 

literature. Without such detailed knowledge, the task of accurately evaluating Indian 

English lexicography is not possible. 

 

2.4. Peripheralising Indian English 

 

As Kachru (1980) has noted, the Indianisation of English in India ‘has resulted in 

distinct Indian characteristics at all linguistic levels, i.e., phonetic, grammatical, lexical, 

and semantic’ (1980: 72). At the same time, Swanepoel (2003) has noted that 

‘[d]ictionaries of dialects and regional varieties […] are particularly concerned with 

those words and expressions that deviate from the standard language[.]’ (2003: 59). 

Embodied in the above two quotations is the central notion that, in terms of 

lexicographical treatment, Indian English is of peripheral concern. When Kachru uses 

the term ‘characteristics’ he is signalling that there are certain aspects of Indian English 

in which it differs from other Englishes. Linguistic texts that deal with such differences 

invariably state those differences in terms of how they diverge from ‘the norm,’ that is, 

any of the varieties of Inner Circle English. The corollary to this is that aside from the 

identifiable ‘characteristics,’ Indian English is the same as the norm. Despite the 

considerable academic interest in Indian English not only in recent times, but also in the 

past, the variety nevertheless still occupies a peripheral position, though how 

appropriate such a positioning is deserves closer examination and analysis. Indeed, as 

indicated, one of the key ways in which Indian English is marginalised is by analysing it 

solely in terms of how it differs from a notional ‘standard English’ that resides in the 

Englishes of those varieties of the Inner Circle. The prevalence of the paradigm in 

which varieties outside the Inner Circle are deemed less important is revealed by 

Ronowicz and Yallop (1999), a book with the promising title of English: One 

Language, Different Cultures, and ‘directed mainly at tertiary students of English as a 

foreign or second language and English language teachers’ (3). Of significance is the 

fact that the book deals exclusively with ‘American, Australian, British, Canadian and 
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New Zealand English in the context of English as a global language’ (3), and is entirely 

mute on the existence of any other variety.  

  

2.4.1. Centre-periphery models 

 

One significant way that Indian English has been peripheralised is through centre-

periphery models in which Indian English is situated at the margins. There are a number 

of such models. 

 

Murray’s centre-periphery model 

 

In 1888, in the ‘General explanations,’ James Murray, editor of the Philological 

Society’s New English Dictionary on Historical Principles (NED), later to become the 

Oxford English Dictionary (OED), characterised the situation by utilising a centre-

periphery model. Murray stated that ‘the circle of the English language has a well-

defined centre but no discernible circumference’ and that ‘there is absolutely no 

defining line in any direction’ (Murray 1888b: xvii). This Murray represented 

diagrammatically (see Figure 2.1). 

 

 

Figure 2.1: Centre-periphery representation of British English (Murray 1888) 

 

While Murray noted that ‘the above diagram will explain itself,’ he nonetheless went on 

to say that:  
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the centre is occupied by the ‘common’ words, in which literary and colloquial 

usage meet. ‘Scientific’ and ‘foreign’ words enter the common language mainly 

through literature; ‘slang’ words ascend through colloquial use; the ‘technical’ 

terms of crafts and processes, and the ‘dialect’ words, blend with the common 

language both in speech and literature. Slang also touches on one side the 

technical terminology of trades and occupations as in ‘nautical slang,’ ‘Public 

School slang,’ ‘the slang of the Stock Exchange,’ and on another passes into true 

dialect. Dialects similarly pass into foreign languages. Scientific terminology 

passes on one side into purely foreign words, on another it blends with the 

technical vocabulary of art and manufactures. It is not possible to fix the point at 

which the ‘English language’ stops, along any of these diverging lines (Murray 

1888b: xvii). 

 

In Murray’s paradigm, words from (Anglo-)Indian English could be placed at the edges 

of the technical, foreign or scientific rays. The word abkari, an Anglo-Indian term for 

the Indian liquor trade, and for an excise exacted on that trade, is clearly a ‘technical’ 

term that is not part of the core vocabulary of English, and was marked in the OED with 

two parallel bars (||) preceding the headword (known in-house as ‘tramlines’) signifying 

that it was a ‘foreign’ word, that is, a word not fully naturalised into English. Words for 

Indian flora and fauna can be considered to form part of the scientific branch. Still 

others Indianisms, such as choky for prison and Ducks for men of the Bombay service, 

are classifiable as slang. The OED did not tackle Anglo-Indian pronunciation, just as it 

forbore to describe British regional pronunciations, opting instead to only record 

Received Pronunciation for each headword. As a whole, under the centre-periphery 

paradigm, (Anglo-)Indian English in Murray’s age would have been classified as 

dialectal, that is, regionally restricted and deviant from the core. Describing Indian 

English as a ‘dialect’ has a long history. Yule and Burnell once use the term ‘Anglo-

Indian dialect’ (1886: 254), and this nomenclature is still with us today, as witness the 

title of Sailaja’s (2009) monograph Dialects of English: Indian English, which not only 

treats pronunciation but also the grammar, lexis, and history of the variety. 

 Murray’s centre-periphery conceptualisation was largely accurate for its time. In 

the Victorian era, numerically, the principal users of the English language resided in 

Britain and the USA, with other settler colonies such as Australia, New Zealand, 

Canada, and South Africa, only contributing a small percentage of the total. The users 

of the varieties of English existing in the wider British Empire, such as India, Hong 

Kong, Singapore, and the Philippines, whether spoken as a first or second language, 

contributed an even smaller share to the overall number. This is no longer the case. In 

fact, today the number of speakers of ‘non-native’ varieties of English far outnumbers 
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that of the so-called ‘native’ speakers (Poppi 2010: 93). In the case of India, estimates 

for the number of people using English at the beginning of the twenty-first century have 

ranged between 55 to 333 million, the latter figure essentially equivalent to a third of 

the population (Graddol 2010: 66), and according to Kachru (2009) together ‘China and 

India, have over 533 million users of English, almost equal to the total population of the 

Inner Circle of English (e.g. the USA, UK, Australia and Canada)’ (2009: 175). In this 

context, it is clear that Murray’s diagram is no longer applicable either generally or, 

more specifically, with regard to India.  

 

Kachru’s centre-periphery paradigm 

 

As a new way of conceptualising English throughout the world Braj B. Kachru 

formulated the widely influential concept of the Three Circles of English (Kachru 1985: 

12), also known as the ‘Kachruvian paradigm’ or ‘Kachruvian model’ (see Canagarajah 

1999: 180; Bolton 2006a: 289; Balasubramanian 2009: 10; Nieber 2010: 31). This 

construct sees English as consisting of three concentric circles of varieties: the ‘Inner 

Circle’ where English is the primary language, that is, the USA, the UK, Australia, New 

Zealand and Canada; the ‘Outer Circle’ where English is essentially a postcolonial 

language, such as in India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Singapore, Kenya and Nigeria; and 

the ‘Expanding Circle’ in which English was introduced as a foreign language, 

including China, Japan, Korea, Israel, and Indonesia among others (Kachru 1985: 12; 

see also Brown 2006: 423; Bolton 2006a: 292-300). Kachru’s Three Circles are thus 

linked to the pre-existing concepts of English as a Native Language or ENL (Inner 

Circle), English as a Second Language or ESL (Outer Circle), and English as a Foreign 

Language or EFL (Expanding Circle) (Thumboo and Sayson 2007: 48). In addition, 

with reference to notions of language standards or norms, the Three Circles have been 

characterised in terms of norm-providing (Inner Circle), norm-developing (Outer 

Circle) and norm-dependent (Expanding Circle) (see Bolton 2006a: 293). These three 

attitudes towards the concept of norm may also, in reverse order, be identified within 

the historical development of a particular variety.  

 Gill (1999), with reference to English in the Malaysian context, divides the 

development of standard Malaysian English into three phases: the Dependent or 

Exonormative phase in which the variety is norm-dependent upon British English 

standards and RP, the Independent or Liberation phase, in which internal norms begin to 

develop, and finally, the Post-Independence or Endonormative phase (Gill 1999: 216). 

The primary difference between Murray’s and Kachru’s paradigms is in the recognition 

and significance of the place of ‘new Englishes,’ a divergence in large part due to the 

different spreads of English between the two periods in which the paradigms were 
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constructed. The primary similarity is in centricity, with both paradigms still placing 

‘native-speaker varieties’ at the centre. The depth with which Kachru’s paradigm has 

been influential is perhaps best indicated by the fact that at least one modern general 

dictionary has included the terms Inner, Outer and Expanding Circle in its latest edition 

(Macquarie Dictionary 2009). However, this is only an indication of the concept’s wide 

acceptance in the literature, not an indication of its veracity. Indeed, within the field of 

English studies, there has been debate on the validity of the notion of ‘standard’ forms 

of non-native varieties of English such as the celebrated debate between Quirk and 

Kachru in which Quirk argued that there were only two institutionalised varieties of 

English with a defined standard, namely, British and American English (Bolton 2006b: 

251).  

 

McArthur’s centre-periphery paradigm 

 

Another conceptualisation of the diversity of English around the world which uses a 

centre-periphery model is the ‘circle of World English’ originally presented by Tom 

McArthur in his article ‘The English languages?’ (McArthur 1987: 11). This circle is ‘a 

wheel with a hub, spokes, and rim. The hub is called World Standard English, within an 

encircling band of regional varieties, such as the standard and other forms of African 

English, American English, Canadian English and Irish English’ (McArthur 1998: 97). 

Movement out from the central hub goes first through ‘established national standards’ 

towards ‘the innumerable non-standard forms’ (McArthur 1987: 10). This is not 

dissimilar to Murray’s nineteenth-century configuration in that McArthur’s wheel is 

centred on a notional English standard, a ‘native speaker’ Anglocentric standard. The 

difference is that Murray’s ‘core’ was centred specifically on the educated English of 

Victorian England, whereas McArthur’s is on an educated Anglo-American ‘print 

standard of English’ that ‘operates most powerfully in four linked areas: the media; 

government, administration, and law; commerce and technology; and, most 

comprehensively, education’ (McArthur 2001: 14). The term World Standard English 

used to describe this ‘hub’ of English is one of a set of allied terms including ‘Standard 

World English,’ ‘International Standard English,’ ‘Standard International English,’ 

‘English as an international language,’ ‘English as a world language,’ ‘English as a 

global language,’ ‘World English,’ ‘International English,’ and ‘Global English’ (or the 

awkward ‘Globish’) (see McArthur 2001: 2; Bolton 2003: 2-4).  

 To these names may be added the earliest term, ‘standard English’ (Winder 1756: 

122), which although unadorned by a globally descriptive adjective essentially amounts 

to the same thing, and ‘native-speaker English,’ attested at a much later, but still early, 

date (Pei 1956: 247). As counterpoints to the above terms are the set that includes 
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‘World Englishes,’ ‘International Englishes, ‘Global Englishes,’ ‘non-native Englishes,’ 

‘second-language Englishes’ and ‘new Englishes.’ The terminology is complicated by 

both a plethora of initialisms and by variant orthographies in terms of capitalisation, that 

is, some writers prefer ‘Global English’ and others ‘global English’ for example. A 

further complication arises from a diversity of meanings with certain terms, thus ‘World 

English’ (or ‘world English’) is commonly used to refer to the notional native-speaker 

core/hub and is also used to refer to the totality of English around the globe, thus 

including the core/hub and the periphery/spokes (McArthur 2001: 4). The choice of 

terminology is important as each term is associated with a certain perspective about 

English and its varieties, which in turn has great relevance to the lexicography of new 

Englishes:  

 

At the heart of these debates is the question as to whether, or under what 

conditions, a linguistic item that differs from an inner-circle version of that item 

– the pluralization of supposedly non-pluralizible nouns, such as furnitures or 

researches, is a commonly cited example – should be accorded varietal rather 

than incorrect status. (Pennycook 2011: 519) 

 

Such debates are also intimately linked to English language education where the 

question of which variety to teach is both paramount and seemingly perpetually thorny. 

As Bolton (2006b) points out, the Quirk-Kachru debate was prefigured by two decades 

in an article by Prator (1968) wherein the notion of teaching a local variety of English 

was ridiculed as ‘unjustifiable intellectually’ (cited in Bolton 2006b: 253).  

 

Critiques of centre-periphery models 

 

The centre-periphery paradigm of English has come under criticism, especially from a 

post-colonial theory perspective in which it has been associated with the ‘imperial 

project.’ Phillipson’s controversial Linguistic Imperialism (1992) utilises Gramscian 

theory as a foundation for a critique that sees the ‘linguistic dominance of English as 

sanctioning cultural, economic, and sociopolitical hegemony of Anglo- and Eurocentric 

views over the rest of the world’ (Kachru and Nelson 2006: 305). From this viewpoint, 

the global spread of English is a type of linguicism, that is, discrimination based on 

language, which Phillipson describes as ‘the dominance asserted and retained by the 

establishment and continuous reconstitution of structural and cultural inequalities 

between English and other languages’ (Phillipson 1992: 47). Benson (2001), utilising 

critical linguistics and Foucauldian discourse analysis among other critical frameworks, 

considers that: 
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[i]n the nineteenth century, centre-periphery metaphors functioned as an 

organising principle for knowledge within a broad range of disciplines, where 

they legitimised both the social practices of imperialist control and the authority 

of the imperial centre to exercise that control. (Benson 2001: 40) 

 

Canagarajah contends that a language is ‘a semiotic system that embodies and sustains 

ideologies and possesses the power to reproduce politico-economic structures’ and thus 

‘[t]he dominance of English is therefore not only a result of politico-economic 

inequalities between the centre and the periphery, it is also a cause of these inequalities’ 

(Canagarajah 1999: 41; emphasis in original). However, the actual contribution 

language has in sustaining dominant politico-economic inequalities has not been 

assessed. Crystal points out that the spread of other international languages such as 

Greek, Latin, Spanish, French, and Arabic, was a result of ‘the political power of its 

people – especially their military power’ (Crystal 1997: 7), both of which are dependent 

on economic power. In the Indian context, English originally obtained its privileged 

position on the back of British economic and military power in the form of gunships and 

the desire to exploit and extract the resources of the Subcontinent for the benefit of the 

colonisers. Without that desire and those gunships, English would not have gained its 

initial foot-hold back in the seventeenth-century India. Furthermore, the continued use 

of English after Independence was the result of a resistance to linguistic dominance 

from Hindi, where English was seen as the lesser of two evils.  

 Benson (2001) also draws on Saidean Orientalism, Foucault’s analysis of 

Bentham’s Panopticon, and postcolonial criticisms of imperial cartography, especially 

Harley (1988; 1989), to explicate the ‘role of centre-periphery metaphors in the 

structuring of imperialist knowledge of the world’ (Benson 2001: 36). However, such 

an analysis, based largely on metaphorical correspondences, overplays both the role of 

metaphor and, more importantly, the power of the dictionary. Benson quotes 

Mengham’s analysis that: 

 

[t]he lexicographer would determine what should be included in, and what 

should be excluded from, a body of knowledge that the pragmatic user of his 

work would learn to regard as the foundation of a national language and culture. 

The body of knowledge would be subject to stratification, thus helping to 

inculcate a sense of rank and respect for privilege identified by degrees of 

breadth of command over language-use. The dictionary could become an 

instrument of social control, dispensed indirectly and fostering assumptions that 
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need not be insisted upon too forcibly. (Mengham 1993: 112, cited in Benson 

2001: 35) 

 

There are multiple issues with this thesis. First, there is no indication of the identity of 

the postulated ‘pragmatic user’ who regards a dictionary as the ‘foundation’ of national 

culture, or even that such a person exits. Second, the contention that dictionaries are 

instruments of social control is a proposition difficult to accept. There is little, if any, 

non-metaphoric evidence of the forcefulness of the dictionary in informing ideas of 

social norms, constructing or helping to construct the way people think, cementing 

societal power structures, effectually propping up class boundaries, stabilising the 

lexicon, or practically assisting or disseminating dominant ideologies. In fact, the 

evidence is against it. Even in terms of pronunciation, meaning, and etymology, specific 

concerns of lexicography, time and again dictionaries have frequently failed in their 

efforts. The inclusion of such terms as ‘irregardless’ and ‘ain’t’ in Webster’s Third 

(Gove 1961) did not make such words acceptable, and the repeated efforts of 

lexicographers to explode myth of the nautical origin of the phrase ‘freeze the balls off a 

brass monkey’ have been in vain (see Lambert 2004: 27).  

 While it is true that dictionaries have traditionally (though not exclusively) existed 

within the dominant cultural structures, and therefore may be seen as partaking in and 

perhaps even reinforcing those ideologies, in and of themselves the impact of 

dictionaries must at best only be as large as their place in the world, which is almost 

infinitesimal in comparison to numerous other more ubiquitous and pervasive avenues 

of cultural knowledge, such as newspapers, magazines, talk-back radio, crime fiction, 

Mills and Boon, bestsellers, football coverage, reality TV, the electronic news media, 

and countless other spaces of sociolinguistic exchange and interchange. The potential 

impact of dictionaries as instruments of hegemony must also be considered in 

conjunction with what is known about dictionary users and use. Crystal points out that 

the large-scale survey conducted by Quirk showed that in terms of actual dictionary use 

‘etymology, pronunciation and usage loomed small; by contrast, 57 per cent of the uses 

to which a dictionary was put in a parental home were in relation to word games 

(Scrabble, crosswords, etc.) – a figure which can err only in being too low’ (Crystal 

1986: 78). Quirk concluded from this that ‘some of the dictionary features which seem 

of particular centrality to lexicographers are decidedly peripheral to the ordinary user’ 

(Quirk 1973, cited in Crystal 1986: 78).  

 More recently, the large-scale study by Hartmann of dictionary use among 

university students and staff found low levels of dictionary proficiency among the 

students and an attitude of indifference to dictionaries among staff (Hartmann 1999). If 

university students cannot use dictionaries well, what does that say about the force they 
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wield in wider society? The fact is that dictionaries on the whole tend to be followers of 

the status quo rather than leaders of societal change. For instance, dictionaries of the 

1950s are replete with sexist stereotypes, but present-day dictionaries are devoid of the 

word ‘man’ used to mean ‘human being,’ a change that came about in direct response to 

the successes of the feminist movement (see Whitcut 1984), thus while dictionaries may 

in a small way reinforce the dominant ideology, they can hardly be accused of creating 

it.  

 However, even if centre-periphery paradigms do not have the power attributed to 

them by scholars such as Benson, Canagarajah, and Phillipson, they are fundamentally 

important to lexicography. No dictionary can include the entirety of a language, and 

hence must be selective. Which parts of the lexis of a language are considered core and 

which peripheral is important in dictionary design and its potential impact as a 

dictionary. As Pennycook has noted: 

  

The WE framework […] promotes a fundamentally pluralist vision of language 

and the world, opposing attempts to centrist, native-speaker norms. If the 

linguistic imperialism paradigm presents a critique of the homogenizing 

tendencies of English and globalization, then that of WE present its counterpart, 

the heterogenizing possibilities offered by globalization (Pennycook 2011: 519).  

 

In the case of Indian English dictionaries, centre-periphery paradigms that situate 

British or American English at the centre, automatically place Indian English at the 

periphery, and thus accord it less prominence. Therefore, such dictionaries cannot 

provide a comprehensive description of Indian English. What Benson (2001) does 

highlight is that lexicographical ethnocentricity continues to be the norm in recent 

lexicography, even among dictionaries purporting to take a world Englishes stance. 

Benson analyses ‘four innovations in twentieth-century lexicography: the 

supplementary dictionary; the regional adaptation; the dictionary of world English; and 

the learner’s dictionary’ (105). The ‘supplementary dictionary’ refers to historical 

dictionaries of non-British English varieties of English, for example, those of Australian 

English (Morris 1898; Ramson 1988), Scottish English (Craigie et al. 1937-2000), or 

Canadian English (Avis et al. 1967). These concentrate solely on lexical items that do 

not occur in British or American English, and thus situate Anglo-American English as 

the core. The ‘regional adaptation’ dictionary is essentially a British or American 

English dictionary with vocabulary items of another variety of English added, either as 

a supplement or incorporated in their correct alphabetical place throughout the text, but 

otherwise unchanged in terms of definition, labelling, and, importantly, pronunciation. 

‘Dictionaries of world English,’ which purport to cover a wide range of world English 
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varieties such as the Encarta World Dictionary (1999) and the New Shorter Oxford 

Dictionary (1998), exist more in their self-designation than in reality, being essentially 

multi-regional adaptations with either British of American English as the core. Finally, 

‘learner’s dictionaries’ aimed at the ESL/EFL market, despite their claims to the 

contrary, still entail a view of English which positions the Anglo-American norm as the 

foundation.  

 

The prevalence of centre-periphery paradigms 

 

The prevalence of conceptualising Inner Circle Englishes as the norm and other 

varieties as peripheral can be seen even in the work of Kachru. Kachru (1973, 1980), 

despite promoting the opinion that a modern Indian English lexicon needs to move 

away from the register-bound glossaries of the colonial period, still sees the proposed 

lexicon in terms of variance from a notional standard, core English. Kachru declares 

that a lexicon of Indian English: 

 

is basically a lexicon of English with an added dimension of area-bound, 

context-bound, and language-bound features which separate the Indian variety of 

English from other varieties. (Kachru 1973: 355) 

 

At another point he states that:  

 

distinct non-attitudinal dictionaries of non-native Englishes can be justified on 

many grounds; for example, for semantic extension or restriction of lexical items 

in new contexts, and for additions to the corpus from the local languages. […] 

By ‘addition to the corpus’ is meant inclusion of those lexical items which are 

not normally found in the standard dictionaries of the English language. (Kachru 

1980: 74) 

 

The importance given by Kachru to lexical items not found in ‘standard dictionaries’ 

signals that the type of dictionary Kachru is imagining is of the regional adaptation type. 

That is, a dictionary of British (or perhaps American) English with the addition of 

Indianisms. Kachru reinforces this point by praising Whitworth’s call for an ‘Indian 

Supplement to the English Dictionary’ (1885). Such a conceptualisation of a dictionary 

embodies the assumption is that for a substantial part of the vocabulary Anglo-

American and Indian English coincide exactly, an assumption that has not, to my 

knowledge, been fully explored let alone determined. This assumption lies relatively 

unquestioned at the heart of most linguistic analyses of Indian English, especially with 



34 

 

vocabulary lists and features lists (Schuchardt 1891; Goffin 1934; Kindersley 1938; 

Hawkins 1984; Sengupta 1996; Nihalani et al. 2004), and even more detailed studies 

such as Balasubramanian (2009), and, for Pakistani English, Baumgardner (1993), still 

concentrate on those aspects of Indian English that deviate from British and American 

English. 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 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 named ‘innovations’ 

or ‘adaptations’ (Kachru 1986b: 32) they are closely akin to the ‘lexical exotica’ already 

criticised by Kachru (1980: 72), only recast in more positive terms.  

 This raises important questions. Does the fact that a competent user of Indian 

English is able to read, say, a British newspaper, mean that all of British English is 

therefore part of the totality of Indian English? Further, if a text of British English 

contained too many local features (that is, Britishisms), then an Indian English reader 

would presumably experience difficulties in interpreting it. If this is the case, then, how 

far does the overlap extend and where does it end? Here, the tension between the 

International English and world Englishes views comes to the fore. The lack of a 

comprehensive diachronic knowledge of Indian English means that such questions 

remain unanswered at present. 

 One final area where standard British English is situated as core and Indian English 

is peripheralised occurs with Kachru’s suggestion that it is ‘desirable’ to include items 

of so-called ‘colonial lag,’ though he avoids that terminology. He notes that: 

 

[t]his feature demonstrates an unawareness about the contemporary usage of 

English and the linguistic change on the part of Indian users of English. The 

result is that some Indianisms are out of tune with synchronic usage[.] (1973: 

355) 

 

The term ‘synchronic usage’ here refers to current usage in British English. Employing, 

for argument’s sake, the reverse perspective, lexical items of British English that are not 

found in Indian English should be considered archaisms, that is, terms that British 

English has preserved that Indian English has outgrown or dispensed with. Presently, 

this ‘inverted’ viewpoint is not to be found in the current literature, though we cannot 

prima facie reject its validity. Kachru cites Read who questions the categorisation of 

certain terms as Americanisms and others not: 

 

[D]ecisions on origin, fascinating as they are, do not seem to me as important in 

lexicography as the building up of bodies of typical usage. I regard it as unwise 
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and unfortunate that both Sir William Craigie and M.M. Matthews chose place 

of origin as their criterion for an Americanism rather than currency in usage. 

Thus they have ignored one of the most important types of Americanisms, that 

caused by survival in America with obsolescence in England. (Read 1962, cited 

in Kachru 1980: 75). 

 

Read is referring to the two principle dictionaries of Americanisms on historical 

principles (Craigie et al. 1936; Matthews 1951). Here the question of what should be 

regarded as an Indianism is problematised. Hawkins (1984), for instance, regards the 

term boson, a type of subatomic particle, an Indianism since it is derived from the name 

of Indian physicist Satyendra Nath Bose (1984: 12). Of course, boson is no more Indian 

English than it is any other type of English. In contrast, one example of a dictionary 

where place of origin is not the sole criterion for selection is Lighter’s Historical 

Dictionary of American Slang (1994, 1997). Lighter covers all slang used in American 

English, even slang terms that were originally British, such as bloke, chap, and crap. 

Here it should be noted that bloke, chap and crap are also part of Indian English slang, 

which raises the question of whether or not these words should appear in a dictionary of 

Indian English. Lambert (2014b: 129) argues that such terms are at least appropriate for 

a dictionary of Indian English slang, and notes that Indian English ‘has its own unique 

set of slang terms that overlaps, in differing ways, with the slang of other varieties of 

English’ (128). If this is the case with slang, then it must also be the case with the non-

slang lexis. This suggests that a lexicographical focus on Indianisms that relies on an 

unexamined assumption of a broad overlap with British English will continue to 

peripheralise Indian English by only ever providing a curtailed and incomplete 

description of the variety. 

 

2.5. The dictionary as national project 

 

2.5.1. History of the dictionary as national project 

 

As van Sterkenberg notes ‘[t]he prototypical dictionary is the alphabetical monolingual 

general-purpose dictionary’ (2003: 3). What van Sterkenberg’s definition fails to 

emphasise is that the prototypical dictionary, the notion of dictionary that comes to 

mind when the word is generally invoked, is also synchronic, that is, dealing with the 

language at one point in time. Other major dictionary types such as concise, school, 

learner’s, and bilingual dictionaries, are also synchronic. In contrast to the synchronic 

dictionary is the ‘dictionary on historical principles,’ sometimes simply referred to as 
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the ‘historical dictionary.’ The essence of a dictionary on historical principles is 

summed up by Swanepoel: 

 

The main object of the general, comprehensive, historical/academic dictionary 

is to portray the historical development of the vocabulary of a language from 

its first appearance in written form. The formal morphological and semantic 

changes that a word has undergone is described consecutively in various 

phases of the language on the basis of quotations from literary and non-literary 

sources. The semantic changes undergone by a word in the course of time 

normally receive the same attention as the formal morphological changes. 

(Swanepoel 2003: 53) 

 

In the English-language lexicographical tradition the premier example of the historical 

dictionary is the Philological Society’s New English Dictionary on Historical Principles 

(Murray et al. 1888-1928), later to be renamed The Oxford English Dictionary: the 

grandfather of the ubiquitous and well-respected Oxford range of dictionaries. The 

importance of the Oxford English Dictionary cannot be underestimated, not the least 

because it formed a template in style, layout, and content that has been copied with little 

if any variation by a succession of historical dictionaries covering either different 

historical periods, regional varieties or other subsections of English. In chronological 

order, from date of publication of first volume, these include: 

 

 Farmer and Henley, Slang and Its Analogues Past and Present (1890-1904) 

 Morris, Austral English: A Dictionary of Australasian Words, Phrases and 

Usages (1898) 

 Craigie et al., The Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue (1931-2002) 

 Grant and Murison, The Scottish National Dictionary (1931-1976) 

 Craigie et al., A Dictionary of American English on Historical Principles (1936) 

 Matthews, A Dictionary of Americanisms on Historical Principles (1951) 

 Kurath et al., The Middle English Dictionary (1956-2001) 

 Avis et al., The Dictionary of Canadianisms on Historical Principles (1967) 

 Cassidy and Le Page, A Dictionary of Jamaican English (1967) 

 Story et al., Dictionary of Newfoundland English (1982) 

 Cassidy and Hall, Dictionary of American Regional English (1985- ) 

 Ramson, The Australian National Dictionary (1988) 

 Lighter, Historical Dictionary of American Slang (1994, 1997) 

 Silva, A Dictionary of South African English on Historical Principles (1996) 

 Orsman, The Oxford Dictionary of New Zealand English (1997) 
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 Hince, The Antarctic Dictionary (2000) 

 Winer, Dictionary of the English/Creole of Trinidad & Tobago (2009) 

 

In addition to dictionaries that cover a national or regional variety may be added 

historical dictionaries that cover quite restricted topic areas, such as The Dictionary of 

Cricket (Rundell 1985), Brave New Words: The Oxford Dictionary of Science Fiction 

(Prucher 2007) and In the Paddock and On the Run: The Language of Rural New 

Zealand (Bardsley 2009). 

 As a sign of the valorisation of certain types of English over others, it is significant 

to note that there is a historical dictionary for both science fiction and cricket, but not 

one for Indian English. Nor is there any historical dictionary for other Asian varieties of 

English, such as Sri Lankan, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Hong Kong, Chinese, Singaporean, 

or Philippine English, nor indeed for any of the major East and West African Englishes, 

such as Kenyan, Nigerian or Cameroon English. According to Shapiro (1995), the first 

person to put forward the notion of the dictionary as a historical record of the English 

language was theologian Julius Charles Hare in 1832. Hare promulgated the dictionary 

as:  

 

a history of the language […] in which the introduction of every new word 

should be noted, so far as is possible…in which such words as have become 

obsolete should be followed down to their final extinction, in which all the most 

remarkable words should be traced through their successive phases of meaning, 

and in which moreover the causes and occasions of these changes should be 

explained[.] (quoted in Shapiro 1995: 21) 

 

However, Hare had his precursors, including Samuel Johnson, who asserted in 1747 in 

his Plan of an English Dictionary that: 

 

It will be proper that the quotations be ranged according to the ages of their 

authors, and it will afford agreeable amusement, if to the words and phrases 

which are not of our own growth, the name of the writer who first introduced 

them can be affixed, and if, to words which are now antiquated, the authority 

can be subjoined of him who last admitted them. […] By this method every 

word will have its history, and the reader will be informed of the gradual 

changes of the language, and have before his eyes the rise of some words, and 

the fall of others. (Johnson 1747: 31-32)  
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 Even earlier, Ephraim Chambers, in the first edition of his popular Cyclopædia of 

1728 noted that:  

 

The Dictionarist, like an Historian, comes after the Affair; and gives a 

Description of what pass’d. The several Terms, are so many Subjects, supposed 

to be known to him; and which he imparts to others, by a Detail of the 

Particulars thereof. Indeed, the Analogy between a Dictionary and a History, is 

closer than People at first may imagine: […] The Dictionary of a Language, [is] 

the History of that Language […] The Dictionarist is not supposed to have any 

hand in the Things he relates; he is no more concerned to make Improvements, 

or establish the Significations, than the Historian to atchieve the Transactions he 

relates. (quoted in Read 1986: 33; italics in original)  

 

As Read comments, ‘Chambers’s statement that a dictionary of a language is a history 

of that language is much in advance of his time’ (1986: 33). Chamber’s insightful 

notion of dictionary as history ties the dictionary project to nationalism, and it is this 

link that Trench posits as central to the historical dictionary project he was 

promulgating in the mid nineteenth century: 

 

A Dictionary is an historical monument, the history of a nation contemplated 

from one point of view, and the wrong ways into which a language has 

wandered, or attempted to wander, may be nearly as instructive as the right ones 

in which it has travelled: as much may be learned, or nearly as much, from its 

failures as its successes, from its follies as from its wisdom. (Trench 1857: 6) 

 

The fact that the French and the Italians had national dictionaries, and that the Grimm 

brothers were working on a German one, whereas the English had no such project, was 

a prime motivator of the OED project. With this recognition comes the perspective that 

dictionaries are ‘published in particular circumstances, with certain resources, and with 

specific aims and purposes; they are not neutral records or apolitical catalogues of 

words, but rather interventions in historical struggles over and for language’ (Crowley 

2005: 139).  

 

2.5.2. The dictionary as national project in America and Australia 

 

By the late Victorian era English had evolved a standardised form (in terms of grammar, 

syntax, orthography, pronunciation, and semantics) which while unofficial was 

nonetheless the prestige form of the language. This standard for long has been 
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associated with the OED. As OED editor Weiner remarks, 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). 

Phonologically, Received Pronunciation, as detailed by Daniel Jones and also recorded 

in the pronunciations of the OED, was regarded as the standard. This standard was 

further reinforced for many years by a strong literary canon and by educational policy 

both in Britain and many places abroad. An exception to this was America, where in the 

early 1800s Noah Webster began promoting a separate American standard (Kachru 

1973: 353). To do this, Webster also turned to nationalistic rhetoric, arguing that it was 

‘in a degree necessary, that the people of this country should have an American 

Dictionary of the English Language’ which would serve as ‘a guide to youth of the 

United States’ (1828: [8-9]), noting that American literature was quite equal to that of 

Britain, and informing his readers that: 

 

The United States commenced their existence under circumstances wholly novel 

and unexampled in the history of nations. They commenced with civilization, 

with learning, with science, with constitutions of free government, and with that 

best gift of God to man, the Christian religion. Their population is now equal to 

that of England; in arts and sciences our people are very little behind the most 

enlightened people on earth; in some respects, they have no superiors[.] 

(Webster 1828: [11]) 

 

While there is some truth in these statements, there is also a deal of jingoism. With the 

exception of American English, other varieties of English took much longer to achieve 

national recognition within their own areas, and the successful publication of national 

dictionaries took longer still.  

 One example of a successful and relatively recent national dictionary project is The 

Macquarie Dictionary, published in Australia in 1981, then through subsequent editions 

until the present sixth edition released in 2013. The Macquarie was the first synchronic 

dictionary of Australian English. The Macquarie was ‘aggressively Australian’ (Butler 

2005: 533) and covered Australian lexis in greater detail than any previous work, 

written from an Australian perspective, and with Australian English pronunciations 

throughout. Most significantly, Australian lexis and usages were not labelled 

‘Australian,’ as they were in British or American dictionaries, if included at all, whereas 

Britishisms, Americanisms, New Zealandisms and the like were labelled in the 

Macquarie, effectively positing Australian English as the standard or norm and other 

varieties as non-standard. The Macquarie met with great popular and commercial 
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success and a suite of educational, concise, and budget editions, plus a thesaurus, 

followed. Australian author Thomas Keneally comments on his own reactions to the 

first edition of the Macquarie in his foreword to the fourth edition: 

 

I remember the joy and outright enthusiasm with which the Macquarie 

Dictionary was greeted when it first appeared in 1981. Here was a dictionary of 

English as it was used on this great, eccentric continent, a continent located at a 

huge distance from the Northern European sources of the language. Because we 

were just starting to congratulate ourselves, perhaps a little too loudly, on our 

escape from post-colonial cultural ignominy, we tended to see the emergence of 

the dictionary as a great nationalist monument, a visible sign of our maturity as a 

society, a validation of the normal coinage of Australian idiom. […] [I]t defined 

and validated the English we spoke at home and work and school, and to have 

that language defined and taken seriously was something we just weren’t used 

to. […] The Macquarie paid the antipodean tongue the great compliment of 

taking it seriously. (Keneally 2005) 

 

 One important point here is that the Macquarie Dictionary was not created in a 

vacuum, and its favourable reception had much to do with the attitude towards 

Australian English in the community at large in the 1980s. Prior to this, Australian 

English had been widely deprecated by Australians themselves principally as a result of 

a ‘feeling of inferiority, dubbed cultural cringe’ (Algeo 1988: 159), which was linked to 

notions of Empire and the superiority of ‘Home’ over the colonies (Algeo 1993: 421), 

and to the acceptance of Received Pronunciation as a standard in England (Moore 2008: 

130). Early lexicographical records of Australian English, such as Morris’s Austral 

English: A Dictionary of Australasian Words, Phrases and Usages (1898), a scholarly 

work on historical principles, had little effect in creating a positive 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. A national 

literature was well developed by the end of the nineteenth century, especially in poetry, 

and the first novels written in Australian English closely followed the adoption of 

Federation in 1901 (Leitner 2004: 99). Journalist and amateur lexicographer Sidney J. 

Baker championed Australian English in his monograph The Australian Language 

(1945; 2nd ed. 1966). Serious academic treatment of the Australian accent began with 

the publication of Mitchell’s The Pronunciation of English in Australia (1946), who 

was subsequently followed by growing number of linguists who viewed Australian 

English as an acceptable form of language. Ranged against these academics were self-

appointed guardians of the mother tongue, British English, who argued that Australian 
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English was merely an aberration (Moore 2008: 135-139). In fact, Mitchell ‘deliberately 

provoked an argument in the press about the Australian accent,’ and published articles 

with such provocative titles as ‘Australian Speech is Here to Stay’ and ‘There is 

Nothing Wrong with Australian Speech’ (Butler 2005: 534). According to Moore, the 

final nail in the coffin of unswerving devotion to British English as the standard for 

Australia came with the ‘Britain’s entry into the European Economic Community’ 

(Moore 2008: 155). Thus, it was only once great academic groundwork had been done, 

and 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 because 

of ‘the possibility that the community as a whole was not ready to accept its own 

dictionary’ (Butler 2005: 536).  

 

2.5.3. The dictionary as national project in India 

 

In the case of Indian English, there is currently no dictionary on par with the Oxford for 

British English, Webster’s for American English, or the Macquarie for Australian 

English, though the reasons for this are not clear. Of relevance here is Schneider’s 

Dynamic Model of the development of postcolonial Englishes, detailed in his book 

Postcolonial English: Varieties around the World (2007). Schneider’s model explains 

the evolution of postcolonial Englishes in five phases: (1) Foundation, (2) 

Exonormative stabilisation, (3) Nativisation, (4) Endonormative stabilisation, and (5) 

Differentiation (2007: 32-55). These phases are identified through the perspectives of 

sociopolitical background, identity construction, sociolinguistic conditions, and 

linguistic effects. According to Schneider, there are signs that Indian English is 

beginning to reach stage 4 of his Dynamic Model, that is, endonormative stabilisation. 

However, such signs ‘are disputable or weak’ and ‘should therefore not be 

overestimated,’ so that while a positive attitude towards an endonormative perspective 

for Indian English ‘is definitely gaining ground’ in India, it is ‘far from being generally 

accepted’ (2007: 171). Schneider further notes that Indian English lacks stabilisation, 

homogenisation and codification, and that calls for codification are rare, citing Yule and 

Burnell (1886) and Nihalani et al. (2004) as examples of ‘forerunners’ that are ‘clearly a 

far cry from an adequate descriptive account of Indian English’ (Schneider 2007: 172). 

He also mentions the dictionaries aimed at the Indian market produced by Macmillan 

India, Macmillan Australia, and the Macquarie Dictionary company, though offers no 

assessment of these.  

 The question of a standard form of language is often invoked in discussions of 

dictionaries due to the prevalence of traditional standardising dictionaries (that is, 
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dictionaries that present a perceived standard form of a language). For example, Kachru 

suggests 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’ (Kachru 1980: 81). However, in this 

regard, there is a substantial chicken-and-egg factor at play here, and Kachru further 

notes that ‘[t]he compilation of dictionaries for the non-native varieties of English is a 

crucial first step toward their standardization’ (Kachru 1980: 72). Görlach concurs with 

both these points, stating at one point that ‘[g]rammars and dictionaries are necessary 

requirements for language standardization’ (1985: 36-37), but also noting that: 

 

there 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) 

 

As we have seen with the example of the Macquarie Dictionary in Australia, while it is 

possible for a dictionary to support and cement the notion of an acceptable standardised 

form of a particular variety of English, the existence of a dictionary is not an absolute 

requisite. In fact, the Macquarie Dictionary owed its success in part to the existing 

acceptance of standard Australian English in Australian society in the 1980s.  

 Of course, the ability of scholars to drive language agendas in the wider community 

is dependent upon many variables, and must be considered, at best, limited. If one thing 

is known about this dynamic, it is that the development of language standards or norms 

takes considerable time. Görlach notes that the ‘history of English lexicography shows 

that it took some time to settle what belonged in a dictionary of the English language 

and what did not’ (37). Indeed, the development of standard English was accompanied 

by the development of the English dictionary (as detailed in Green 1996), but the 

development of both happened over many decades and it is clear from the history that 

neither was a prerequisite for the other. Here we may return to Kachru’s insightful 

statement that a ‘dictionary need not necessarily be prescriptive and/or frequency 

oriented’ (1980: 81).  

 So prevalent is the notion that a dictionary records a standard variety of a language, 

that it may seem reasonable to assume that a dictionary of Indian English, or indeed of 

any other so-called ‘new’ English, is not possible if that variety does not have a 

generally accepted standard form. However, there are two points against taking this 

view. First, numerous dictionaries of non-standardised languages already exist, for 

example The English Dialect Dictionary (Wright 1898-1905), The Middle English 
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Dictionary (Kurath et al. 1956-2001), the Dictionary of American Regional English 

(Cassidy et al. 1985-2002), and the Dictionary of the English/Creole of Trinidad & 

Tobago (Winer 2009); and second, there are already many dictionaries of Indian 

English. The existence of dictionaries which describe languages that are not 

standardised thus comments on the notion of lexicographical codification. That is, while 

dictionaries inevitably engage in codification to a certain extent, as by making choices 

of which lemma to be the main entry headword, by adding or leaving off pragmatic 

labels, or by determining the differentiation of senses as either a full definition or a sub-

definition, that does not mean that a dictionary is necessarily prescribing those forms, 

restrictions, or definitions for the users of that language. A dictionary may be utilised by 

users for that purpose, and many dictionaries of English and other major languages that 

have attained a sense of a standard do indeed fulfil that role (Milroy and Milroy 1985: 

6), but not all dictionaries have to, or are intended to, codify their subject matter in this 

sense. Thus the choice of headword lemma may be based on frequency in a corpus, or 

on some orthographical plan, or some other linguistic factor or point of convenience, 

but that does not mean that the lexicographer, or the dictionary itself, is stating that that 

particular lemma is necessarily the ‘correct’ or preferred form. In the case of Indian 

English, which at present does not have a universally accepted standard form, this must 

be an essential underpinning of any lexicographical project. 

 

2.6. The naturalisation of lexis 

 

An important component of Indian English consists of borrowings from indigenous 

Indian languages, however, such borrowings raise the question of at what stage a 

borrowed word should be considered naturalised into English, and when it is just an 

example of code-switching. That Indian English is replete with borrowed lexis from 

Indian vernacular languages, particularly Hindi-Urdu, is well known and well 

documented (Yule and Burnell 1886: xiii-xxiii; Allardyce 1877: 541-551; Schuchardt 

1891: 42; Rao 1956: 2-7; Lewis 1991: 1-41). At the same time, Indian English is 

renowned for its high level of code-switching, that is, mixing English and Indian 

vernacular languages together in the same utterance (Chib 1936: 54; Hock and Joseph 

1996: 380-382; Parhi 2008: 156-165; Sailaja 2009: 62-65). A review of relevant 

literature on code-switching and code-mixing was undertaken in order to see if the 

theorisation in that field of inquiry offered any assistance to the lexicographer in 

establishing guidelines for differentiating between code-switching and borrowing. The 

result was generally negative. Differentiating between code-switching and borrowing 

has been an area of difficulty for lexicographers for a very long time. All editions of the 

Oxford English Dictionary until the Second Edition (1989), with the exception of the 
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1933 OED Supplement, used two parallel bars (||) before a headword – the so-called 

‘tramtracks’– to indicate that a word was ‘alien or not yet naturalized’ (Murray 1888b: 

xxvi). Rao (1956), with reference specifically to Indian English, calls this endeavour to 

mark non-naturalised words ‘a knotty problem’ (7) and remarks that ‘in this marking 

consistency is, unfortunately, not met with’ (7) in the OED and that there was an 

‘arbitrary nature’ to the marking (8). Rao, finally, identifies a further difficulty residing 

in the fact that the status of words as alien or native can change over time (8-9). Thus, at 

one point in the past the words bangle, bungalow, cot, cushy, dinghy, punch (the drink), 

and shampoo must have been seen as foreign words not native to English, but now they 

are considered fully naturalised, and, no doubt many are not even recognised as an 

originally foreign word by many English speakers. Rao ends his speculation on the 

topic of the naturalisation of foreign words by concluding that ‘[p]erhaps it is not time 

to deduce principles of classification’ (9).  

 Rao was writing of the situation in 1957, however, it would seem that a 

classification system is still wanting today. Hock and Joseph note that ‘code mixing 

consists of the insertion of content words from one language into the grammatical 

structure of another’ and that it is ‘difficult to distinguish this process from lexical 

borrowing’ (1996: 381). Myers-Scotton (1992) posed the question of whether it is 

possible to distinguish between borrowing and codeswitching considering the fact that 

for single lexemes borrowing and codeswitching ‘fall along a continuum’ (30). She 

reviewed the arguments that are typically advanced in answer to this conundrum and 

concluded that ‘a continuum of relationships exists between borrowing and all forms of 

CS [i.e. codeswitching] material so that codeswitching and borrowing are not distinct 

phenomena’ (21). This is of relevance to the productive lexicographer faced with the 

task of analysing citational evidence of language use in codeswitching environments, 

such as the case with Indian English. The ‘conundrum’ of naturalisation is one of the 

many aspects of Indian English lexis that the lexicographers who produced the lexicons 

analysed in the present research have had to deal with. 

 

2.7. Summary of literature review 

 

The preceding literature review touches on numerous interconnected threads of 

academic inquiry and discourse relating to the fields of world English studies, Indian 

English, and lexicography, and identifies multiple lacunae in both the scholarly 

literature about, and the dictionary treatment of, Indian English. The trend in recent 

linguistic literature on Indian English is towards a greater recognition of Indian English 

as an important variety of English. The present research is prompted by the recognition 

of Indian English as a valid, substantial, and important variety of English in its own 
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right and the understanding that the lexicography of Indian English has not been 

adequately addressed by previous scholarship. Indeed, on the whole, the fields of 

linguistics, lexicography, and metalexicography, still tend to discuss Indian English in 

light of British English, what Bhatt labels the ‘deviation hypothesis’ (2008: 546), and 

thus falls far short of according Indian English its justifiable place on the world English 

stage. The ubiquity of a centre-periphery conceptualisation of the English language that 

situates Indian English away from the core of the so-called Inner Circle varieties has 

been identified, both in the linguistic and lexicographic literature. The role that the 

corpus of foregoing lexicographical work on Indian English, including the perennially 

central Hobson-Jobson, has played in creating and maintaining this perspective of 

Indian English has not been explored to date. The potential for lexicography to provide 

a better description of Indian English is considerable. The notion of dictionary as 

national project offers a potential way to bypass the centre-periphery paradigm and 

move towards a perspective which does not view Indian English in terms of deviations 

from the norm, but rather as a fully formed, living language in its own right.  

 My central argument is that, from a world Englishes perspective, Indian English is 

a significant major variety of English, but unlike other major varieties of English, it is 

peripheralised as less important. Part of this peripheralisation has occurred via the field 

of lexicography in that Indian English has not been given the type of lexicographical 

treatment that other major varieties of English (such as Australian English, or South 

African English, for instance) have been accorded. This is clear from the fact that Yule 

and Burnell’s Hobson-Jobson (1886/1903), now over a century out of date, is still held 

up as the pinnacle of Indian English lexicography. However, this simple fact, revealing 

as it is, provides no real assistance in determining what needs to be done in order to 

move the lexicography of Indian English beyond its current point where Hobson-Jobson 

reigns supreme, and to provide Indian English with a lexicographical treatment 

commensurate with its significance as a major variety of modern English.  

 However, in order to gain a more sophisticated understanding of how Indian 

English could be better served by lexicography, a detailed evaluation of previous 

lexicographical works on Indian English needs to be undertaken. Such a survey will 

bring to light deficiencies in the lexicographical treatment of Indian English, and hence 

suggest theoretical directions for future lexicographical endeavours which might 

provide Indian English with a lexicographical description that is an improvement on 

Hobson-Jobson and other previous dictionaries. 
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2.8. Research issues 

 

The paucity of scholarship on the topic of Indian English lexicography, and the lack of 

any modern scholarly dictionary of Indian English, will be addressed by three main 

research issues:  

 

(i) to complete a detailed survey of previous lexicographical work on the 

vocabulary of Indian English;  

 

(ii) to simultaneously provide a critical evaluation of this previous lexicographical 

work, with specific reference to relevant lexicographical theory dealing with 

dictionaries of ‘new’ Englishes;  

 

(iii) to outline a number of theoretical lexicographical approaches to dictionaries of 

Indian English in response to the results of the critical analysis.    

 

This concludes Chapter 2. The following chapter (Chapter 3) will deal with the 

selection of data and the methodology employed for analysis. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY AND MATERIALS 

 

3.1. Towards a methodology 

3.1.1. Lack of an accepted theoretical framework 

3.1.2. The dictionary as genre 

3.2. Methodology employed in present research 

3.3. Materials 

3.3.1. Dictionaries analysed 

3.3.2. Complementary data  
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3.1. Methodology  

 

3.1.1. Lack of an accepted theoretical framework 

 

There is no standard, conventional, or commonly employed method for analysing 

dictionaries or other lexicographical works. There are a number of reasons for this. 

First, is the great variety of texts that are denominated by the term ‘dictionary.’ 

Typologically, there is a practically uncountable number of different dictionary types: 

monolingual, bilingual, multilingual, unabridged, comprehensive, desk, concise, pocket, 

historical, synchronic, encyclopaedic, school, learner’s, beginner’s, spelling, 

pronunciation, frequency, sign language, subject/technical, dialect, slang, comic, 

rhyming, reverse, crossword, visual, and more. So great is the variety that, according to 

Béjoint, ‘it is impossible to classify dictionaries in a way that would be both orderly and 

applicable to all societies’ (2010: 45). Each of these varieties may require quite different 

theoretical considerations, thus militating against a unitary, synthesising theory that 

covers the field exhaustively. 

 Second, in terms of content, the range of information covered by dictionaries is 

exceedingly multifarious. This is especially so the larger the dictionary is, but is also 

true of smaller, more narrowly focused dictionaries or glossaries. For instance, The 

Collins Dictionary of Astronomy (Illingworth 1997), although restricting itself to 

astronomy as the title indicates, actually covers a vast array of material including atomic 

science and quantum physics, radio-astronomy, electromagnetics, celestial mechanics, 

cosmology, string theory, mathematics, chemistry, physics, and optics, each of which is 

its own separate academic/research field. General-purpose dictionaries, in turn, deal 

with lexis from all these fields within their astronomy entries, and much more besides, 

frequently having recourse to specialists in order to draft, edit, and maintain such 

materials. Zgusta notes that ‘in a very simple and naive way’ the ‘lexicographer should 

know everything’ (1971: 15). Hartmann points out that ‘lexicography and dictionary 

research are extremely multifarious pursuits, almost to the point of having no identity of 

their own’ (2001: 6). To illustrate his point he remarks that lexicographers must 

incorporate knowledge coming from the following fields: 

 

 business, for making decisions on the cost of materials and staff; 

 technology, for selecting equipment and formats for corpus data, word-

processing, printing and publishing; 

 administration, for planning and designing the layout and employing 

consultants; 
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 linguistics, for excerpting data and editing them into appropriate 

information categories (drawing in particular on subfields such as 

phonetics, grammar, lexicology and semantics); 

 other disciplines, particularly if factual knowledge and technical 

terminology is the subject matter of the reference work; 

 dictionary research, for information on lexicographic conventions and/or 

user considerations. (Hartmann 2001: 8) 

 

The above list is not complete, as it omits reference to many other areas of knowledge 

and practical concerns that are part of the professional lexicographer’s purview, 

including, for instance, etymology, pragmatic labelling, language politics, copyright and 

other legal matters, database construction and management, publicity and media liaison.  

 Aside from the multidimensional and multidisciplinary nature of lexicography, 

there are other factors that hamper the creation of a single theoretical framework. A 

third complexity of dictionaries lies in the type of linguistic material they present about 

individual lexical items. In their analysis of learner’s dictionaries, Chan and Loong 

(1999) list ‘phonetic, orthographical, morphological, syntactic, semantic and pragmatic 

information’ (306) as important linguistic components that should be taken into 

consideration when evaluating dictionaries. However, a dictionary is much more than 

the linguistic information it provides, and Chan and Loong note that evaluation should 

also take into account: 

 

 the material characteristics of the dictionary 

 the style of presentation […] 

 the language of definition the dictionary employs 

 the usefulness of examples included 

 the use (and non-use) of visual aids (Chan and Loong 1999: 306) 

 

For each of these components, separate multi-point checklists of pertinent questions are 

given by Chan and Loong. In total Chan and Loong specify 81 separate questions that a 

dictionary user should consider when evaluating a learner’s dictionary. These 

checklists, in turn, while detailed and effectively covering the essentials are not meant 

to be exhaustive, and many more relevant issues could be identified. Moreover, being 

restricted to learner’s dictionaries, Chan and Loong’s study does not treat certain other 

informational features that are to be found in other dictionary types, such as 

etymological and historical information, citational evidence, or subject range and 

coverage.  
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 The complexity of the field of lexicography is mirrored in the complexity of the 

field of metalexicography. The greater part of metalexicography deals with specific 

aspects of dictionaries. Amongst other topics, metalexicographers deal with as widely 

varying issues as corpus design and representativeness (Biber 1993; Kilgarriff and 

Grefenstette 2003), definition writing (Gove 1966; Wierzbicka 1985), polysemy and 

sense differentiation (Stock 1984; Niedzielski 1986; Kilgarriff 1997), semantic typology 

(Waggoner 1986), various types of multiword combinations, such as phrases, 

collocations and idioms (Benson 1986; Cowrie 1994; Heng 1988), illustrative phrases 

(Laufer 1992), dictionary use (Beattie 1973), dictionary review and criticism (Chan and 

Taylor 2001), the historiography of dictionaries (Ilson 1986), and the teaching of 

lexicography (Gates 1997). However, at present, a ‘systematic framework for 

formulating criteria with respect to coverage, format, scope, size, title, etc. has yet to be 

developed’ (Hartmann and James 1998: 53). The sheer complexity of lexicographical 

content and the diversity of dictionary types present difficulties for any holistic analysis, 

making it difficult for a single analytical approach to be applicable to all lexicographical 

works.  

 The complexity and open-endedness inherent in the practice of lexicography, and 

the absence of a single analytical tool has, however, not prevented dictionaries from 

being evaluated. Indeed, Hartmann claims that ‘[e]ver since dictionaries have been 

produced, they have also been the object of critique’ (2001: 47). That said, according to 

numerous metalexicographical studies, the quality of such critique is low. Osselton 

(1997) notes that the criticism of large historical dictionaries ‘reveals a surprising lack 

of interest in general principles, with incidental sniping taking the place of any real 

exploration of the intentions with which the works being criticized had been set up’ 

(155). In a more systematic survey of critical reviews of learner’s dictionaries, Chan and 

Taylor (2001) found that ‘most dictionary reviews are factual and descriptive rather 

than evaluative, and in only some cases is the evaluation based on any principled study 

of any kind’ (163). Similarly, Hartmann summarises a review of reviews that appeared 

in the journal Lexicographica International Annual which found reviews had 

‘shortcomings and discrepancies,’ ‘varied enormously in quantity and quality,’ were 

only rarely adequate in terms of validity and reliability, and showed a ‘strong 

dependence on dictionary publishers’ blurbs’ (2001: 49-50). Of course, reviews are only 

one type of dictionary assessment. However, in his overview of the complete range of 

dictionary criticism Hartmann both introduces and concludes his article by noting that 

there is a ‘need to place lexicographic criticism […] on a more objective footing’ (2001: 

56) and that ‘[s]ystematic and internationally agreed criteria for assessing dictionaries 

and other reference words (in terms of standard features such as coverage, format, 

scope, size, title and authorship) are an urgent desideratum’ (48). However, the very 
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assumption that a ‘systematic and internationally agreed’ set of criteria for assessing 

dictionaries is at all possible, has not been tested, nor is it a given. The corollary to this 

is that, at present, metalexicography does not provide any clear tools or assessment 

principles to guide the evaluation of dictionaries. This is explored in more depth in the 

following section (Section 3.1.2). 

 

3.1.2. The dictionary as genre 

 

Section 3.1.2 deals with, first, metalexicographical attempts to define the terms 

‘lexicography’ and ‘dictionary,’ and second, what information types are proper to a 

dictionary, a topic area still debated in the field of metalexicography. Genre theory is 

used as a theoretical approach which simultaneously accounts for both the conventional 

restrictions and the creativity, and hence diversity, found in lexicography. 

 To date, metalexicographical definitions of the terms ‘dictionary’ and 

‘lexicography’ have been on the whole inadequate. According to Svensén (2009) 

‘lexicography’ is:  

 

an activity which consists in observing, collecting, selecting, analysing and 

describing, in a dictionary, a number of lexical items (words, word elements and 

word combinations) belonging to one or more languages. (Svensén 2009: 2) 

 

However, this definition includes the term ‘dictionary’ as a term that needs to be 

understood beforehand in order to understand the meaning of lexicography. Zgusta 

(1971) cites C.C. Berg’s defininiton of ‘dictionary’ as ‘[o]ne of the best’: 

 

a systematically arranged list of socialized linguistic forms compiled from the 

speech-habits of a given speech-community and commented on by the author in 

such a way that the qualified reader understands the meaning – i.e. the directive 

effect on human behaviour – of each separate form, and is informed of the 

relevant facts concerning the function of that form in the community. (cited in 

Zgusta 1971: 197) 

 

Berg’s definition is widely repeated and discussed in the literature (Béjoint 2010: 9, 

2000: 9; Bergenholtz et al. 2009 313; Benson 2001: 10; and Davies 1999a: 109). One 

problem with Berg’s definition is that the term ‘the author’ refers to the lexicographer, 

and ‘commented on’ refers to practising lexicography. So Svensén defines 

‘lexicography’ in terms of the ‘dictionary’ and Berg defines the ‘dictionary’ in terms of 

‘lexicography.’ In other words, these definitions are circular: lexicography is whatever 
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is done to create dictionaries; a dictionary is the product of a lexicographer. Examples 

of dictionaries that are not described by the definitions of Svensén and Berg include The 

Oxford Dictionary of Rhyming Slang (Ayto 2002), which is not arranged alphabetically 

but according to subject area, as a thesaurus, yet essentially still presents headwords and 

definitions; Ambrose Bierce’s The Devil’s Dictionary (1911), a collection of satirical 

witticisms in the format of a dictionary; and Richardson’s A New Dictionary of the 

English Language (1838), which was based on the concept that lexical meaning was to 

be inferred from context by the dictionary user, under the understanding that ‘in a 

dictionary, definitions are unnecessary, [and] that quotations alone are sufficient’ 

(Murray 1900: 44). A more recent definitionless dictionary is The GDEX Demo 

Dictionary (available at http://www.forbetterenglish.com), which generates collocations 

for words in real time from a corpus. Similarly, dictionaries of biography do not 

actually define anything. 

 The core problem with the definitions of Svensén and Zgusta is that they rely on the 

relatively naive understanding that meanings of words are able to be adequately 

expressed in single-sentence, dictionary-type definitions. Such definitions, no matter 

how they are worded, are always going to fall short of covering the breadth and depth of 

the activities and products involved in the ambit of such terms as ‘dictionary’ and 

‘lexicography.’ The notion that lexical meanings or word senses even exist has been 

cogently dismissed by Kilgarriff (1997). And it is widely recognised by lexicographers 

that dictionary definitions are merely generalisations of contextual meanings, which in 

themselves do not have discrete boundaries (Landau 1984: 148-151; see also Zgusta 

1971: 21-118).  

 Taking the view that lexicography is a genre is one way to understand the concepts 

of ‘dictionary’ and ‘lexicography’ that overcomes the limitations inherent in attempting 

to encapsulate the concepts in a dictionary definition. Dictionary definitions of other 

recognised genres, such as ‘science fiction,’ ‘romance,’ ‘the modern novel,’ or ‘classical 

music,’ are known to be inexact and essentially inadequate in their ability to include 

everything encompassed by the terms (see, for instance, Bennett 1990: 90; Whetter 

2008: 4-5). As a genre, lexicography encapsulates both ‘a shared understanding of 

integrity and identity on the one hand, and variation, or creativity, on the other’ (Bhatia 

2006: 386), a seemingly contradictory ‘emphasis on conventions and propensity for 

innovation’ (387).  

 

Genre is viewed as an instance of language use in a conventionalized social 

setting requiring an appropriate response to a specific set of goals of a 

disciplinary or social institution, and thus giving rise to stable structural forms 
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by imposing constraints on the use of lexico-grammatical as well as discoursal 

resources. (Bhatia 2006: 387) 

 

The potential for innovation within a genre’s conventions is ‘often exploited by 

experienced writers to create new forms in order to respond to novel rhetorical contexts’ 

(Bhatia 2006: 387). Thus, Ambrose Bierce’s Devil’s Dictionary can be seen as an 

exploitation of the conventions of the dictionary genre to accommodate the rhetorical 

context of social satire which normally falls outside the compass of lexicography. What 

this ultimately means is that individual lexicographers are in control of what 

information goes into a dictionary, presumably based on the lexicographer’s ideas 

regarding the intended audience. Importantly, the lexicographer is free to select 

whatever is deemed appropriate from the various conventional elements of dictionaries 

such as definition, pronunciation, etymology, part of speech label, illustrations, 

alphabetical order, and so on, none of which is absolutely essential. Kachru makes an 

important point with regard to this: 

 

Creative Indian English literature contains innumerable lexical items which are 

author- or text-specific; their frequency is highly restricted, e.g., salt-giver 

(Kanth. 32), sister-sleeper (V of G 130).
1
 It seems to me that a decision 

concerning their inclusion in a dictionary is a matter not of linguistic value 

judgment but of the dictionary’s scope. A dictionary need not necessarily be 

prescriptive and/or frequency oriented. (Kachru 1980: 81) 

 

Kachru is correct: there is no requirement for dictionaries to only include common 

words. This statement is directly contrary to that found in much metalexicographical 

literature, for example Béjoint: 

 

The appropriate criteria for the choice of the elements of the wordlist will differ 

with each dictionary project, but the basic criterion remains frequency: no 

lexical item is recorded unless it is used by a certain number of people over a 

reasonably long period […] the only exception being the hapax legomena of 

famous authors in dictionaries such as the OED. (Béjoint 2010: 282) 

 

Again, within the metalexicographical literature there is a constant emphasis on trying 

to circumscribe lexicographical practices (in this case, Béjoint, but for other examples, 

see Pöhl 1989: 136; Mongwe 2013: 139). However, the choice to record hapax 

legomena is a matter for the lexicographer, and, contra Kachru, there is no absolute 

requirement that such terms have to be only from ‘famous authors.’ Usual 
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lexicographical practice uses the criterion of frequency, but this is not mandatory. 

Similarly, the most cherished lexicographical principles, such as avoiding definitional 

circularity, making sure that every word in a definition is defined elsewhere in the 

dictionary, not using the word being defined in its own definition, substitutability of 

definitions, and the goal of brevity (see Landau 1984: 124-151), are also not obligatory 

to any particular dictionary. Rather, they are conventions within the genre, but 

conventions that can be creatively adapted, modulated, exploited, or omitted according 

to the lexicographer’s intention.  

 Positivistic statements about what ‘should’ be in a dictionary abound in 

metalexicographical literature (for instance, Benson et al. 1986; Choul 1986; Svensén 

2009; Béjoint 2010). Such statements are couched in prescriptive terms, but where they 

say ‘should,’ it needs to be understood as: should, so long as you wish to conform to the 

usual conventions regarding the certain type of dictionary in question. More 

theoretically appropriate would be to replace ‘should’ with ‘could’ or ‘can.’ To a certain 

extent, the long tradition of lexicographical practice in the English language has 

established a number of norms of practice that have then been misunderstood as 

governing rules. Crystal (1986) has observed that this way of thinking is so entrenched 

in lexicographical thinking that it often has detrimental effects. He notes that one 

problem with questionnaires about dictionary usage: 

 

relates to our preconceived ideas about what dictionary users like and know 

about. Because we know what ‘should’ be in a dictionary, as good linguists 

and lexicographers, we ask questions relating only to these notions – questions 

to do with lexical relationships, form class, etymology, and so on. (Crystal 

1986: 78) 

 

A clear example of this inability to break with tradition can be seen in the new online 

version of the OED which is still wedded to space-saving devices as short titles for cited 

works, initials for forenames of authors, and such abbreviations as ‘orig.,’ ‘esp.,’ ‘Brit.,’ 

‘freq.,’ ‘euphem.’ and the like. The origin of these abbreviations is solely to save space 

in a printed work, but as the OED is no longer published in print there is no need to 

retain such abbreviations except for the reason of blindly following the traditional 

lexicographical edict that brevity is required in dictionary entries. 

 An example of one specific area where the question of what should or should not be 

in a dictionary is frequently discussed relates to the inclusion or proper nouns. A closely 

allied genre to the dictionary is the encyclopaedia, and the split, or alternatively the 

overlap, between these two genres has been the cause of much debate in the 

metalexicographical field. Wierzbicka, for instance, is adamant about ‘the distinction 
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between dictionaries and encyclopaedias’ (1985: 40) and warns the lexicographer in a 

disapproving tone not to ‘abandon his discipline and turn into an encyclopaedist’ (197). 

Landau quotes the common apophthegm that ‘[d]ictionaries are about words, 

encyclopedias are about things’ (1984: 6), though notes that this is an 

oversimplification. For Landau, the difference is that definitions or descriptions in 

encyclopaedias ‘go far beyond the information given in a dictionary’ (5). Wierzbicka 

concurs, saying that a ‘good dictionary definition must be exhaustive in the sense that it 

states all the components of the concept, not in the sense that it includes all the available 

knowledge about the denotata’ (1985: 40), the latter being the task of the encyclopaedia. 

These statements are true enough with regard to lexis that overlaps in the two types of 

reference work, such as terms for flora and fauna, but they overlook the question of the 

inclusion of ‘encyclopaedic information’ or ‘proper nouns’ in dictionaries. The 

traditional attitude towards this is summed up by van Sterkenberg: 

 

There is not always agreement on the nature of the lexical information to be 

presented. For instance, names of persons, countries and cities, including their 

history, are often excluded from dictionaries. This is done from the rigid point of 

view that a dictionary contains information about linguistic signs and not about 

the referents that correspond to those signs. […] Information about referents is 

usually found in an encyclopaedia. (van Sterkenberg 2003: 8) 

 

 Gove, editor of Webster’s Third (1961), took the distinction between dictionary and 

encyclopaedia to the extreme and included words such as ‘Christmas’ in his dictionary 

spelled with a lower-case headword (as if to prove its non-encyclopaedicity) with a note 

attached saying ‘usu. cap.’ (1961: 400). Here, ‘usually’ is a colossal understatement, as 

the lower-case spelling ‘christmas’ is extremely rare. Gove went even further with the 

proper noun ‘Christian,’ entering it also in lower-case spelling but labelling it simply 

‘cap.,’ thus indicating it is never spelt uncapitalised, except in his dictionary. However, 

such rigid adherence to the rule of not including proper nouns is seldom found in 

lexicographical works. For instance, proper nouns for the days of the weeks, the months 

of the year, the names of peoples and languages, certain religious festivals (in English-

language dictionaries, generally Judaeo-Christian festivals), and so on, are to be found 

in nearly all dictionaries. Svensén observes that ‘most lexicographers seem to be of the 

opinion that the difference is subtle and the boundaries fluid, and that it is often hard to 

pinpoint what should be regarded as linguistic or encyclopedic’ (2009: 289). The 

tradition of the encyclopaedic dictionary in English-language lexicography dates back 

to the supplementary second volume to the first edition of Bailey’s The Universal 

Etymological English Dictionary […] To which is added, An additional Collection of 
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proper Names of Persons and Places in Great Britain, &c. with their Etymologies and 

Explications (1727). Once again, the notion of genre suggests itself: dictionaries and 

encyclopaedias are two separate genres that share certain characteristics, but contain 

other features that separate them. Lexicographical creativity in expanding the dictionary 

genre has allowed dictionaries to incorporate encyclopaedic information while still 

retaining the dictionary format. 

 Viewing the dictionary as genre offers a number of advantages. First, it is helpful in 

resolving the tension between theoretical linguistics, metalexicography, and practising 

lexicographers. Positivistic declarations about what should or should not be in 

dictionaries are accordingly only as worthwhile as similar dicta about other genres, such 

as poetry, or the novel, and the notion of fluid boundaries replaces that of fixed rules 

with regard to lexicographical selection, inclusion, defining style, and so on. Dalglish 

recognises that ‘[h]ard-and-fast selectional criteria are often hard to stick fast to in 

dictionary-making’ and that ‘a sense of judgment must prevail over strictly quantifiable 

criteria in the selection process’ (1986: 67). Second, regarding lexicography as a genre 

accounts for the great variety of different texts that are designated by the term 

‘dictionary,’ wherein certain types of dictionaries can be regarded as subgenres. 

 The notion of dictionary as genre also helps in comprehending the thorny question 

of lexicographical objectivity. Despite appearances dictionaries are not objective 

descriptions of language any more than novels are accurate depictions of real life, no 

matter how realistic they may appear to the reader. For many scholars the corollary to 

this seems to be that if lexicographers are not being objective, they must be being 

subjective. Green portrays lexicographers as a type of ‘quasi-priest […] playing God. 

Or if not God, then at least Moses, descending from Sinai with the tablets of the law’ 

(1996: 16). Hence, the role of the lexicographer was ‘not simply to select a word-list, 

define it and make it available to the reading public; in addition they took on the priestly 

task of revealing a truth, in this case a linguistic one, to those who, like lay parishioners, 

were less than perfectly versed in its subtleties’ (1996: 16). Green’s equation of 

lexicographer and quasi-priest is clearly figurative and somewhat hyperbolic, but it 

captures a common notion of the authoritative power of the dictionary editor. However, 

rather than seeing a black-and-white distinction between objectivity and blanket 

subjectivity, it is perhaps more accurate to see that within the genre of lexicography 

objectivity is one of the rhetorical or stylistic devices that operate in the text. To adapt 

Bhatia’s nomenclature (2006: 387), objectivity is a discoursal resource imposed by the 

communicative goal of lexicography, which gives rise to the stable structural forms of 

the dictionary. Viewed in this manner, the lexicographer is neither priest nor 

hegemonically aligned devil. Nor is the lexicographer a dispassionate, scientific 

observer recording the facts of language objectively. 
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 Genre theory simultaneously accounts for both the conventional restrictions and the 

creativity found in dictionaries. This perspective allows the metalexicographer to move 

away from making statements or judgements about what should or should not be in a 

dictionary. Rather, the metalexicographer can discuss what is in a dictionary and what is 

not, and what effect that might have either on a potential user or how effectively it 

achieves the goal of the dictionary. 

 The following section (Section 3.2) details the methodology used for the current 

research. 

 

3.2. Methodology employed in present research 

 

In light of both the lack of a standard framework for analysing dictionaries, and the 

general inadequacy of previous analyses undertaken, there is a need to create a 

systematic methodological approach to analysing and evaluating dictionaries of Indian 

English for the purposes of the present research. According to O’Donoghue, research 

can be divided into theory testing or theory generation (2007: 50). The differences 

between these are:  

 

Theory-generation needs to take an inductive approach, carefully 

identifying many relevant variables in a broad perspective and their 

relational patterns in a new, ill-structured context. In contrast, theory-

testing may take a deductive approach, generating and statistically 

testing a set of hypotheses on a limited number of variables from 

existing theories in a relatively well-structured context. (Kim 1999: xvii) 

 

The present research is not testing any pre-existing theory, but rather describing, 

analysing, and evaluating pre-existing work, that is, lexicographical works on Indian 

English, the theory behind which has generally not been made explicit by the writers of 

those texts and is informed largely by the adoption of traditional dictionary formats 

without explicit theorisation. The extent to which the present research is theory-

generating is difficult to gauge at this stage. Certainly the goal is not to create a unitary 

‘theory’ which describes or circumscribes the lexicography of Indian English. Such a 

theory would be contrary to the understanding of lexicography as a genre. Nevertheless, 

the work undertaken has the potential to make significant contributions to the 

theoretical concerns of Indian English lexicography.  

 The methodology used draws on the notion of text in the work of literary theorist 

Gérard Genette (1997a, 1997b), the method of forensic dictionary analysis described by 
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Coleman and Ogilvie (2009), and the semantic field analysis of Baumgardner, Kennedy and 

Shamin (1993), and Kachru (1983). Each of which will be described in more detail below. 

 In the initial stage of this project then, the goal has been to identify relevant 

components of the dictionaries being surveyed. In order to do this, first a detailed 

description of each lexicographical work is given, listing the dictionary information 

types and the formats used to express these. This description includes quantitative data 

arising from the analysis which allows calculation of the amounts of information types 

each work contains, and hence allows comparison with other lexicons in the course of 

time, with the hope of drawing general conclusions about the practice of lexicography 

in the Indian English context. 

  The dictionaries and glossaries that form the data for this research are all books, with 

the exception of the Third Edition of the OED, which is only available online. With this in 

mind, I draw on the work of literary theorist Gérard Genette, particularly his two important 

books Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree (1997a) and Paratexts: Thresholds of 

Interpretation (1997b), to divide my subject matter into text, paratext and epitext, the 

meaning of which are apparent from the following break-down: 

 

Text 

1. the dictionary proper 

Paratext 

2.1. physical object 

2.1.1 binding 

2.1.2 cover / dust jacket / endpapers 

2.1.3 volume and page extent 

2.2. contents 

2.2.1 title page 

2.2.2 imprint 

2.2.3 foreword 

2.2.4 preface/introduction  

2.2.5 explanations 

2.2.6 appendices  

Epitext 

3.1 reviews/critiques 

3.2 library holdings 

3.3 etexts 

3.4 usage 

3.5 bibliographical details 

3.6 citations 
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A number of these components have little bearing on the practice of lexicography (e.g. 

3.2 library holdings), and so are omitted from the dictionary survey. The greatest 

amount of detail will necessarily be focused on the text (1). In terms of the paratext, 

there will be a focus on the contents (2.2), particularly the foreword (2.2.3), 

preface/introduction (2.2.4), and explanations (2.2.5). Additionally, significant 

information can be gathered from the title page (2.2.1), and also from the component 

parts of the physical object (2.1). In terms of epitext, data for some categories will not 

be available, especially for usage (3.4). This is unavoidable and rectifying the lack of 

user information is beyond the scope of the present research. Dictionaries are created 

with specific users and specific purposes in mind, but whether or not any individual 

dictionary is used in the way intended is generally unknown. This is especially so for 

non-contemporary lexicons, which constitute half of the dataset, but also for the more 

contemporary works (for an overview, see Hartmann 2001: 80-83). A summary and 

analysis of existing reviews and critiques (3.1) for each dictionary will be provided. 

 The analysis method for the text of the dictionary proper takes into account all 

lexicographical components present in each dictionary, rather than minutely focusing on 

one single aspect. The basic rationale behind this is that such an approach matches the 

manner in which professional lexicographers work (see Atkins 1992). The usual 

practice in the professional world is that lexicographers deal with all aspects of the 

dictionary on a day-to-day basis (albeit some specialisation also occurs). This is 

certainly my own experience, and thus such an approach allows me to bring my own 

fifteen years’ experience as a professional lexicographer to the matter under 

investigation. The analysis method is also partially in response to the data, arising from 

a close reading of the various Indian English dictionaries reviewed from the point of 

view of a practical lexicographer. The method of analysis consists of the following 

steps: 

 

 a description of the book including 

o full title 

o background information 

o physical description 

o content description 

 extraction of relevant Indian English material 

 close reading of the Indian English entries  

 semantic field content analysis of definitions  

 assessment of Indian English entries in terms of strengths and weaknesses 
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This method of analysis draws on the method of forensic dictionary analysis described 

by Coleman and Ogilvie (2009), which uses ‘evidence-based methodologies to 

interrogate […] dictionaries’ via ‘a variety of approaches in historical dictionary 

research’ by combining ‘statistical, textual, contextual, and qualitative analyses, to 

achieve a more complete picture of the making of the dictionary’ (Coleman and Ogilvie 

2009: 1). My own analysis is both qualitative and quantitative. The quantitative part 

involves calculation and tabulation of various dictionary features (e.g. headwords, 

variants, pronunciations, etymologies), and also semantic field content analysis of 

definitions, based on the work of Baumgardner, Kennedy and Shamin (1993), and 

Kachru (1983). The resulting analyses are not dissimilar to the dictionary descriptions 

found in Coleman’s three-volume A History of Cant and Slang Dictionaries (2004-

2009), and as the lexicographical works selected for analysis range from c.1699 to 

2006, and covers all major dictionaries of Indian English, the end result is a mini-

history of Indian English lexicography. 

 Quantitative analysis was conducted largely through computer programs written in 

the Perl programming language, using the Strawberry Perl programming environment 

for Microsoft Windows: Strawberry Perl (64-bit) version 5.16.1.1-64bit (for 

documentation, see http://strawberryperl.com). Program scripts were composed with 

Notepad++ version 6.1.8, which includes inbuilt Perl editing functionality (for 

documentation, see http://notepad-plus-plus.org). 

 

3.3. Materials 

 

3.3.1. Dictionaries analysed 

 

In order to assess the lexicography of Indian English a crucial first step is to assemble a 

collection of relevant dictionaries and glossaries. The literature on Indian English makes 

reference to various lexicons, but nowhere is there a complete checklist. The most 

renowned and influential work is Yule and Burnell’s Hobson-Jobson: A Glossary of 

Anglo-Indian Colloquial Words and Phrases, and of Kindred Terms; Etymological, 

Historical, Geographical and Discursive, originally published in 1886, and in a revised 

edition edited by William Crooke in 1903. Yule and Burnell provided a list of 26 

glossaries utilised in the creation of their text (1886: xxii-xxiii). This list was expanded 

to 30 items in the second edition (1903: xxiii-xxiv). Of these, one is a list of Portuguese 

words, and another is a glossary of Malay words, as Yule and Burnell cast their net 

wider than just Indian English. For the present research a collection of over 60 

lexicographical texts relating to Indian English spanning the years c.1699 to 2008 was 

obtained. This includes lexicographical works specialising on Indian English, as well as 
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lexicographical works that record Indian English words among other lexical items. A 

selection of these will be analysed in both a qualitative and quantitative manner, in 

order to assess the types of information included and the lexicographical features used 

to present this data.  

 The collection of lexicographical texts contains both electronic and print editions, 

and for a number of works, both electronic and print editions have been obtained. In 

recent years various libraries around the world have begun large-scale scanning and 

OCR’ing projects, much of which is made freely available on the internet, especially 

through Google Books (in PDF format), Hathi Trust (searchable online only), and the 

Internet Archive (in various downloadable formats). These resources have been 

thoroughly explored in order to locate lexicographical texts relating to Indian English. 

The majority of texts are available through the Internet Archive, which allows them to 

be downloaded in PDF, ASCII, and DjVu (pronounced as déjà vu) formats (see 

http://djvu.org/). In addition, multiple editions are frequently available. There are two 

benefits of the electronic versions. First, being complete optical scans of original print 

editions, the electronic data is completely faithful to the original text. Second, the 

electronic versions are machine-readable, which means that the data can be searched 

computationally, but also can be edited in order to add coding that will assist in searches 

and quantitative analysis.  

 The collection of dictionaries and glossaries amassed forms a substantial corpus of 

lexicographical works relating to Indian English. In order to keep the present 

research to a manageable extent, only a selection of the overall collection could be 

subjected to analysis. With the post-Independence dictionaries, all available works 

were analysed. The only exception to this was that only one of the eight Macmillan 

dictionaries was analysed. In this instance, the Macmillan Comprehensive 

Dictionary (2006) was selected as it was the most comprehensive, and thus was 

considered to contain all the Indian English lexis contained in any of its smaller 

sister dictionaries.  

 In contrast, the wealth of pre-Independence dictionaries meant that only a limited 

selection could be analysed. Each pre-Independence dictionary was chosen for its 

importance in the evolution of Indian English lexicography. B.E.’s dictionary of c.1699 

was one of the first dictionaries to record any Indian English terms; Bailey’s and 

Johnson’s dictionaries represented the pinnacle of eighteenth-century English-language 

lexicography; while Wilkins’ Glossary was one of the earliest glossaries that explained 

Indian English terms that were in actual use by colonial administrators. Hotten’s various 

slang dictionaries introduced a number of items of Indian English lexis into the English-

language slang lexicographical tradition, as well as promulgating a connection between 

Hindi, Angloromani and the canting language of the British underworld, and 
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introducing a number of highly dubious etymologies that are still being reproduced 

today. Whitworth (1885) stands as representative of the Anglo-Indian lexicographical 

tradition of creating dictionaries that appeared to cover borrowed lexis, but in actual fact 

were largely selections of terms from indigenous Indian languages that the compilers 

thought were potentially useful for colonial administrators. Other lexicons in this 

category include Brown (1852), Carnegy (1853; 1877), Elliot (1845; 1860), Temple 

(1897), and Wilson (1855). Barrère and Leland (1889-1890) is an important as the first 

dictionary to make specific titular claim to coverage of Indian English slang. Yule and 

Burnell (1886), with its second edition updated by William Crooke (1903), was a 

ground-breaking work completely different in nature to anything that had been 

published before, and was so influential, and viewed as so unsurpassable, that it 

effectively stopped any further efforts at recording the lexis of Indian English in 

lexicographical form for over a century, in fact, until Hawkins’ modest contribution in 

1984. 

 In chronological order, the analysis was conducted on: 

 

PRE-INDEPENDENCE 

1. B.E. Gent. A New Dictionary of the Canting Crew (c.1699) 

2. Bailey An Universal Etymological English Dictionary (1721-1808) 

3. Johnson, A Dictionary of the English Language (1755-1785) 

4. Wilkins, Glossary to the Fifth Report (1813) 

5. Hotten, A Dictionary of Modern Slang, Cant, and Vulgar Words (1859-1874) 

6. Whitworth, Anglo-Indian Dictionary (1885) 

7. Yule, Burnell and Crooke, Hobson-Jobson (1886 and 1903) 

8. Murray et al. The Oxford English Dictionary and Supplement (1888-present) 

9. Barrère and Leland, A Dictionary of Slang, Jargon, and Cant (1889-1890) 

 

POST-INDEPENDENCE 

1. Hawkins, Common Indian Words in English (1984) 

2. Lewis, Sahibs, Nabobs and Boxwallahs (1991) 

3. Muthiah, Words in Indian English (1991) 

4. Sengupta, Indian English supplement to OALD (1996) 

5. Hankin, Hanklyn-Janklin (2003) 

6. Nihalani, et al. Indian and British English (2004) 

7. The Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006) 

8. Mahal, The Queen’s Hinglish (2006) 

9. Indian English: Language and Culture (Lonely Planet) (2008) 
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Note that the Supplements to the Oxford English Dictionary (Burchfield 1972-1986), 

the second edition of the Oxford English Dictionary (1989), and the third online edition 

(2000-), technically fall within the post-Independence period. However, for the sake of 

cohesion they are treated within the survey of the first edition of the Oxford English 

Dictionary (Murray et al. 1888-1928), and the first supplement (Craigie and Onions 

1933). 

 The analyses differ in extent as a direct result of the length and complexity of the 

dictionary under analysis. The post-Independence dictionaries include essentially every 

lexicographical treatment of Indian English known to have been published since 

Independence. Some of these texts are not strictly speaking dictionaries (e.g. Nihalani et 

al. 2004), however, they do contain varying extents of information in lexicographical 

form, and in the absence of other lexicographical works are liable to be used in order to 

find out information about Indian English lexis. In this sense, they fall within the 

parameters of the present research. The Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary is the 

only synchronic, inclusive dictionary covering Indian English. The various editions of 

The Oxford English Dictionary from 1888 to present span the pre-Independence/post-

Independence divide, but are treated together in the one section as they form a single 

continuing lexicographical work. All analyses end with a brief summary. 

 

3.3.2. Complementary data  

 

As dictionaries of Indian English are meant to be providing descriptions of an actual 

language variety, it is requisite to be able to refer to data that provides a picture of 

Indian English that is wholly independent of the dictionaries being analysed. To this 

end, a collection of various resources was used to provide a databank of Indian English 

against which to assess claims made about the language in the lexicographical texts. 

This collection included a personal citation database of over 22,000 records of Indian 

English, a corpus of Indian English texts covering the historical breadth of Indian 

English, a dataset of 25.4 million words of news reports from the Times of India ranging 

from 2001 to 2003 (hereafter referred to as the TOI data), and various searchable online 

resources such as the Internet Archive, Google Books, and Hathi Trust. In addition, a 

personal knowledge of Indian English gained from day-to-day experience of the variety 

during two six-month trips to India and supplemented by an extensive study of the 

variety during the course of the present research. This included not only a wide reading 

in scholarly works about Indian English, but also the reading program performed for the 

collection of materials for the Indian English citation database, each record of which 

was entered by the present researcher. 
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 Chapter 3 dealt with the methodology and materials used for the present research. 

The following chapter (Chapter 4) contains the analysis of pre-Independence 

lexicographical works on Indian English. 
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CHAPTER 4: PRE-INDEPENDENCE DICTIONARIES 

 

 4.1. Introduction to Chapter 4 

 4.2. B.E., A New Dictionary of the Canting Crew, c.1699 

 4.3. Bailey, An Universal Etymological English Dictionary, 1726-1808 

 4.4. Johnson, A Dictionary of the English Language, 1755-1785 

 4.5. Wilkins, Glossary to the Fifth Report, 1813 

 4.6. Hotten, A Dictionary of Modern Slang, 1859-1874 

 4.7. Whitworth, An Anglo-Indian Dictionary, 1885 

 4.8. Yule and Burnell, Hobson-Jobson, 1886/1903 

 4.9. The Oxford English Dictionary, 1888-2013 

 4.10. Barrère and Leland, A Dictionary of Slang, Jargon, and Cant, 1889-1890 
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4.1. Introduction to Chapter 4 

 

Chapter 4 deals specifically with Indian English dictionaries published prior to 

Independence in 1947. Nine dictionaries are surveyed in chronological order according 

to date of publication of the first edition. The dictionaries selected cover dictionaries 

wholly devoted to Indian English (Wilkins 1813, Whitworth 1885, and Yule and 

Burnell 1886/1903) as well as dictionaries that contain a selection of Indian English 

lexical items (B.E. c.1699, Bailey 1726-1808, Johnson 1755-1785, Hotten 1859-1874, 

Barrère and Leland 1889-1890, and Oxford English Dictionary 1888-).  

 Each dictionary was specifically selected for its significance in terms of the history 

of Indian English lexicography. B.E. (c.1699) is significant as it is one of the earliest 

dictionaries to contain Indian English lexical items. Bailey (1726-1808) and Johnson 

(1755-1785) are significant because they were the two most popular dictionaries of the 

seventeenth century, and hence reveal how Indian English lexical items were presented 

to the dictionary-using public during this era. Hotten (1859-1874) is significant because 

it is an important slang dictionary of the nineteenth century, includes a significant 

selection of Indian English lexis, and promoted an etymological theory (now 

abandoned) of an Indian influence on British English slang. Hotten’s dictionaries were 

the first dictionaries to include Indian English slang or informal language, and the 

earliest to include Anglo-Indian meanings of native English words. Barrère and Leland 

(1889-1890) is significant because it is an important slang dictionary of the nineteenth 

century, and because it is the first dictionary to include the words ‘Anglo-Indian slang’ 

in its title. The Oxford English Dictionary is the premier dictionary of the English 

language, which in turn places significance on the way in which it treats Indian English 

lexis. The chronological sequence is partially interrupted here with the Oxford English 

Dictionary, which was published over a period of many decades and is still being 

updated and revised today. The first edition, published from 1888 to 1928, with a 

supplement in 1933, falls within the pre-Independence era. However, for the sake of 

cohesion, all editions of the Oxford English Dictionary are treated in the same section 

(Section 4.9), including the Burchfield supplements (1972-1986), the second edition 

(1989), and the third edition, available only online since 2000. 

 For those dictionaries wholly devoted to Indian English lexis, Wilkins (1813) is 

significant because it was prepared specifically to allow the documents of the Fifth 

Report from the Select Committee on the Affairs of the East India Company (1813) 

presented to the House of Commons to be read. It thus consists wholly of indigenous 

Indian lexis that was, at the time, used in English-language contexts. In contrast, 

Whitworth (1885) has been chosen to represent the most prevalent type of pre-

Independence ‘Indian English’ dictionary, namely dictionaries that cover numerous 
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words thought to be potentially useful for British colonists, many of which may not 

have ever been part of English, and would thus be more appropriate to a bilingual 

dictionary. Dictionaries of this type were common in the colonial era (e.g. as Roberts 

1800; Rousseau 1802, 1804, 1805; Elliot 1845, 1860; ‘Stocqueler’ 1848; Brown 1852; 

Carnegy 1853, 1877; Wilson 1855; Raverty 1859; Balfour 1871-1873, 1885; and 

Temple 1897). Whitworth (1885) is thus used in the present research as a representative 

example of this type of dictionary. Finally, Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) is significant 

because of its high profile as ‘the’ dictionary of Anglo-Indian English. 

 The treatment of each lexicographical work in the dictionary survey follows the 

methodology outlined in Chapter 3. The analysis begins with a description of the book 

including an image of the front cover or title page, followed by background information 

about the text, a physical description, and a content description which details the 

structure of entries and page layout. For dictionaries which also cover non-Indian 

English lexis, a description of how the Indian English lexis was extracted is given. This 

is followed by a close reading of Indian English entries, with specific focus on the 

relevant lexicographical features present in each dictionary (e.g. headword, variants, 

pronunciations, etymologies, etc.). For two pre-Independence dictionaries (Whitworth 

1885 and Yule and Burnell 1886/1903), an analysis of the subject category for each 

definition is given. Each dictionary survey ends with a summary. As each dictionary 

differs in extent and lexicographical treatment, the individual analyses of the 

dictionaries correspondingly differ in size and complexity. For the larger and more 

complex dictionaries (e.g. Yule and Burnell 1886/1903) information is divided into 

subsections.  

 

4.1.1. Formatting conventions 

Lexical items discussed in the text are in italics, unless they are headwords from one of 

the dictionaries being surveyed, in which case they are in san serif bold. If the meaning 

of a lexical item quoted from a dictionary is well known, no definition is supplied (e.g. 

This can be seen in the entry for curry). However, if the meaning of a lexical item 

quoted from a dictionary is not well known, a brief definition is given (e.g. The entry 

for samshoo, a type of rice-based liquor, demonstrates that…). Definitions quoted 

directly from the dictionaries are placed within single quotation marks, followed by an 

appropriate in-line citation (e.g. bunder, ‘a landing-place or quay; a seaport; a harbour’ 

(1886: 97)). Quotations from Yule and Burnell’s Hobson-Jobson give page references 

for both editions, except in cases where the text only occurs in one of the editions. In in-

line citations, pseudonyms are given in single quotation marks (e.g. ‘Ouida’), and are 

listed in the References under this name. When an author’s name is known but does not 
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occur on the cover or title page of the original text, the name is given in square brackets 

(e.g. [Ames]). 

All words in foreign scripts are followed by a transliteration in italics in 

parentheses (e.g. हिन्दी (hindī); سط  The transcriptions used follow McGregor .((qusṭ) ق

(1993). Long vowels are marked with macrons (ā, ē, ī, ō, ū), and short vowels are 

unmarked. Nasalised vowels are marked with a tilde (e.g. ã). Retroflex consonants have 

dots placed beneath them (e.g. ḍ, ṭ), and dental consonants are unmarked. Aspirated 

consonants have a following h (e.g. dh, th, ḍh, ṭh). The letter c is used for /tʃ/, and the 

aspirated form is ch /tʃʱ/. Otherwise, letters generally correspond to the usual English 

sounds. A complete tabulation of the transliteration system used is in Appendix 1 (page 

586). 

 The following section (Section 4.2) begins the chronological dictionary survey, 

starting with B.E., A New Dictionary of the Canting Crew, c.1699. 
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4.2. B.E., A New Dictionary of the Canting Crew, c.1699 

 

Section 4.2 contains the analysis of B.E. (c.1699). Figure 4.1 is the title page of B.E. 

(c.1699). 

 

Figure 4.1: Title page of B.E. (c.1699) 
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4.2.1. Introduction to B.E. (c.1699) 

 

A New Dictionary of the Canting Crew (c.1699) is one of the earliest English-language 

dictionaries to cover lexis borrowed from India. The amount of lexis covered is 

minimal, largely related to food items that originate in the East. Essentially, the lexis 

consists of a few borrowings that had made their way into Europe. By their inclusion in 

this dictionary, which covers outré vocabulary, these words have been singled out by 

the author as being relatively unfamiliar to the general reader of the day. 

 The title page attributes the text to B.E. Gent[leman]. Other than this, nothing is 

known about the author (though for some cautious speculation, see Coleman 2004: I. 

99-101). The book has no date, but the text is usually dated circa 1699. The title page 

indicates that the dictionary is a specialist dictionary of the cant of the underworld and 

Gypsies. The Preface gives a history of beggars and Gypsies, as it was understood at the 

time. It does not discuss the lexis of the dictionary except to state that the book is a 

‘Dictionary of the Beggers and Gypsies cant’ (E. c.1699: [iii]). The term cant refers to a 

purported secret language which the criminal classes in England used in order to discuss 

criminal activities without being understood by others. This cryptolanguage was first 

made public in English in the sixteenth century (e.g. Awdeley 1565; Harman 1573), 

texts that are coeval with ‘an alarming increase in vagrancy’ in England from 1560-

1640 (Coleman 2004: I. 8), and which began a tradition of cant and slang lexicography 

characterised by excessive copying from one publication to the next. On the Continent, 

however, the practice of exposing the language of criminals, purportedly so that good 

citizens could avoid their deceptions, dates back to circa 1450 with the publication of 

Die Betrügnisse der Gyler (The Deceptions of Beggars) in Basel, and then the Liber 

Vagatorum (The Book of Vagabonds) circa 1510 (Simes 1993: xxii-xxiii). This is 

coincident with the development of an ‘underworld of vagabonds and beggars’ and the 

arrival of gypsies in Western Europe at the beginning of the fifteenth century (Simes 

1993: xxi-xxii). A titular stated aim of crime protection for the reader became part of 

the lexicographic tradition, and is evident in B.E.’s title, but such literature has always 

had the secondary attraction of revealing the exciting underbelly of society to honest 

citizens. Despite the title, Coleman notes that B.E.’s book was much more than a 

glossary of cant, it was ‘a dictionary of non-standard language in general’ (2004: I. 1) 

and that it included ‘general slang, colloquial language, and jargon, as well as cant’ 

(76). B.E.’s wide scope thus explains the appearance of some words of Eastern origin in 

his dictionary.  

 There are a number of descriptions of B.E. (c.1699) in metalexicographical texts 

(e.g. Partridge 1950: 61-63; Coleman 2004: 76-104), but no analysis in terms of Indian 

English lexis has been done. The book was not reprinted and has long been a rare 
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antiquarian book. Facsimile editions were printed in 1899 and 1900, and a recent 

facsimile edition was published in 2010 by EEBO Editions. Google Books has two 

electronic versions but neither is searchable. It is currently freely available in facsimile 

electronic format from Internet Archive (in a variety of formats including DjVu, Kindle, 

and PDF). 

 For the purposes of this study an analysis was performed on an electronic copy of 

the first and only edition. 

 

4.2.2. Physical description of B.E. (c.1699) 

 

The title leaf has a blank verso, followed by a six-page Preface, and the dictionary 

proper, which runs to 176 pages and has over 4000 entries (Coleman 2004: I. 76). The 

book is unpaginated. I have assigned Roman numerals to the front matter (pages [i] to 

[viii]), and Arabic numbers to the dictionary proper (pages [1] to [176]). Pages have two 

columns of text separated by a vertical line. There is a pair of running heads at the top 

of each page, one for each column, set in capitals. Running heads consist of two letters. 

The left running head is the first two letters of the first headword to appear at the top of 

the left-hand column, and the right running head is the first two letters of the last 

headword of the right-hand column. The font uses long-ess (Ç), and equates the letter i 

with j, and u with v, consistent with seventeenth-century practice, and alphabetises 

accordingly. 

 

4.2.3. Content description of B.E. (c.1699) 

 

Entries in A New Dictionary of the Canting Crew begin with a capitalised headword in 

italic font followed by a comma, then a definition. Words that are classed as cant are 

labelled with the abbreviation ‘c.’ When there are variant spellings of the headword 

these follow the first headword after the word ‘or’ (e.g. ‘boreson or bauson’), though 

these are scarce. There are no cross-reference entries. Homographic terms, where they 

exist, occur within the same entry. There are copious nested entries of various types, 

such as derivative forms and fixed expressions. Entries also occasionally have 

illustrations of the headword in context (e.g. ‘click, c. to Snatch […] Click the rum 

Topping, c. Snatch that woman’s fine Commode’). Definitions are concise, usually one 

sentence and often one word. There are no pronunciations, no part of speech labels, no 

restrictive labels, and no etymologies. 
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4.2.4. Results of analysis of B.E. (c.1699)  

 

B.E. (c.1699) has very little lexis that can be regarded in any way as Indian English. 

There are three entries wherein terms are stated to be of East Indian origin.  

 

Arack, an East-Indian Brandy, or strong Spirit drawn from Rice, and 

(sometimes) Roes of Fish, best when old, much us’d in Punch, the double 

distill’d Goa most esteem’d. (E. c.1699: [4]) 

 

Catchup, a high East-India Sauce. (E. c.1699: [24]) 

 

China-Ale, From the well known East-Indian Drug of that Name, of which 

they ought to put some, but they seldom do any into it, making it sweet only 

and adding a little Spice. (E. c.1699: [26]) 

 

These terms are all related to food items. Within the entry for arack, there are also 

the terms punch and Goa, but these are not defined elsewhere in the dictionary, 

implying that they were perhaps familiar lexis to the intended reader. 

Etymologically, arack, punch, and Goa are of Indian origin. Both catchup (i.e. 

ketchup) and China-ale are of Chinese origin, though it is clear that the region then 

known as ‘China’ is included within the territory covered by the term ‘East 

Indies.’ China-ale is beer flavoured with a spice known as china-root or, simply, 

china, an extract of the root of the plant Smilax china. This extract was believed at 

the time to have medicinal properties, and B.E.’s complaint regarding the practice 

of substituting some other spice for china-root presumably refers to the 

contemporary deception of English vendors of China ale. There are further a few 

more entries that deal with words of Eastern origin, such as seraglio ‘the Great 

Turk’s Palace’ (E. c.1699: [145]), caravan, a convoy of travelling merchants (E. 

c.1699: [23]), and two food items:  

 

Cabob, a Loin of Mutton Roasted with an Onyon betwixt each joint; a 

Turkish and Persian Dish now used in England. (E. c.1699: [21]) 

 

Pillau, a Hen and Rice Boil'd, a Turkish Dish, but now in use in England, 

France and Holland. (E. c.1699: [121]) 

 



73 

 

The definitions make clear that B.E. is only interested in such terms that have been 

borrowed into European languages, not with the lexis of merchants, administrators, and 

others working in the East.  

 Section 4.2 contained the analysis of B.E. (c.1699). The following section (Section 

4.3) contains the analysis of Bailey (1721-1808). 
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4.3. Bailey, An Universal Etymological English Dictionary, 1721-1808 

 

Section 4.3 contains the analysis of Bailey (1721-1808). Figure 4.2 is the title page of 

Bailey (1726). 

 

Figure 4.2: Title page of Bailey (1726) 
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4.3.1. Introduction to Bailey (1721-1808) 

 

The first edition of An Universal Etymological English Dictionary was published in 

1721. This dictionary was expanded and re-edited numerous times, until a final thirtieth 

edition appeared in 1802 (Starnes and Noyes 1991: 99), sixty years after Bailey had 

passed away. A supplementary volume, entitled The Universal Etymological English 

Dictionary (as opposed to An Universal…), appeared in 1726, largely covering new 

lexical items, though with some items overlapping with the content of the original 

dictionary. The supplementary volume was not subjected to as much editing, reaching 

only its 7th edition in 1776 (its last), by which time the original volume had reached its 

24th edition. Bailey has been described as ‘the greatest English lexicographer before 

Johnson’ (McCracken 1969: 341), which is not undue praise considering that Bailey’s 

dictionaries were the most popular monolingual English dictionaries of the eighteenth-

century (Wells 1973: 19), until somewhat eclipsed by Johnson’s dictionary of 1755. 

However, even after Johnson, the cheaper cost and smaller size of Bailey’s octavo 

volumes, as opposed to Johnson’s expensive two-volume folio, would have given it 

wider saleability. That a further 12 editions appeared after 1755, along with three more 

editions of the supplementary volume, is testimony to the continuing popularity and 

profitability of Bailey’s dictionaries. The later editions of the dictionaries were 

expanded and improved on by additional co-editors, some of whom are given credit in 

the title pages of various editions, though the chief author is always listed as Bailey, a 

name that was inextricably associated with the brand. In addition to these dictionaries, 

Bailey also produced a folio dictionary entitled Dictionarium Britannicum: Or a more 

Compleat Universal Etymological English Dictionary than any extant, published in 

1730, with a second edition in 1736. This was essentially an amalgamation of his 

original dictionary and supplement into one volume. The Dictionarium Britannicum is 

important in the history of lexicography as a copy of the 1736 edition was used by 

Johnson as a starting point for his own dictionary (McCracken 1969: 338). 

 

4.3.2. Physical description of Bailey (1721-1808) 

 

Bailey’s dictionaries are all portly octavos of about 950 pages in length. All have a 

lengthy descriptive title on the title page, altered slightly in various editions to include 

more items in the list of specialist subjects covered by the dictionary. Each has a two-

page dedication in Latin, and a 12-page introduction that has a brief history of English 

etymology, followed by the dictionary proper, which is 925 pages in the 1726 edition, 

and 932 pages in the 1790 edition. The small increase in page extent (7 pages) between 

editions is indicative of the relatively low level of new material that was added. Some 
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editions have a short Preface (four pages long in the 1790 edition) consisting of an 

encomium to Bailey written by Edward Hardwood, one of the new co-editors, in 1782. 

The supplementary volume was of similar size and dimensions as the first volume. The 

1731 edition of the supplementary volume has a two-page dedication, a four-page 

Preface that gives a history of the English language and an explanation of the 

language’s ‘copiousness,’ that is, its lexical richness, an overview of the lexicographical 

method employed, and a comment on the marking of accented syllables to aid 

pronunciation. The dictionary proper is 892 pages long. Type is close set, in two 

columns per page, with very little white space or margins. Despite the title-page claims 

of additional material in various later editions, the text of the dictionaries remained 

substantially the same. In contrast, the two editions of Dictionarium Britannicum are 

quite different. The 1730 edition has a title leaf with blank verso, and a two-page 

dedication, followed by the dictionary proper of 793 pages in length. There is an 18-

page appendix of proper names, and one page of errata. The second edition, 1736, is 

larger, consisting of a title leaf with blank verso, a six-page preface, and the dictionary 

proper of 869 pages in length (76 pages longer). The appendix of proper names has 

been expanded to 34 pages, plus there are four more pages of other appendices and a 

foldout illustration of an astrolabe. 

 

4.3.3. Content description of Bailey (1721-1808) 

 

As the title indicates, Bailey’s focus was on the etymological history of the English 

language, and thus Bailey broke with the hard-word tradition of previous English-

language lexicography by including much core vocabulary. For instance, Bailey 

included words such as bull, cat, dog and mouse. For such core lexis, Bailey often used 

the defining scaffold ‘an X well known.’ The word bull is defined as ‘a Beast well 

known’ and butter as ‘a food well known’ (1726). However, the bulk of the lexis 

covered is specialist technical vocabulary, or so-called hard words, and the dictionary 

proper in nearly all editions is headed by a subtitle that specifies that the dictionary is 

also ‘an Interpreter of Hard Words.’ 

 Entries for all Bailey dictionaries begin with a headword in capital letters, or small 

capitals in the Dictionarium Britannicum. When there are variant forms given for the 

headword, these are placed one above the other followed by a large right curly bracket 

encompassing the name space. There are no part of speech labels, and grammatical 

category is indicated by definition alone, with the exception of verbs, for which the 

headword lemma is preceded by ‘To’. Etymologies, when supplied, are given directly 

after the headword in square brackets, with Romance etymons in italic font, Greek 

etymons in Greek script, Syriac and Hebraic etymons in Hebrew script, Teutonic and 
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Celtic etymons in blackletter, and Anglo-Saxon etymons in an Insular font. The font 

uses long-ess (Ç), and equates the letter i with j, and u with v, consistent with eighteenth-

century practice, and alphabetises accordingly. Many definitions provide register-

restriction, which is also placed in square brackets immediately after the headword. 

Register-restriction is also indicated by abbreviated labels following definitions (e.g. 

‘bedight, dressed, adorned. Spenc.’ (1726), indicating that this word is to be 

encountered in the works of Spencer. Definitions are generally brief, of only one or two 

lines in length, though there are many long entries with encyclopaedic information. 

Polysemous terms are frequently given in separate entries (e.g. ‘bearers [in Law] such 

Persons who bear down or oppress others’ and ‘bearers [in Architecture] are Posts or 

Brick Walls’ (1726)), though at other times within the one entry (e.g. ‘apron […] a 

Garment which Women wear before them; also a Piece of Lead which covers the Touch 

hole of a Gun’ (1726)). Cross-referencing is minimal. The supplementary volume is 

‘Illustrated with above Five Hundred CUTS’ (1731: title page), mostly of geometrical 

figures and heraldic devices. From the third edition (1737) onwards, the supplementary 

volume included a 37-page appendix of cant vocabulary, lifted directly from The New 

Canting Dictionary of 1725 (Coleman 2004: I. 180). 

 None of the title pages make specific reference to recording words from India, nor 

from the Orient. However, the title page of both editions of the Dictionarium 

Britannicum list ‘merchandize’ as one of the 60 specialist areas of technical vocabulary 

covered (1730, 1736).  

 

4.3.4. Method of data extraction for Bailey (1721-1808) 

 

The present analysis is based on electronic versions of six editions of Bailey’s original 

dictionary (3rd: 1726, 13th: 1749, 15th: 1753, 20th: 1763, 21st: 1775, and 25th 1790), 

four editions of the supplementary volume (2nd: 1731, 3rd: 1737, 5th: 1760, and 7th: 

1776), and both editions of the Dictionarium Britannicum (1st: 1730, 2nd: 1736). This 

selection of editions allows for a general picture of the coverage of Indian English lexis 

to be formed. As Bailey dictionaries are unpaginated, excerpts are here given with the 

headword and relevant text followed by the year in parentheses, indicating that the 

information is to be found under that entry for the edition of that year. In order to detect 

Indian English lexis, one copy each of the dictionary and the supplement was read 

through. In addition, the words Indian and Indies were searched for in the dictionary 

entries, as were the placenames of eighteenth-century trade factories or regions such as 

Surat and Malabar. Any Indian English lexis used within entries detected by this 

method was also searched for in the dictionary (e.g. the entry for mass uses the word 

‘Pyce’ (1726), so this was searched for in order to see if it also is defined in the 
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dictionary). Finally, the set of 138 Indian English terms in Grose (1772) was checked 

against both Bailey’s dictionary and supplement. 

 

4.3.5. Results of analysis for Bailey (1721-1808) 

 

The coverage of Indian English lexis by Bailey’s dictionaries was not extensive. The 

bulk of the items relate to trade between India and Britain, especially items of trade. 

Other entries treated terms relating to Indian culture. These entries show a tendency 

towards fabulous exaggerations or errors, presented as examples of oddities and 

curiosities of the mystic East. The lexis is a haphazard selection showing no concerted 

effort at inclusiveness. Finally, some errors arise from the wide application of the term 

India, Indian and Indies in the eighteenth century, occasionally resulting in a confusion 

of the Subcontinent and America. Etymologies are not provided for any of words of 

Indian origin, except those that have been traded since ancient times and have Latin 

forms (e.g. cardamomum, santalum), where the Latin forms are given. Not a single 

word is traced back to Sanskrit or any Indian language despite the increasing scholarly 

interest in Indian philology towards the latter half of the eighteenth century. 

 The total number of terms in Bailey’s various dictionaries that can be regarded as 

Indian English or are specifically linked to India in the text is 102. Starnes and Noyes 

(1991) calculated that Bailey’s original dictionary treated about 40,000 vocabulary 

items (100). The supplementary volume, of similar size, would cover a similar amount 

of lexis. Starnes and Noyes also calculate that the 1730 edition of Dictionarium 

Britannicum covered 48,000 items, and the 1736 edition 60,000 items (1991: 185). This 

low number of Indian English terms, 102 items within dictionaries of 40,000 to 60,000 

words, is indicative of the lack of interest in terms of Indian origin from Bailey and his 

following co-editors. Many Indian terms that were current in English literature of the 

eighteenth-century are not included in any edition of Bailey. Words that are not to be 

found in the Bailey dictionaries include: begum, bhang, bungalow, catamaran, cheroot, 

coolie, cowrie, curry, dingy, dungaree, Gentoo, gunny, guru, hashish, jaggery, 

juggernaut, khan, lascar, lilac, Mahratta, maund, myna, mongoose, nabob, nawab, 

nizam, paddy, Parsi, Pathan, pice, pilau, purana, purdah, Rajput, Ramadan, sahib, 

salaam, sepoy, shawl, suttee, teak, toddy, tope, vakeel, and vizier. All of these words 

have been recorded in English since the seventeenth century. 

 The bulk of terms in the Bailey dictionaries that are designated as relating to India 

have to do with mercantile trade (77 out of 102, just over 75%). Bailey defines four 

Indian coins (ana, messe, pagod, and rupee) and nine weights and measures (bahar, 

bamboo, bancal, catty, cevado, cobit, lesser cevado, mass, and mittigal). The 

bamboo is defined as ‘an East Indian Measure about 5 Pints English’ (1726). Other 
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terms relating to trade are two weather terms (the synonymous monsoon, and shifting 

trade winds), and the words company, defined as ‘Societies in joint Stocks, as the East-

India, African, South Sea Company, &c.’ (1755), and stock brokers, defined as ‘such as 

buy and sell shares of joint stocks of a company or corporation for other persons, as the 

South Sea, East India company, &c.’ (1731). These last two terms were still relatively 

new in the mid-eighteenth century and were at the time intimately associated with the 

trade in the East. However, most terms relating to oriental commerce are trade goods, 

including 25 spices or drugs (e.g. cardamom, cubeb, curcuma, ginger, moxa, nutmeg, 

pepper, sanders, sesamum, turmerick, zedoary, zinziber), three minerals (calaen, 

indigo, xystos), six food items (e.g. coco, mango, rice, tamarind), two drinks (arack, 

and tea), six gums (e.g. camphire, catechu, gum ammoniac), and seven plants or plant 

products (e.g. bamboo, coir and ratan). The term cane is defined as ‘an Indian Reed’ 

(1726). Despite the extensive trade in piece-goods during the eighteenth century, Bailey 

only defines four types of cloth or material (bengal, calico, chint (i.e. chintz), and 

muslin). Information about such terms is not consistent. For instance, the entry for 

nutmeg supplies the information that ‘[t]he whole commerce of nutmegs is in the hands 

of the Dutch East-India company’ (1737), but similar proprietorial information is not 

given for any other trade item. Also inconsistent is the entry for benjamin/benzoin, 

which is defined in the Dictionarium Britannicum as ‘the product of an Indian tree’ 

(1730, 1736), whereas all other editions of Bailey’s other dictionaries leave out this 

information. For a small number of terms it is not specified if the item is traded or not, 

such as adhatoda ‘the Malabar Nut-tree’ (1726) and balm-apple ‘a Sort of Indian 

Plant’ (1775). One term, betle (i.e. betel), refers to a plant product that was never 

imported to Europe, though the East India Company did have a monopoly on it in 

southern India (Yule and Burnell 1903: 89). 

 The other Indian terms in Bailey’s dictionaries are mostly related to the culture and 

peoples of India. Some of these are given straightforward definitions, such as mogul, 

‘the Emperour of India’ (1726), and zamorin, ‘[in Malabar in the East-Indies] the Title 

of Sovereign Princes’ (1726). Others definitions include a negative value judgement, 

such as raja, defined as ‘a term used by the Indians for a sort of idolatrous princes, the 

remains of those who ruled there before the conquest of the Moguls’ (1731), and 

bannians (i.e. Indian traders) who are described as ‘a crafty but fair-spoken People, who 

sell the rare Commodities of those Parts’ (1726). Brahmins were originally defined 

simply as ‘a Sect of Philosophers in India, who live on Herbs and Fruit’ (1726), though 

by 1731 the definition had been expanded to include the information that not only were 

they ‘priests or learned men in East India, anciently a sort of philosophers, which from 

their going naked were called gymnosophists,’ but also that they ‘pretend to have 

received four books from Brahma, in which books all knowledge is comprehended, and 
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they hold the Metempsychosis or transmigration of the souls, thro’ several human bodies 

and beasts, before they can arrive at pleasure, and being purely spiritual’ (1731). 

Reports of naked Indian philosophers were brought to the Ancient Greeks in the time of 

Alexander, and Bailey not only includes the term gymnosophist (literally, naked 

sophist), but also the term gymnologise ‘to dispute naked, or like an Indian 

philosopher’ (1731), the latter of which has not been located outside of Bailey’s 

dictionaries. 

 Such definitions are specifically worded in order to emphasise the outlandishness of 

the Orient, and the bulk of cultural items defined by Bailey are explained as miraculous 

curiosities. This type of definition owes much to the prevalent travel literature of the age 

which frequently involved tales of unbelievable phenomena and customs in far-off 

lands, a tradition that extends back to the fourteenth-century travel tales of John 

Mandeville and medieval bestiaries. The eben tree (i.e. ebony) is defined as ‘a Tree in 

India, &c. without either Leaves or Fruit’ (1775), and under the term lat, ‘an idol 

worshipped by the ancient Arabian Pagans, and Indians,’ we are told that the ‘statue of 

this idol was only a single stone, said to be an hundred yards high, placed in the middle 

of a temple, supported with 56 pillars of massy gold’ (1737). The fakirs of India were 

well known in eighteenth-century Europe for their privations and asceticism, though 

were frequently confused with Hindu sannyasis. Bailey gives a lengthy description: 

 

The penitent Fakirs make a shew of great mortification and penance, which 

consists in very odd observances, as e.g. some remain for several years night 

and day in several uneasy postures: Some keep their arms lift up to heaven, 

so long that they cannot let them down if they would: Some never sitting or 

lying down to sleep, but bear themselves up by a rope hung down for that 

purpose: Others roll themselves naked on thorns: Some bury themselves in a 

ditch or pit for 10 days, without eating or drinking; others lay fire on the 

scalf [sic] of their head till they have burnt to the bone; some retire to 

mosques, and live on alms, devoting themselves to the study of the law, and 

reading the alcoran. (Bailey 1731) 

 

Apart from an emphasis on the extraordinary here, there is a palpable religious 

superiority expressed. The phrase ‘make a shew’ implies that there is no genuine 

religious motivation to the practices described, which are globally labelled with the 

negative adjective ‘odd.’ Significantly, Bailey reserves the final place in his list of ‘odd’ 

fakir practices for the custom of retiring from society to study the Quran, as though this 

were the pinnacle of strange behaviour.  
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 In addition to describing Indian peoples and customs as miraculous curiosities of the 

Orient, Bailey’s dictionaries often give grossly inaccurate descriptions. Yogis, defined 

under the headword joghis, are described as ‘a sect of heathen religious, who never 

marry nor hold anything in private property,’ and who ‘pretend to live several days 

without eating or drinking, and after having gone through a course of discipline for a 

certain time, they account themselves as impeccable and privileged to do anything; 

upon which they give a loose to their passions, and run into all manner of debauchery’ 

(1731). This Western notion of a peculiarly Eastern lack of self-control is also found 

under the entry for muc, moqua, or running the muc (i.e. running amok), which Bailey 

informs us ‘is when a Mahometan has been at Mecca, and having procured a dagger 

half poisoned, runs about, and kills all he meets that are not Mahometans, till he is kill’d 

himself, after which he is buried, and esteemed a saint’ (1731), an extraordinary 

example of eighteenth-century Islamophobia. The implausibility of this definition is 

evident in the description of the dagger as ‘half poisoned.’ How can one half poison a 

dagger? Interestingly, Bailey attempts to ameliorate this damning account of Muslim 

behaviour in the 1737 edition, where, under the headword moqua, we find that it is ‘a 

frenzical riot’ of only ‘some Mahometans,’ that the blade is only ‘usually half poisoned’ 

and ‘when one of these madmen is slain’ it is only the ‘the Mahometan rabble [that] run 

to him, and bury him like a saint’ (1737; my emphasis). We can only conjecture what 

may have caused Bailey to alter his original definition, especially as the redaction 

observed here is only evident in this particular entry: the other miraculous definitions 

remain substantially the same throughout subsequent editions. Even so, despite the 

changes, the thrust of the definition remains the same, and the dagger still remains half 

poisoned. Such definitions demonstrate that Bailey did not have recourse to accurate 

information on India, or was at least content to include information that may have been 

inaccurate. This is evident from the entry for ouran-soangue, defined as ‘men-devils, a 

sect of Magicians in the island Gromboccanore in the East-Indies, of whom it is related, 

that they have the art of rendering themselves invisible, and passing where they please, 

and doing a great deal of mischief; for which reason the people hate them and kill them 

on the spot, whenever they can catch them’ (1730). Clearly this is describing some type 

of mythical being. By saying that ‘of whom it is related’ Bailey indicates that this is 

second-hand news and hints that it may be untrustworthy as such, but shies away from 

openly discrediting its veracity, leaving the existence of such men-devils as a factual 

possibility. Apparently, anything goes in the East. 

 On a number of occasions, changes were made to the spelling of headwords 

between various editions of the Bailey dictionaries. Bamboo was spelled bamboe in 

1726, but had been changed to bamboo by 1775. The weight bancal (1749) was 

misspelled bangal in 1726, presumably a typographical transmission error. Another 
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spelling tamerine (1726) was corrected to tamarind by 1749. The etymology of 

torricellian instrument, another term for a barometer, originally stated that it was ‘so 

called of Torricellus, an Indian, the Inventor of it’ (1775): this was later emended to 

‘Italian’ (1776). On other occasions, typographical errors could creep in, such as the 

palmeto tree (1726), which was rendered palmetoire in 1731. Such correction implies 

a continual updating of all material, with concomitant resetting of type, even if the basic 

headword list and definitions remained largely static. At the same time, it suggests a 

certain lack of lexicographical rigour and attention to detail. 

 In the seventeenth century the term India and the (East) Indies had a much wider 

application than they do today. This seems to have been the cause of a number of 

erroneous statements made in definitions. Yule and Burnell (1903: 432-434) trace the 

various medieval applications of India and the (East) Indies to all of Asia, including 

China and the islands of the eastern Pacific Ocean, as well as to Africa, and this is 

reflected in some of the definitions in Bailey. Even though the proper noun India is 

defined as ‘a large Country in Asia’ (1726), the junk (of China and Malaysia) is said to 

be ‘a Sort of Indian Ship’ (1726), and Japan is described as ‘an Island in the East Indian 

Sea’ (1726). The guinea hen, any of various avian species of the purely African family 

Numididiae, is defined as ‘a small Indian Bird’ (1775), and the zebra is defined as ‘an 

Indian Beast like a Mule’ (1726). However, when hippopotamus is stated to occur 

‘principally in the river Nile in Egypt, and some parts of India’ (1737), the possibility of 

a mistake cannot be discounted, especially when compared to the rhinoceros which was 

first claimed to be ‘a large beast in India, who has a horn on his nose’ (1731), but by 

1737 was ‘said to be chiefly found in the isle of Rami, in the Indian sea, distant 3 days 

sail from the island of Serendib’ (i.e. Sri Lanka). The application of the word Indian to 

both the Subcontinent and North America also caused some lexicographical confusion. 

The 1736 Dictionarium Britannicum incorrectly defines bamboo as ‘a Sugar cane in the 

West-Indies,’ while the Caribbean palmeto tree is defined simply as ‘an Indian tree’ 

(1726). Under the headword Mohock Club, the 1730 edition states that ‘the title of 

Mohock it seems, is borrow’d from a sort of cannibals in India, who subsist by 

plundering and devouring all nations around about them.’ Clearly this is referring to the 

Native American Mohawk peoples and there has perhaps been some misunderstanding 

wherein the word Indian has been assumed to have been referring to the Indians of the 

Subcontinent rather than North America.  

 

4.3.6. Summary of analysis of Bailey (1721-1808) 

 

Bailey’s dictionaries are important in that they were the most popular dictionaries of the 

eighteenth century. Along with Johnson (1755, and later editions), they represent the 
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primary lexicographical treatment of Indian English lexis for their age. However, 

overall, the treatment of Indian English lexis in Bailey’s dictionaries was minimal (only 

around 100 terms spread over a suite of dictionaries with between 40,000 and 60,000 

terms) and was poorly executed. Most of the lexis (a little more than 75%) related to the 

mercantile trade between Britain and India, but even though this was a flourishing 

commercial enterprise during the eighteenth century, Bailey’s dictionaries do not cover 

much of the associated vocabulary. A smaller number of terms covered by Bailey 

concerned Indian culture and peoples. However, many of these definitions were 

fabulous rather than factual, and it appears that Bailey and his later co-editors did not 

have, and did not seek out, accurate information about the Indian lexis that was 

included. Furthermore, entries for Indian lexis were inconsistent in terms of the 

information supplied, and frequently inaccurate in terms of provenance.  

 Section 4.3 contained the analysis of Bailey (1721-1808). The following section 

(Section 4.4) contains the analysis of Johnson (1755-1785). 
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4.4. Johnson, A Dictionary of the English Language, 1755-1785 

 

Section 4.4 contains the analysis of Johnson (1755-1785). Figure 4.3 is the title page of 

Johnson (1755). 

 

 

Figure 4.3: Title page of Johnson (1755) 
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4.4.1. Introduction to Johnson (1755-1785) 

 

The first edition of Samuel Johnson’s A Dictionary of the English Language was 1755. 

Originally published in two folio volumes, a concise edition was published in 1756 with 

the illustrative quotations omitted. Numerous further editions were published, both of 

the full folio version, with illustrative quotations included, and the concise version in 

quarto. The folio edition went through four editions in Johnson’s lifetime, all revised by 

Johnson, with a second edition in 1755-56, a third 1765, and a fourth, ‘heavily revised’ 

in 1773 (Reddick 1996: 4). In 1818, a five-volume concise edition edited by Henry John 

Todd appeared. This became known as Todd’s Johnson and went through numerous 

subsequent editions and reworkings by other editors. Johnson’s original edition did not 

include pronunciations, but, by as early as 1828, Todd’s Johnson incorporated 

pronunciations for every headword. These pronunciations were from John Walker, the 

leading eighteenth-century authority on English pronunciation. Johnson’s dictionary 

was the premier dictionary of the eighteenth century and beyond, and, according to 

Micklethwait, the ‘reputation of Johnson’s dictionary was so great that no effective 

competitor arose to challenge it for over seventy years’ (2000: 49). The dictionary 

cemented Johnson’s position as ‘Britain’s most distinguished man of letters,’ and 

‘[f]rom 1755 on, he was known as “Dictionary Johnson”’ (Weinbrot 1997: 43). The 

dictionary has been lauded as ‘the most important British cultural monument of the 

eighteenth century’ (Hitchings 2005: 3), and has achieved legendary status around 

which a body of myth has come into being (Korshin 2005: 17-21). Johnson’s dictionary 

was used extensively by Webster in creating his American Dictionary of the English 

Language (1828) and by Murray in the creation of the OED (1888-1928). 

 Great scholarly attention has been devoted to Johnson (1755) (e.g. McCracken 

1969; Starnes and Noyes 1991; McDermott 1996; Reddick 1996; Clingham 1997; 

Hitchings 2005; Lynch and McDermott 2005), but no analysis in terms of Indian 

English lexis has been done. Countless printings, abridgements, and facsimiles of 

various editions of Johnson have been printed over the years. A number of these are 

now available in electronic format through Google Books, the Internet Archive, and 

Hathi Trust. 

 

4.4.2. Physical description of Johnson (1755-1785) 

 

Johnson’s folio editions are hefty two-volume texts: A-K, L-Z. Various editions will 

differ slightly, but the overall sizes do not change greatly. The following page extents 

are based on the sixth edition of 1785. Extant editions frequently have been rebound, 

are can be missing half-titles, frontispieces, or other sections of the front matter, thus the 
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calculations here start from the title leaf. Volume I has a title leaf with blank verso, 

followed by a Preface of 12 pages, A History of the English Language of 38 pages, and 

a Grammar of the English Tongue of 15 pages. The copy of the sixth edition used for 

the present research has a one-page advertisement for the fourth edition preceding the 

dictionary proper. The dictionary section (A-K) is 1030 pages. Volume II has a title leaf 

with blank verso, followed immediately by 1098 pages of dictionary proper (L-Z). Type 

is relatively close set, three columns a page, with very little white space or margins. 

Headwords begin on a new line with a hanging indent. Columns are given three-letter 

headings taken from the lowest headword of the column, providing an indication of the 

alphabetical range of the page. Illustrative quotations are set in smaller type than the 

headword, etymology and definition. Poetry is set with original line breaks and 

indenting. 

 

4.4.3. Content description of Johnson (1755-1785) 

 

Johnson was originally commissioned to write the dictionary by a consortium of 

publishers who wished to supply a perceived need of a comprehensive dictionary that 

would fix a standard version of the English language and preserve it from corruption. In 

other words, they desired a prescriptive dictionary. Johnson at first accepted this remit 

and in his Plan proffered himself as fit judge of ‘questions of purity, or propriety’ 

(Johnson 1747: 30). However, after nine years of lexicographical labour, he realised that 

in this regard he had ‘indulged expectation which neither reason nor experience can 

justify’ and that it was folly to imagine that a dictionary could ‘embalm [the] language, 

and secure it from corruption and decay’ (1755: [xi]). Nevertheless, Johnson still did not 

wholly abandon the prescriptive ideal, as indicated by the subtitle to the dictionary 

which clearly states that the words would be ‘illustrated in their different significations 

by examples from the best writers.’ However, it was this process of attempting to find 

illustrative examples of words that swayed Johnson in the direction of descriptivism. In 

addition to this, later scholars have determined that Johnson ‘believed his book should 

contain moral and religious teaching’ (Demaria 1997: 100). For example, in the revised 

fourth edition of 1773 ‘he added a considerable body of religious poetry and material 

from orthodox Anglican controversialists’ (Suarez 1997: 193). Johnson was also a Tory, 

and his political leanings can be observed in a number of definitions (Folkenfilk 1997: 

104). Johnson attempted to include the entire vocabulary of English, not just hard 

words, and included archaisms when they were still used by currently read authors, and 

much scientific and technical language. Johnson was indebted to Bailey, and used an 

interleaved copy of his Dictionarium Britannicum (1736) as the basis for his dictionary, 

into which he inserted quotation slips garnered from his focussed reading program.  
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 The style of the 1775 edition is similar to Bailey’s Dictionarium Britannicum. 

Entries begin with a capitalised headword in small capital letters. These headwords are, 

somewhat inconsistently, marked with accent signs on the stressed syllable. When there 

are variant forms given for the headword, these are placed one above the other followed 

by a large right curly bracket encompassing the name space. Lemmas for words that are 

considered not to be fully naturalised are given in italic font. Unlike Bailey, Johnson 

supplies part of speech labels. Verbs are further marked by having the headword 

preceded by ‘To’. Etymologies are given directly after the headword in square brackets, 

with Romance etymons in italic font, Greek etymons in Greek script, Hebraic etymons 

in Hebrew script, and Anglo-Saxon etymons in an Insular font. The font uses long-ess 

(Ç), and equates the letter i with j, and u with v, consistent with eighteenth-century 

practice, and alphabetises accordingly. Definitions are generally brief, of only one or 

two lines in length, though there are many long entries with the type of detailed 

information normally found in an encyclopaedia. On many occasions, especially for 

technical vocabulary, the definition is in the form of a long quotation from some 

authority (e.g. extensive botanical definitions are frequently given from Philip Miller’s 

Gardener’s Dictionary). Polysemous terms are given separate numbered definitions, 

each with its own illustrative quotation(s), though not all definitions are supplied with 

citations. When Johnson included definitions solely on the evidence of Bailey’s 

dictionary, the definitions are labelled with either Dict. or Bailey (Hitchings 2005: 265). 

The illustrative quotations served multiple purposes: as examples of the word in use; as 

authoritative proof of the sense being defined; and as didactic or instructional 

commentary. Cross-referencing is minimal. Concise editions (such 1756) omitted the 

quotations, but frequently retained the names of authorities for specific definitions. 

According to Hitchings (2005: 75), there are 42,773 entries illustrated by 110,000 

quotations, though McDermott (1994: 152) states that there are over 114,000 

quotations. 

 With regard to borrowed lexis from India, Johnson makes this specific reference in 

his Preface: 

 

Commerce, however necessary, however lucrative, as it depraves the manners, 

corrupts the language; they that have frequent intercourse with strangers, to 

whom they endeavour to accommodate themselves, must in time learn a 

mingled dialect, like the jargon which serves the traffickers on the 

Mediterranean and Indian coasts. This will not always be confined to the 

exchange, the warehouse, or the port, but will be communicated by degrees to 

other ranks of the people, and be at last incorporated with the current speech. 

(Johnson 1755: [ix]) 
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Moreover, Johnson states that such ‘corruption’ is as inevitable as ‘the revolutions of 

the sky’ (1755: [ix]). This comment appears in the section of the Preface in which 

Johnson is explaining why his dictionary is more descriptive and less prescriptive than 

many of his contemporaries would have wished. This would seem to suggest that 

Johnson had included a good deal of mercantile ‘jargon,’ or lexical exotica, including 

trade words from the Indian coasts. 

 

4.4.4. Method of data extraction for Johnson (1755-1785) 

 

The present analysis is based on electronic facsimile versions of the first edition of 

1755, and the sixth edition of 1785. Both of these editions have a full set of illustrative 

quotations. This selection gives a general picture of the coverage of Indian English lexis 

in Johnson’s dictionaries before they were altered by Todd and followers. As Johnson’s 

dictionaries are unpaginated, excerpts are here given with the headword in bold sans 

serif font followed by any relevant text from the defintion. All references are to the 

1755 edition, unless immediately followed by 1785 in parentheses. In order to detect 

Indian English lexis, copies were read through. In addition, the words Indian and Indies 

were searched for in the dictionary entries, as were the placenames of eighteenth-

century trade factories or regions such as Bengal, Surat and Malabar.  

 

4.4.5. Results of analysis for Johnson (1755-1785) 

 

Despite Johnson’s statements about the inevitability of foreign lexis entering the 

language, the coverage of Indian English lexis by Johnson was even less extensive than 

that of Bailey. There are only 49 terms in the entire dictionary that mention India or the 

Indies, or any other Indian placename, in the definition or etymology. This is a 

minuscule representation in a dictionary of over 42,500 words. The lexis covered by 

Johnson is essentially the same as that of Bailey, with many of Bailey’s terms omitted, 

and only a very few terms added by Johnson. Moreover, many of Johnson’s definitions 

are verbatim those of Bailey.  

 As with Bailey, the bulk of the lexis relates to items of trade between India and 

Britain. Johnson has definitions for the Indian spices cardamomum, clove, galangal, 

ginger, moxa, turmerick, and records the same Indian-origin piece-goods as Bailey, 

bengal, calico, and chints. Johnson includes the drink arrack but also gives rack as a 

variant, which is not found in Bailey. Johnson’s other additions include agillochum ‘[a] 

tree in the East-Indies, brought to us in small bits, of a very fragrant scent,’ Indian red 

‘a species of ochre,’ and screw tree ‘[a] plant of the East and West Indies’ (though 
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incorrectly assigned to the West Indies as Helicteres isora is restricted to Asia). For 

many terms Johnson states that the referent originated in India or the Indies, such as 

assafoetida, jasper, musk, myrobalan, nitre, opium and pepper. Johnson even notes 

that algebra ‘was in use among the Arabs, long before it came into this part of the 

world; and they are supposed to have borrowed it from the Persians, and the Persians 

from the Indians.’ These words all appear in Bailey, but with the exception of musk and 

pepper, Bailey does not note their Indian origins. Again, while Bailey defines punch 

merely as a drink, Johnson makes the connection with India clear by stating in the 

etymology that it ‘is an Indian word expressing the number of ingredients’ (1785), and 

as the authority for this information cites Fryer (1689). Conversely, a number of terms 

that are specifically linked to India by Bailey are recorded in Johnson without any 

mention of India, including nutmeg, sena, tamarind, tea and zedoary. According to 

Johnson, a company is merely a group of ‘[p]ersons united in joint trade or partnership,’ 

and while Johnson does not record stock-broker, he does record stock-jobber, which he 

defines as ‘[a] low wretch who gets money by buying and selling shares in the funds.’  

 In terms of statements of provenance, Johnson represents an improvement upon 

Bailey. Where Bailey defines junk as ‘a Sort of Indian Ship’ (1726 edn), Johnson 

correctly has ‘a small ship of China,’ and Johnson explains China-root as coming from 

China, not from India, as Bailey has it. Johnson also is more accurate about the term 

Mohock, which he states is ‘[t]he name of a cruel nation of America given to ruffians 

who infested, or rather were imagined to infest, the streets of London.’ Where Bailey 

muddles bamboo and sugar cane together, Johnson explicitly points out that ‘[t]he 

bamboo is much larger than the sugar-cane.’ Yet, there is still some evidence of 

confusion or a lack of accuracy in Johnson. For example, there are a handful of terms of 

Chinese origin which Johnson claims are of Indian origin, such as bohea ‘[a] species of 

tea,’ and catsup ‘[a] kind of Indian pickle.’ Johnson also transfers Bailey’s error of 

defining the African guinea hen as ‘a small Indian Bird.’ Occasionally, Johnson’s 

definition is not as accurate as Bailey’s. For instance, Bailey defines cassaware (i.e. 

cassowary) as ‘a very large Bird, with Feathers like Camel’s Hair’ (1775 edn), whereas 

Johnson defines cassiowary as ‘[a] large bird of prey in the East Indies,’ which is 

correct so far as distribution is concerned, but mistaken in that the cassowary is not a 

bird of prey. As with Bailey, Johnson was not consistent with supplying information 

about the provenance of terms. Sometimes Johnson explicitly informs the reader that a 

certain term or thing is of Eastern origin, and at other times he does not. For example, 

where Bailey states that cashew, indigo and senna, are of Eastern origin, Johnson does 

not. At the same time, neither Johnson nor Bailey mention in their definitions that the 

peacock is a bird that only naturally occurs in the Subcontinent.  
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 Johnson provided etymologies to most entries in his dictionaries, but with regard to 

Indian English lexis, Johnson offers nothing that was not found in his predecessors. The 

term calico is correctly noted to be ‘from Calecut in India,’ but, on the whole, Johnson 

does not specify which language Eastern terms are derived from, being content, on 

occasion at least, to merely mention the provenance of a term. For example, the term 

arrack is simply noted to be ‘an Indian name for strong waters,’ while the etymology for 

balass ruby reads ‘balas, Fr. supposed to be an Indian term.’ Many Indian-origin terms 

are given no etymology, such as bamboo and betle (i.e. betel), while the word bohea, 

from Chinese, is listed as Indian, and junk, from Malay, is listed as ‘probably an Indian 

word.’ Most names of common Indian languages, such as Hindustani, Malayalam, 

Punjabi, Urdu, had not entered the English language during Johnson’s time. Those 

languages names that were present in mid-eighteenth-century English, such as Malabar 

(i.e. Malayalam), the Moors (Hindustani), Sanskrit, and Tamil, do not occur anywhere 

in Johnson because no words derived from these languages are covered.  

 Bailey’s predilection for the fantastical is absent from Johnson. Johnson omits most 

of the proper nouns referring to Indian peoples found in Bailey. In Johnson we find no 

Brahmins, fakirs or yogis, nor are there invisible Ouran-Soangue from Gromboccanore. 

The term bannian is defined by Johnson merely as ‘[a] man’s undress, or morning 

gown, such as is worn by the Bannians in the East Indies,’ and other than that, the 

Bannians are not mentioned. Also, where Bailey defines the eben tree rather 

miraculously as having neither leaves or fruit (1775 edn), Johnson more mundanely 

defines ebony as ‘hard, heavy, black, valuable wood which admits a fine gloss.’ Finally, 

Johnson does away with running the muck altogether. 

 Another major point of difference between Bailey and Johnson is the extensive use 

of citations in Johnson. According to (McDermott 1994: 152) there are over 114,000 

quotations from approximately 420 authors. A small number of these make reference to 

India or the Indies, though generally only by chance, as the citations were selected to 

illustrate totally unrelated words. For example, to illustrate the word changeling, 

Johnson quotes three lines from Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream: 

 

She, as her attendant, hath  

A lovely boy, stol’n from an Indian king;  

She never had so sweet a changeling. 

 

The occurrence of the word Indian here is mere happenstance. For the most part, the 

word Indian in quotations refers to Amerindians and not Asians. Most of the Indian 

English lexis covered by Johnson does not have supporting citations. However, in one 
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instance, the term pagod, Johnson’s selection of illustrative quotations conveys typical 

eighteenth-century British conceptualisations of Indian customs and culture: 

 

PAGOD [a corruption of poutghad, which in the Persian signifies a house of idols. 

Fryer’s Travels]  

1. An Indian idol.  

They worship idols called pagods, after such a terrible representation as we 

make of devils. Stillingfleet.  

2. The temple of the idol.  

See thronging millions to the pagod run,  

And offer country, parent, wife, or son. Pope. 

 

These two citations, not unsurprisingly, present a very negative view of Indian religion. 

The first citation is from the Anglican theologian Edward Stillingfleet, and is 

tantamount to accusing Indian idol-worshippers of being little more than devil-

worshippers. The second is from Alexander Pope’s Epilogue to the Satires of 1738, and 

is metaphorically referring to degraded English society worshipping the goddess Vice. 

Nevertheless, the conceit of the couplet relies on the perceived excesses of Indian 

religious worship. However, this is an isolated example, and overall, the references to 

India or the Indies in citations are unremarkable. 

 

4.4.6. Summary of analysis of Johnson (1755-1785) 

 

Johnson’s dictionary is a seminal work of English-language lexicography, yet to 

describe its coverage of Indian English lexis as minimal would be an overstatement. 

Johnson describes the introduction of foreign words by commercial traffickers of the 

Indian coasts as inevitable, but then barely bothers to record any such lexis. His overall 

treatment of Indian English lexis amounts to around 50 words within a dictionary over 

40,000 terms. As with Bailey, the flourishing commercial trade with the East did not 

seem to be an area of lexicographical interest to Johnson. However, at least when such 

terms were treated by Johnson they discarded the fabulous in favour of the factual, and 

more accurately presented the provenance of the terms and their referents. Johnson’s 

entries for Indian lexis were inconsistent in terms of the information supplied, and 

occasionally contained inaccurate information. A small amount of illustrative quotations 

refer to India or the Indies and although on one occasion the quotations reveal a 

derogatory perspective of Indian culture, this is not usually the case. 

 Section 4.4 contained the analysis of Johnson (1755-1785). The following section 

(Section 4.5) contains the analysis of Wilkins (1813). 
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4.5. Wilkins, Glossary to the Fifth Report, 1813 

 

Section 4.5 contains the analysis of Wilkins (1813). Figure 4.4 is the title page of 

Wilkins (1813). 

 

Figure 4.4: Title page of Wilkins (1813) 
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4.5.1. Introduction to Wilkins (1813) 

 

Charles Wilkin’s Glossary to the Fifth Report is an early example of high quality 

lexicography specifically focused on Indian English lexis. The ‘Fifth Report’ of the title 

refers to the House of Commons Fifth Report from the Select Committee on the Affairs 

of the East India Company, originally published in 1812. This was communicated to the 

House of Lords in 1830. The report contained  

 

a complete account of the internal administration of the late East India 

Company, in the Revenue and Judicial Departments, between A.D. 1765, when 

the provinces of Bengal, Behar and Orissa, were formally ceded to the 

Company, and A.D. 1810, when the discussions regarding the renewal of the 

Charter were in progress. (Higginbotham 1866: [i]).  

 

The term ‘Charter’ refers to the Royal Charter granted to the British East India 

Company by Queen Elizabeth I in 1600. In total, the Fifth Report and its extensive 

appendices amounted to 1002 folio pages. The appendices to the Fifth Report consist 

largely of documents written some years before. The Fifth Report contained a great deal 

of nomenclature of Indian origin concerning especially commerce, revenue collection, 

and judicial matters, and it was presumably thought necessary to have a glossary of such 

terminology for those people unfamiliar with such terms, though I have not been able to 

locate any information on how Wilkins was secured for the task of preparing the 

glossary. The Fifth Report was originally printed in a folio edition in 1812, and later 

reissued in folio by the House of Lords in 1830. The importance of the Fifth Report 

during British rule in India is signalled by the fact that it was reprinted, in two volumes, 

by J. Higginbotham in 1866, and again in 1883. Higginbotham remarked that by 1866 

the original edition ‘had become so scarce that copies have occasionally realized 

upwards of Rupees 50, at auction sales’ (1866: [i]). Another edition, with notes and an 

introduction by W.K. Firminger, was printed in 1917-1918. 

 Wilkins was an Indian Civil Service specialist in Oriental languages, being ‘the first 

Englishman to acquire a thorough knowledge of Sanskrit’ (Buckland 1906: 451). He 

also ‘translated the Bhagavadgita, […] prepared the first Bengali and Persian types, set 

up a printing-press for Oriental languages [and] helped Sir W. Jones to found the 

Asiatic Society of Bengal’ (451). Upon his return to England he became the first 

Librarian of the India House Library, and was eventually knighted by King George IV. 

He published two grammars of Sanskrit, edited a dictionary of Persian and Arabic, and 

wrote numerous papers on Oriental subjects (452). According to Wilkins, the ‘Oriental 

Terms’ in his Glossary were derived chiefly from ‘Arabic, Persian, Sanskrit, 
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Hindustany, Bengaly, Telinga, Tamul, Canara, and Malabar; and a few from Turkish 

and Malay’ (1813: iii). ‘Telinga’ is a former name used for the language now referred to 

as Telugu, ‘Canara’ for Kannada, and ‘Malabar’ for Malayalam. 

 Occasional brief references to Wilkins (1813) can be found. Yule and Burnell 

mention Wilkins as being of ‘brief and occasional character’ (1886: xiii; 1903: xv). 

Brown (1852: [iv]) criticised Wilkins’ Tamil and Telugu etymologies in his Zillah 

Dictionary, and Thornton (1844: vi) quotes Wilkin on the spelling of foreign words. 

More recently, only occasional brief references to Wilkins (1813) are found in the 

literature (e.g. Lewis 1991: 20), and there seem to be no substantial analyses done. 

Kachru describes the glossary as an ‘amateurish’ attempt at ‘lexical listing’ (1995: 521), 

which, as we will see, is not an accurate characterisation. 

 

4.5.2. Physical description of Wilkins (1813) 

 

The Glossary to the Fifth Report was originally a 50-page supplement to the two folio 

editions of the Fifth Report submitted to the House of Commons (1813) and the House 

of Lords (1830). It was obviously typeset separately as the folio editions of the Fifth 

Report use eighteenth-century type conventions such as long-ess (Ç) and the c-t ligature 

(À), whereas the Glossary does not. It was reprinted in various formats in a number of 

later printings or editions of the Fifth Report, including Higginbotham’s second 

reprinting of 1883, and Firminger’s reprint of 1917-1918. The Glossary to the Fifth 

Report is currently available in facsimile electronic format from Internet Archive and 

Google Books, and also as an etext through the British History Online website 

(http://www.british-history.ac.uk).  

 

4.5.3. Content description of Wilkins (1813) 

 

The title leaf has a blank verso which is followed by a two-page introduction from 

Charles Wilkins of the East India House, dated 26 April 1813 (iv). This is followed by 

the dictionary proper which is 46 long. Pages are double-columned with three-letter 

running heads indicating the first three letters of the top entry in the left column, and the 

bottom entry in the right column. Entries have upper case headwords followed by a 

comma and new line. Variant forms, when present, are included in the headword field. 

Etymologies are in parentheses, and come after the headword on a new line. 

Etymologies used a variety of fonts to provide original script etymons, including Arabic 

and Perso-Arabic, the Bengali script, and Devanagari for Sanskrit and Hindustani, 

though Hindustani is frequently written in Perso-Arabic, as with modern Urdu. 
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 The lexis covered primarily deals with the Bengal and Madras Presidencies 

(Higginbotham 1866: [i]). The text is intended as a glossary in the true sense, that is, it 

glosses or provides explication for only those terms that appear in the Fifth Report and 

its appendices, exclusive of all other extraneous related terminology. According to 

Wilkins’ introduction, the headword forms are those encountered in the Fifth Report, 

which he notes were very inconsistently spelt:  

 

In spelling them, little attention has been paid to correctness or consistency. 

This has arisen, in some degree, from there being no fixed rules for the notation 

of Oriental terms in the letters of our imperfect alphabet, every one spelling 

according to his ear; but in a greater degree, from the ignorance or inattention 

of the Native clerks, employed in the public offices in India to copy the 

transactions of the East India Company. To give an instance of the confusion 

occasioned from these circumstances, the word which, according to its form 

and sound in Arabic, should be written Maháll (A. لّاحم),the first vowel short, 

and the last long, occurs under no less than eight different shapes, not one of 

which is correct upon any system of orthography; viz. Mal, Maal, Mahl, Mehal, 

Mehaal, Mehaul, Mhal, and Mohaul. A great many other instances occur where 

the same term is variously spelt, and often in the same page. In collecting and 

arranging the words herein to be explained, it hence became necessary that they 

should be exhibited under their various spellings, however incorrect, just as 

they appear in the printed Report and Appendix[.] (Wilkins 1813: iv-v; 

emphasis in original) 

 

Using the exact spelling found in the Fifth Report as the headword meant that whoever 

was reading the report could directly find the appropriate entry in the Glossary. This 

practical approach, however, meant that the Glossary became a list of spellings which 

some scholars of Oriental languages would no doubt consider barbarous or egregious. 

To counteract this, Wilkins included more precise renderings of the Oriental words in 

the etymological information about the terms being glossed: 

 

[I]n order to remedy the evil above complained of, an attempt has been made to 

trace each word to its source, to exhibit it in its genuine character, as far as 

Types could be procured for that purpose, and to convey its true pronunciation 

in the Italic character, upon a plan of notation differing but little from that laid 

down by Sir William Jones in the beginning of the first volume of the Asiatic 

Transactions, and which has been successfully followed by others in the 

subsequent volumes of that work. This plan, which has at least uniformity to 
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recommend it, consists chiefly in avoiding the use of the double vowels ee and 

oo, by substituting for them i and u with the Italian pronunciation, and in 

distinguishing the long vowels from the short by the use of the acute accent. 

Thus a, e, i, o, u, are to be pronounced short, and á, é, í, ó, ú, long, and both as 

by the Italians. (Wilkins 1813: iv-v) 

 

This plan would save the Glossary from potential criticism from other scholars of the 

languages it deals with. In addition, it provides a guide to a ‘correct’ pronunciation of 

the terms, that is, a pronunciation close to how the etymon is pronounced in the various 

Oriental languages. Wilkins also admits to being unable to identify some terms: 

 

Many words in this Glossary could not be traced to their origin; and a few 

occur in the Report and Appendix which will not be found in the Glossary, 

because neither their etymology nor their technical application could be 

satisfactorily explained. (Wilkins 1813: v) 

 

This statement is significant as it reveals that for ‘a few’ terms, the context provided in 

the Fifth Report was not sufficient to enable a reasonable determination of the meaning. 

If this is the case, then it stands to reason that the same would apply to some of the 

terms Wilkins was able to identify, and therefore justifies the creation of the Glossary in 

the first place. 

 

4.5.4. Method of data extraction used for Wilkins (1813) 

 

The present analysis is based on an electronic facsimile version of the first printing, 

supplemented by the etext version of the House of Lords printing (1830). The glossary 

was read through in order to assess its contents. In addition, Perl scripts were written to 

extract data and count data types or features. Samples of the Fifth Report text were 

cross-checked against the glossary. 

 In order to measure how thorough the Glossary was in recording the terms used in 

the Fifth Report, three pages of the Fifth Report were chosen at random (pages 174, 

395, and 739) and all technical terms occurring on those pages were extracted, 

producing a total of 47 terms: 

 

abwab 

abwab soubadarry 

aumeen 

ausil toomary jumma 

bazee zameen 

begha 

bellad 

bundobast 

chakeran 

chout Marhattah 

chucklah 

circar 
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cutcha bekenny 

dewanny 

guire bekenny 

hustabood 

jagheer nowarah 

jumma 

jumma kaumil 

jungly 

keffayet (keffyet) 

khan 

khas 

kismut 

kutcha belauny 

lack 

mofussil 

nazim 

neabut 

nuzzerana mokurrary 

nuzzeranahal 

pergunnah 

peshcush 

plateka 

rajah 

rupee 

serf 

serf sicca 

serinjammy 

soubah 

talookdar 

towfeer 

tukuddar 

tumar 

zemindar 

zemindarry 

zoor tullub 

 

These terms were then checked against Wilkins (1813) to see how many were recorded 

in the glossary. 

 

4.5.5. Results of analysis for Wilkins (1813) 

 

There are 1118 entries in Wilkins (1813). Of these 935 defined the headword, while 183 

were cross-references for variant spellings. The high level of cross-referencing 

(approximately 16.4% of total entries) is a measure of the extent of the inconsistent 

spelling conventions for lexical borrowings into English of the time. 

 Of the 47 terms occurring on pages 174, 395, and 739 of the Fifth Report, 45 are 

defined in Wilkins (1813), which is indicative of the thoroughness of Wilkins’ 

Glossary. Of the three missing terms, the term plateka (Fifth Report 1812: 395) is 

erroneously entered under plaketa (Wilkins 1813: 37), and the word khan may have 

been omitted as it was assumed to be well-known and not requiring explanation, 

although other terms for high-ranking noblemen such as ameer, nazim and rajah are 

included in the Glossary. The term jumma kaumil is to be found under the entry jamma 

kaumil (22). With regard to headword forms, even though 16.4% of Wilkins’ Glossary 

consists of variant forms, many individual spellings are not recorded in the Glossary 

exactly as they occur in the Fifth Report. In addition to jumma kaumil, from the 47 

sample words above, ausil toomary jumma (Fifth Report 1812: 395) is recorded only as 

assul tumar jamma in the Glossary (Wilkins 1813: 6), and cutcha bekenny (Fifth 

Report 1812: 174) as kutcha bekenny (Wilkins 1813: 26). 

 Etymologies in Wilkins (1813) were by far the best etymologies written in the 

realm of Indian English lexicography at the time, and represented a great leap forward 

in quality and accuracy. Wilkins gave etymologies for 743 entries. This amounts to 
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approximately 79.5% of defined entries. The remaining 20.5% of terms are words for 

which Wilkins presumably did not know the etymology, or was unable to ascertain the 

origin of in the time available for the compilation of the glossary. The relative 

frequency of etymons provided by Wilkins give an insight to his own knowledge base, 

with the highest frequencies for Persian (328 etymons), Arabic (219) and Sanskrit 

(173). Following these are Hindustani (91), Tamil (91) and Bengali (47). These contrast 

starkly with Malayalam (9), Telugu (4), Malay (1), and Kannada (1). This distribution is 

also partially a reflection of the nature of the subject matter, in that many of the judicial 

terms date from the Mogul period where Persian was the language of state and of the 

court. That the Moguls were Muslims to some extent accounts for the prevalence 

Arabic. Sanskrit etymons are usually for Hindustani words, though they are also 

occasionally given for Tamil borrowings from Sanskrit. Brown (1852) devoted an entire 

paragraph of his single-page preface to his Zillah Dictionary in criticising Wilkins for 

his etymologies: 

 

In his Glossary to the Fifth Report, Sir Charles Wilkins has vainly 

endeavoured to give Sanscrit or Arabic roots for words of Telugu or Tamil 

origin: thus ‘Velama Dora’ a Velama chieftain is derived from the Sanscrit 

words ‘Varma Dhara, he who wears armour.’ He appears to have made up his 

mind that the languages of Southern India were derived from Sanscrit; of 

which they are independent. (Brown 1852: [iv]) 

 

However, there are only 4 words from Telugu in Wilkins, and of the 91 Tamil terms, 

only 19 are derived from Sanskrit, making Brown’s criticism seem rather magnified. 

Furthermore, Brown’s comments disregard the influence of Sanskrit on Tamil, which is 

well documented (see, for instance, Datta 1988: 1711-1712).  

 The low numbers of terms derived from Malayalam, Telugu, and Kannada reveal 

that Wilkins had little knowledge of Dravidian languages other than Tamil. However, it 

is interesting that in the introduction he foregrounds the fact that there are terms from 

Kannada (which he calls Canara), even going so far as to include an abbreviation ‘C’ 

for it in his list of abbreviations (iv). However, in the only instance where a word is 

derived from Kannada the abbreviation ‘CAN.’ is used (Wilkins 1813: 31). Some terms 

without an etymology are clearly from Kannada, for example, neergantee, a ‘distributor 

of water for irrigation’ (33), which is from Kannada ನೀರಗಂಟಿ nīragaṇṭi (Sanderson 

1858: 153; see also Whitworth 1885: 227). It appears that Wilkins originally intended to 

supply Kannada etymologies but ran out of time, or did not for some other unknown 

reason.  
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 The use of original script etymons was a new feature of Indian English 

lexicography, though biscriptal texts had already been used for grammars, law books, 

and bilingual dictionaries of Indian languages (e.g. [Halhed] 1776; Gilchrist 1796; 

Barretto 1804). Original script etymons have the benefit of providing an accurate 

morphology of the source word, from which a pronunciation was accessible to anyone 

who could read, or decipher, the script. Each original script etymon was followed by a 

transcription in the Latin alphabet in italics. Long a, i, and u vowels were marked by á, 

í, and ú, respectively. However, é was used to mark the e of Sanskrit (ए = /eː/), and ó 

was used to mark the o vowel in Sanskrit (ओ = /oː/). The transliterations, however, were 

not as accurate as the original script etymons, as the transliterations did not make the 

essential distinction between retroflex and dental plosives. The transliterations also used 

the Arabic letter hamza (ء) in amongst the Latin alphabet letters to represent a glottal 

stop.  

 Wilkins also recognised that the words being borrowed into English by the writers 

he was treating, did not always come from a single language source, but rather that 

some words in English represented multiple borrowings from a number of languages. 

For example, the etymology for the term cutcherry, a ‘court of justice,’ is given as ‘H. 

چهري  kach'harí, B. কাছারী káchhárí’ (Wilkins 1813: 14). That is, the word in English ك

was borrowed from both Hindustani and Bengali. Similarly, the term deswar, ‘a village 

settlement’ was explained as being borrowed from both Tamil and Persian: ‘TAM. 

déswár, P.شوار  déshwár’ (16). However, with some terms, the etymology suggests a دي

blend of words from two different languages, such as the etymology for the term 

Dussora kutch, ‘charges on account of the festival called Dussarah’ which states is 

from ‘S. दशिरा dasahará the name of a Hindu festival, and P. خرچ kharch expense, 

charge’ (17). Actually, both words दशिरा (daśahrā) and ख़र्च (kharc) are Hindustani 

words (McGregor 1993), and even though one stems ultimately from Sanskrit and the 

other from Persian, it is not a compound of separate languages any more than the 

English word ice-cream, which if it were treated in the same manner as Wilkins treats 

Dussora kutch, would be given an etymology stating that it was from Old English īs and 

Late Latin chrisma. 

 Some compound terms are further broken down into their component elements, 

such as the etymon of devadayam: ‘देवदेयं déva-déyam, compounded of देव déva a god, 

and देयं déyam to be given’ (16). Though, on other occasions this is not done, such as in 

the case of the etymon for farigh khutty, ‘a written release,’ which merely states that it 

is from Persian ‘ارخ ّطخ ف  fárigh-khattí’ (18), without any further explication as to what ي

the word elements mean.  

 One serious deficiency with Wilkins’ etymologies is the inconsistent placement of 

the gloss for foreign words. In his introduction Wilkins states that ‘[i]t has also been 
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part of the plan to give the radical and common acceptation of every term, as well as the 

official and technical application of it’ (Wilkins 1813: v). By ‘radical acceptation’ 

Wilkins means the literal meaning of a term, its root meaning, as opposed to its 

extended or technical use in the Fifth Report, and perhaps also in general usage. For 

example: 

 

KULWAR, (P. لوار  kulwár). According to all, general. The term is applied to  ك

a settlement of the land revenues, when the rent of each individual Ryot is fixed 

and collected by the officers of government, without the intermediate agency of 

Zemindars or farmers of the revenue. (Wilkins 1813: 26) 

 

Here the radical meaning of the Persian word is ‘according to all, general.’ This 

information is followed by the technical application of the term. The term kulwar 

appears 15 times in the Fifth Report, used primarily by Sir Thomas Munro (1761-1827) 

who ‘ruled the ceded districts S. of the Tungabhadra, and elaborated the ryotwar system 

of land tenure’ and ‘was examined by the House of Commons regarding the renewal of 

the Company’s charter’ (Buckland 1906: 307). The term kulwar was also used by 

Munro’s assistant William Thackery, and, spelt culwa or culwar, by T.B. Hurdis, 

collector of Madurai District (Fifth Report 1812: 745, 747, 748, 750, 751, 755-758, 

992). In all of these instances the term is used in its technical sense, and never with the 

radical meaning, which brings into question the usefulness of supplying the radical 

meaning in the first place. The information that kulwár is the Persian word for ‘general’ 

is of no relevance to the user of the glossary who would be looking up the word in order 

to ascertain its technical meaning as used in the Fifth Report. It may be useful for 

someone who is trying to learn Persian, or who is trying to read or understand a Persian 

text, but this is not the object of the Glossary. Also, in this particular case, Wilkins 

appears to contradict himself, as at the entry for coolwar/culwar he gives the etymology 

as Tamil kulwár (Wilkins 1813: 13). Wilson (1855: 300) doubted the derivation from 

Arabic/Persian, and Dua (1998: 97), a more recent text, supplies no etymology of this 

term, merely defining it as ‘Thomas Monro’s [sic] term for the rayatwari settlement.’ 

As Persian was the language of the Mogul Empire in India, its influence was extensive, 

and it is possible that the Tamil word was a Persian borrowing. However, colonial 

dictionaries of Persian do not include kulwár (Barretto 1804; Sen 1841; Byramji 1880; 

Wollaston 1882). The term kulwar is found in some later sources, though usually 

referring to Munro’s revenue collection system (e.g. Asiatic Journal and Monthly 

Miscellany 1825: 328; Rickards 1829: I. 453), and thence only in historical works on 

South Indian revenue history (e.g. Dua 1998; Marriott et al. 2006). The more common 

and widely used term was ryotwar or ryotwari.  



102 

 

 Further complicating the etymologies in Wilkins’ Glossary is the fact that 

sometimes the radical meaning of the foreign etymons is included within the etymology 

field, that is, within the parentheses before the definition, while at other times this 

information is in the definition field, that is, following the parentheses. The following 

two entries demonstrate this inconsistency: 

 

DEVADAYAM, DAVADYEN, or DAVADAYEM, (S. देवदेयं déva-déyam, 

compounded of देव déva a god, and देयं déyam to be given). What is due to the 

gods. Grants of land for religious purposes. (Wilkins 1813: 16) 

 

DURMASANAM, DURMASENUM, (a corruption of S. धर्च dharma justice, 

religion, virtue, and आसनं ásanam a seat. धर्ाचसनं dharmásanam the seat of 

religion). Places where water and rice are distributed gratis to travellers. 

Religious establishments. Lands granted for religious institutions at a low 

rent, during the Hindu government, at Tinnevelly. (Wilkins 1813: 17)  

 

The entry for devadayam gives the literal meaning of the Sanskrit compound, ‘what is 

due to the gods,’ as the first part of the definition, even though the two parts of the 

compound (déva and déyam) are glossed in the etymology. In contrast, the entry for 

durmasanam places the literal meaning of the Sanskrit compound, ‘the seat of religion,’ 

within the etymology field. The inconsistent placement of such information means that 

it is never entirely clear when a particular definition or meaning gloss is meant to be the 

radical meaning, or the technical meaning. The entry for the term cowl is a good 

example of the failure of Wilkins’ plan: 

 

COWL, (A. وم  ,kaul). Word, saying; promise, agreement, contract ق

engagement. An engagement or lease of land to a Zemindar or large farmer. 

(Wilkins 1813: 13) 

 

The definition here has three parts: (a) word, saying, (b) promise, agreement, contract, 

engagement, (c) an engagement or lease of land to a Zemindar or large farmer. Clearly 

part (a) is the radical meaning, and part (c) is a technical meaning. However, it is not 

clear what status the glosses in part (b) have. The ineffectiveness of providing such a 

wealth of radical meanings in the glossary is apparent from the following example of 

the term cowl in the Fifth Report: 

 

[I]t only remains for us to recommend that the sunnud of permanent property 

may be furnished to the acting collector for the purpose of being substituted 
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for the general cowle under which the zemindarry has been transferred to the 

Ranny (Fifth Report 1812: 885) 

 

Here cowl may mean promise, agreement, contract or the specific type of lease referred 

to in part (c) of the definition. It is presumably the latter, though a user of the Glossary 

cannot be sure. 

 Another inconsistency in the etymologies occurs with the order of information. For 

example, for devadayam the component parts of the Sanskrit compound are given after 

the full compound form, whereas with durmasanam the component parts of the 

Sanskrit compound are given before the full compound form. 

 

4.5.6. Summary of analysis of Wilkins (1813)  

 

Unlike many other lexicographical works of British India (e.g. Wilson 1855; Whitworth 

1885), the glossary does not cover a random selection of terms that the compiler 

imagined may be of use, but rather was specifically concerned with explicating those 

terms that had been used in the Fifth Report to Parliament. In other words, this glossary 

dealt with actual usage, and therefore the headwords contained therein are words that 

had actually been adopted into Anglo-Indian English in colonial times and used by 

colonial administrators and civil servants. The example of kulwar reveals that some 

terms were of very restricted usage. However, for the purposes of the glossary, these 

were necessarily included as they appeared in the Fifth Report. The headwords 

incorporate many variant spellings, though do not cover the full range of spellings 

found in the Fifth Report. The etymologies are quite detailed and accurate for Arabic, 

Persian, Sanskrit, Hindustani, Tamil and Bengali etymons, supplying terms in both the 

native script and in generally accurate transliteration. However, the other source 

languages, Malayalam, Telugu and Kannada, are very poorly represented, or, in the case 

of Kannada, not at all. The technical definitions are often precise and clearly worded, 

but the method of giving both the radical or literal meanings together with the specific 

technical meanings of the terms as used in the Fifth Report, detracts from the quality of 

the definitions, as the radical meanings do not add any useful information, and their 

inconsistent placement in the entry results in a lack of clarity. 

Section 4.5 contained the analysis of Wilkins (1813). The following section 

(Section 4.6) contains the analysis of Hotten (1859-1874). 
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4.6. Hotten, A Dictionary of Modern Slang, 1859-1874 

 

Section 4.6 contains the analysis of Hotten (1859-1874). Figure 4.5 is the title page of 

Hotten (1859) and Figure 4.6 is the title page of Hotten (1864). 

 

 

Figure 4.5: Title page of Hotten (1859) 
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Figure 4.6: Title page of Hotten (1864) 

 

4.6.1. Introduction to Hotten (1859-1874) 

 

This popular nineteenth-century slang dictionary went through four editions under the 

editorship of its original author and publisher, English antiquarian John Camden Hotten 
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(1832-1872), and another in 1874, prepared for publication by an unknown editor. It 

was widely referred to in the nineteenth century simply as The Slang Dictionary (though 

this short title could also refer to Grose 1785, 1788, 1796). No author’s name is given in 

any edition, though the title page of first two editions (1859 and 1860) indicated it had 

been compiled by ‘a London antiquary.’ There has been some speculation of the true 

authorship, with a number of different individuals put forward (see Coleman 2009: 20, 

30), but Hotten is generally assumed to be the author as he was the sole publisher, and 

an antiquary. The title page changed between editions, as did the text. Much material 

was added to successive editions, while a small amount was deleted, and entries were 

frequently modified, though often only slightly. The first edition of 1859 was entitled A 

Dictionary of Modern Slang, Cant, and Vulgar Words, and quickly sold out. It covered 

about 2500 terms (Coleman 2009: 18). The second edition of 1860 had the same title 

page except for the addition of ‘second edition’ and ‘revised, with two thousand 

additional words,’ though Coleman concludes that this was an overstatement, and that 

the second edition covered about 3500 terms (2009: 21). A third edition was published 

in 1864 retitled The Slang Dictionary; or, The Vulgar Words, Street Phrases, and 

“Fast” Expressions of High and Low Society. It increased the number of terms included 

by 41% (Coleman 2009: 25). The 1864 edition was reprinted in 1865 and 1869, but with 

no changes to the text. The fourth edition of 1872 only added an extra 0.5% to the total 

entries (Coleman 2009: 29). In 1874, the year after Hotten died, a fifth edition was 

published under the title The Slang Dictionary, Etymological, Historical, and 

Anecdotal, published now by Chatto and Windus. This covers roughly 5500 terms 

(Coleman 2009: 31).  

 Hotten’s dictionaries are important in the history of the lexicography of Indian 

English as they were the first dictionaries that included Indian English slang or informal 

language. The 1860 edition of Hotten was the first dictionary to specifically label terms 

as ‘Anglo-Indian.’ In addition to this, Hotten’s 1860 use of the term Anglo-Indian to 

refer to the speech or language of the British living in India (that is, the Anglo-Indians) 

is the earliest known example of this usage. Hotten’s dictionaries appeared at the height 

of the British imperial era: the British Raj was declared in 1858 and lasted until 

Partition in 1947.  

 

4.6.2. Physical description of Hotten (1859-1874) 

 

Hotten’s dictionaries are compact cheap cloth-bound octavos. All have a plate, facing 

the title page, of a map (Figure 4.7) entitled ‘A cadger’s map of a begging district’ 

which has an engraving of a hand-drawn map of a number of streets and buildings 

which are marked with cryptic symbols giving information to the cognoscenti about the 
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prospects of begging at various localities on the map. The significations of the symbols 

(called by Hotten ‘hieroglyphics’) are explained below the map.  

 

 

Figure 4.7: Hotten’s Cadger’s Map 

 

This map was reproduced in gilt on the cover of various editions. The page extent, 

calculated here from the map to the end of the text excluding advertisements, increased 

with each edition: 1859: 261 pages; 1860: 286 pages; 1864: 328 pages; 1874: 391 

pages. A similar increase can be seen with the dictionary proper: 1859: 118 pages; 

1860: 161 pages; 1864: 210 pages; 1874: 274 pages. Typesetting differed with each 
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edition, though became progressively denser as more lexis was added and more text was 

added to entries.  

 

4.6.3. Content description of Hotten (1859-1874) 

 

To a certain extent Hotten was carrying on the cant lexicography tradition of B.E. Gent. 

and Grose (1785), and as with his predecessors, Hotten’s dictionaries covered much 

more than the slang of vagabonds and the underclass of society. The Preface to the first 

edition begins with a description of his methodology for collecting his material, namely, 

by engaging a number of ‘chaunters and patterers’ (i.e. professional beggars who 

employ deceptive verbal ruses) to ‘collect the cant and slang words used by the different 

wandering tribes of London and the country’ (Hotten 1859: ii). The material gathered 

by this method was then verified by other ‘chaunters and tramps,’ and further assistance 

was acquired from ‘costermongers in London, and the pedlars and hucksters who 

traverse the country’ (Hotten 1859: ii). This research was supplemented by a focussed 

reading program, including Mayhew’s three-volume London Labour and London Poor 

(1851). Hotten notes that not all the terms covered are either cant or slang, but were 

included because they were ‘low’ or ‘vulgar’ words that had been excluded by 

contemporary ‘large dictionaries’ the editors of which ‘have been exceedingly crotchety 

in their choice of what they considered respectable words’ (1859: v).  

 In addition to the dictionary proper, Hotten also included prose chapters on the 

history of cant (1859: i-xxxviii), the ‘hieroglyphics used by vagabonds’ (xxxix-xlvii), 

the history of slang (xlix-lxxxvi), a description and glossary of back slang (119-131), 

and of rhyming slang (133-146), as well as a bibliography of previous works on cant, 

slang and related subjects (147-160). These sections were repeated in all editions, with 

various changes and additions, though the 1874 edition dropped the section on 

hieroglyphics. 

 In the dictionary proper, entries, in the simplest form, begin with a headword in 

capitals, followed by a definition in normal font, separated by a comma. Many entries 

have extra information following the definition, including etymologies and any other 

further commentary ‘when the compiler had something novel to say concerning’ the 

word (Hotten 1859: v). Variant forms immediately follow the headword and are set in 

small capitals. Usage labels, restrictive labels and authorities upon which entries are 

based come at the end, set in italic font. Longer entries often have quotations within the 

prose text. Polysemous terms are usually in separate entries (e.g. there are two entries 

for jemmy, and three for jerry), though sometimes two different meanings are given in 

one entry. There are no part of speech labels, and no indication of pronunciation. The 
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1874 edition differs in having headwords set in bold capitalised lower case. No edition 

has running heads. 

 The 1859 first edition of Hotten makes no specific mention of Indian English with 

the exception of reproducing the following quotation from Punch magazine, 4th May 

1859, on a supposed Eastern influence in current slang: 

 

[T]he increased number of students of the Oriental languages, especially since 

Sanscrit and Arabic have been made subjects for the Indian Civil Service 

Examinations, may have contributed to supply the English language with a 

large portion of its new dialect. (cited in Hotten 1859: lxxii) 

 

Despite this quotation, no terms illustrating such an influence are recorded in the 1859 

dictionary. In contrast, the 1860 second edition notes that the ‘Hindostanèe also 

contributes several words, and these have been introduced by the Lascar sailors, who 

come over here in the East Indiamen, and lodge during their stay in the low tramps’ 

lodging houses at the East end of London’ (30-31). This comment is repeated in 1864, 

and an additional note is made that:  

 

English officers, civilians, and their families, who have resided long in India, 

have contributed many terms from the Hindostanee to our language. Several 

of these, such as CHIT, a letter, or TIFFIN, lunch, are fast losing their Slang 

character, and becoming regularly-recognised English words. JUNGLE, as a 

term for a forest or wilderness, is now an English phrase; a few years past, 

however, it was merely the Hindostanee JUNKUL. The extension of trade in 

China, and the English settlement at Hong Kong, have introduced among us 

several examples of Canton Jargon […]. While these words have been carried 

as it were into the families of the upper and middle classes, persons in a 

humbler rank of life, through the sailors, soldiers, Lascar and Chinese beggars 

that haunt the metropolis, have also adopted many Anglo-Indian and Anglo-

Chinese phrases. As this Dictionary would have been incomplete without 

them, they are all carefully recorded in its columns. (Hotten 1864: 43) 

 

Accordingly, a small amount of Indian English lexis was added to the 1860 edition, and 

a substantial amount to the 1864 edition. This Indian English material was largely 

retained in the 1874 edition, with a few deletions and a few additions. 
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4.6.4. Method of data extraction for Hotten (1859-1874) 

 

The present analysis is based on electronic facsimile versions of the first (1859), second 

(1860), third (1864), and fifth (1874) editions. The fourth edition of 1872 was omitted 

as a copy could not be readily procured and it does not substantially differ from the 

third edition (Coleman 2009: 29). In order to detect Indian English lexis, copies were 

read through. In addition, the words India, Indian, Indies, Anglo-Indian, and Hindoo 

were searched for in the dictionary entries, as were the placenames of eighteenth-

century trade factories or regions such as Bengal, Surat and Malabar.  

 

4.6.5. Results of analysis for Hotten (1859-1874) 

 

There are two separate bodies of terms relating to Indian English in Hotten’s 

dictionaries: (1) those contained in History of Cant chapter (from 1859 onwards), and 

(2) those contained in the dictionary proper (mostly from 1860 onwards). These will be 

treated separately. 

 

4.6.5.1. Hotten’s theory of an Indian influence on cant 

 

In 1859, Hotten seemed smitten with the idea of an ancient Romani/Sanskrit lineage for 

English cant and slang, perhaps wishing to confer some archaeological respectability to 

his lexicon which dealt with words considered at the time to be vulgar. His chapter on 

the History of Cant is devoted to this thesis and ends with the asseveration, strikingly 

typeset in capital letters, ‘I FEEL CONFIDENT THERE IS A GIPSEY ELEMENT IN 

OUR BRITISH LANGUAGE HITHERTO UNRECOGNISED’ (1859: xiv). Hotten 

even went so far as to ascribe to the Roma the invention of the hieroglyphics illustrated 

on his beggar’s map, excitedly exclaiming that ‘strange it would be if some modern 

Belzoni, or Champollion, discovered in these beggars’ marks fragments of ancient 

Egyptian or Hindoo hieroglyphical writing!’ (1859: xlv-xlvi). It appears that Hotten’s 

theory was less warmly received than it was presented, for in the 1860 edition both 

these statements, although being retained, were considerably softened. The first 

statement was reduced to normal lower case font and had the clause ‘slender it may be, 

but not, therefore, unimportant’ appended to it (1860: 13), and his wish for a second 

Champollion to decipher his hieroglyphics was tempered by the addition of ‘But this, of 

course, is a simple vagary of the imagination’ (42). Later commentators were critical. 

For example, Barrère insisted that Hotten was ‘utterly ignorant’ of Romani, that the 

‘great majority’ of his examples were ‘in some way erroneous,’ and that the forms cited 

are Romanian Romani, not Angloromani (Barrère and Leland 1889: ix). Nevertheless, 
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Hotten maintained this theory and its chapter, and continued to seek examples to 

illustrate its verity. According to Hotten English cant was a blend of English and the 

Romani of the Gypsies in England, which in turn was ‘principally Hindoo’ (1859: x), by 

which he means Hindustani. In order to illustrate the blending of cant ‘with the Gipsey 

or Cingari tongue, dusky and Oriental from the sunny plains of Central Asia’ he 

supplies a ‘list of Gipsey, and often Hindoo words, with their English adoptions’ 

(Hotten 1859: xi). The list covers 22 terms, presented in two columns, headed Gipsey 

and English (1859: xi-xiii), that the reader may easily compare the two. The list was 

expanded to 25 terms in 1860 (10-11), and 26 terms in 1864 (7-8).  

 This is of interest as it seems to promise a new avenue of ingress for Indian-origin 

lexis into English. However, when examined, Hotten’s thesis is revealed to have a 

number of problems. First, a number of terms in his list cannot be ascribed to Indian 

sources, even though the English and Romani words may overlap, such as daddy and 

mammy, similar forms of which also occur in many other languages due to the early 

adoption of the /d/ and /m/ phonemes by infants. Second, a number of terms Hotten 

claims as Romani do not appear to be so as they do not occur in Simson (1866; 1878), 

Smart and Crofton (1875), Borrow (1888; 1907), or Leland (1893). Such terms include 

bamboozle, cheese meaning ‘a thing,’ and gibberish. If these terms were used by the 

Roma in nineteenth-century England they must have been borrowed from English. 

Third, Hotten’s chronology is faulty, for although Romani is an Indo-Aryan language, 

and is a distant sister language of Hindustani, it entered England in the sixteenth 

century, at a time when Hindustani was an emerging language in India. The Roma are 

estimated to have left India in the eleventh century, and so could not have ever been in 

contact with Hindustani. Thus, although cognate terms in Hindustani and Romani may 

be similar, the Hindustani forms cannot have directly contributed to English cant via the 

Roma connection. Finally, Hotten claims that the terms in his list entered England 

‘before the Reformation’ (1859: xiii), but many of them, such as bosh ‘nonsense,’ 

cheese ‘an excellent thing,’ and mull ‘to spoil’, are only recorded in English sources 

from the nineteenth century. Some years later, Leland made several criticisms of 

specific examples of Hotten’s thesis, but on the whole agreed with the position, 

devoting a whole chapter to ‘Gipsy words which have passed into English slang’ 

(Leland 1893: 78-100). However, the problems outlined above for Hotten’s examples 

are also extant in those adduced by Leland. 

 In summary, Hotten’s thesis is more a case of wishful thinking than a factual 

account of a hitherto unknown etymological byway. There is little evidence that cant 

was substantially influenced by Romani, though a few terms may have their origin in 

that language. Certainly, there is nothing to support the claim that Hindustani influenced 

early cant. 
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4.6.5.2. Anglo-Indian lexis in Hotten 

 

The dictionary proper of the 1859 edition, lists three terms as having ‘Hindoo’ (i.e. 

Hindustani) origins: cheese ‘anything good’ (19), jibb ‘the tongue’ (53), and mooe ‘the 

mouth; the female generative organ’ (64). These, however, are not from Hindustani. 

The only other term in the 1859 edition of interest is the curious phrase dowry of parny 

meaning ‘a lot of rain’ (33), where parny is clearly cognate with Hindustani पानी pānī, 

which means both ‘water’ and ‘rain.’ However, as Leland points out (1893: 90), 

Romani has a similar word for water, given variously as paunie (Simson 1878: 314), 

páni (Smart and Crofton 1875: 115) or panni (Leland 1893: 90), and this is the more 

likely etymon. 

 It is with the 1860 edition that Hotten first properly treats Anglo-India lexis, albeit 

in a brief manner. The 1860 edition has eight terms that are clearly identifiable as Indian 

English: banyan-day, brandy pawnee, griffin, mufti, nabob, padre, qui-hi, and tiffin. 

Banyan-day, is defined as ‘a day on which no meat is served out for rations; probably 

derived from the BANIANS, a Hindoo caste, who abstain from animal food’ (93). This is 

labelled ‘Sea,’ and was perhaps a nautical term originating on merchant navy vessels 

that employed lascars. The term griffin is defined ‘in India, a newly arrived cadet; 

general for an inexperienced youngster’ (151), and mufti as ‘the civilian dress of a 

naval or military officer when off duty’ (177) to which is appended the restrictive label 

‘Anglo Indian’. The entries for nabob, padre, qui-hi and tiffin are also labelled as 

Anglo-Indian. These restrictive labels indicate that the terms are used by the British in 

India, but were not a feature of other English speakers. The entry for parney introduces 

another category of users when it states that ‘[o]ld Indian officers always call brandy 

and water BRANDY PAWNEE’ (187). This implies that it is not only the British in India, 

but also those that have returned to Britain that use such terms. Importantly, Hotten 

strictly adheres to slang meanings, for example, mufti is not defined as ‘a Muslim 

cleric,’ its formal meaning, but only in its slang sense. In addition to these Anglo-

Indianisms, the 1860 edition includes a number of Indian-origin terms that are not 

specifically labelled as Anglo-Indian. These include loot defined as ‘swag, or plunder’ 

and derived from ‘Hindoo’ (170), implying that it was in general slang use in Britain 

and no longer associated with Anglo-Indians, which it would originally have been. 

Others, such as bazaar defined as ‘a shop or counter’ and derived from ‘Gipsey and 

Hindoo, market’ (94), and coolie defined as ‘a soldier, in allusion to the Hindoo 

COOLIES, or day labourers’ (120), may only be local British applications of words 

borrowed into English many centuries before. 

 By contrast, the 1864 edition includes a more expansive range of Anglo-

Indianisms, adding a further 79 terms, bringing the total to 87. Many of these are slang, 
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occupying a place at the very informal end of the spectrum, such as, bamboo 

bucksheesh, referring to the white man’s use of a stick to beat an Indian who has asked 

for a gratuity (87), Bombay Duck, a nickname for a member of the East India 

Company’s Bombay regiment (80), choops, an interjection calling for silence (100), 

gup for gossip (148), nut-cut, ‘roguish, mischievous’ (190), and soor ‘an abusive term’ 

(240), literally the Hindustani word for pig, but also a term of extreme contempt for a 

person. However, a number of terms are merely common terms of Anglo-Indian 

households or society, without any sense of informality, such as ayah, ‘a lady’s-maid or 

nurse’ (69), consumah, ‘a butler’ (107), kitmegur, ‘an under-butler, a footman’ (167), 

outcry, ‘an auction’ (192), schroff, ‘a banker, treasurer, or confidential clerk’ (221), 

syce, a horse groom (252), and vakeel, ‘a barrister’ (265). One other change to the 1864 

edition was to remove the indelicate sense of the word mooe. In the 1859 edition mooe 

is defined as ‘the mouth; the female generative organ,’ reputedly from ‘Gispey and 

Hindoo’ (64). This is repeated in the 1860 edition (175), but in the 1864 edition, the 

second, sexual, definition is removed (181).  

 Hotten (1864) was one of the first dictionaries to include a selection of native 

English words which had taken on specific usages in India (earlier still was ‘Stocqueler’ 

1848). These include cherry-merry, ‘a present of money’ (99), country-captain, ‘a 

spatch-cocked fowl, sprinkled with curry-powder’ (110), country-ship, ‘a ship 

belonging to the East Indies, and trading from port to port in that country’ (110), and 

outcry, ‘an auction’ (192). Though, the last of these is actually a survival of earlier 

British usage, rather than a sense extension. The terms griffin and tiffin could 

potentially be added to this list of native English words, for although their origin is 

disputed, they are not derived from Persian, Arabic, or any Indian language. The term 

cherry-merry had been recorded earlier by ‘Stocqueler’ (1848: 58).  

 The 1874 edition removes the terms ayah, bamboo bucksheesh, bazaar, hakim ‘a 

medical man’ (1864: 149), metal ‘sweetmeats’ (1864: 178), and mooe. It must have 

been noticed that metal was a transmission error for metai, which occurs in ‘Stocqueler’ 

(1848: 150) (cf. Hindi मर्ठाई (miṭhāī) a sweet). At the same time, three new Anglo-

Indian entries were added: batty, ‘wages, perquistes’ (Hotten 1874: 79), competition 

wallah, ‘one who entered the Indian Civil Service by passing a competitive 

examination’ (126), and mofussilite, ‘an inhabitant of an up-country district’ (227). The 

term grass widow, ‘a married woman, resident in England, whose husband is in India or 

the colonies’ (182), had appeared in the both the 1860 and 1864 editions, but defined as 

an American English term, without reference to India. Additionally, the anonymous 

editor added a footnote to the entry for chee-chee (114). In 1864 Hotten had added an 

entry for chee-chee, saying that ‘this word is used in a rather offensive manner to 
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denote Eurasians, or children by an English father and native mother’ (98). The 1874 

editor retained the entry as is, but in the footnote accused Hotten of a blunder: 

 

Eurasian is not a child of mixed race, but one born of European parents in an 

Asiatic clime. A similar error exists with regard to the word creole, which is 

generally supposed to mean a man or woman in whom white and black strains 

are mixed. I need not say how wrong this is, but the vulgar error is none the 

less current. (Hotten 1874: 114) 

 

It is, of course, the anonymous editor who is in the wrong as Hotten’s definition of 

‘Eurasian’ is the commonly accepted meaning (see, for example, Yule and Burnell 

1886: 262; Murray and Bradley 1897: 323). How the editor came to this understanding 

of the word ‘Eurasian’ is difficult to say.  

 Etymologically, Hotten, in all editions, continues with his Romani/Hindustani/cant 

theory, and this displays itself in a certain amount of confusion about the origin of some 

terms. Bosh is derived from ‘Gipsey and Persian’ but is claimed to be ‘[a]lso pure 

Turkish’ (1864: 82), and gad, ‘a trapesing, slatternly woman’ is derived simultaneously 

from Romani and the Anglo-Saxon word gædelyng (1864: 139). Perhaps Hotten is 

suggesting a series of borrowings amongst these languages, or else a coalescence of 

words, but this is not made clear. A similar situation is evident at the word maund: 

 

MAUND, to beg; ‘MAUNDERING on the fly,’ begging of people in the streets. 

Old Cant. MAUNG, to beg, is a term in use amongst the Gipsies, and may also 

be found in the Hindoo Vocabulary. MAUND, however, is pure Anglo-Saxon, 

from MAND, a basket. Compare ‘beg,’ which is derived from BAG, a curious 

parallel. (Hotten 1864: 177) 

 

If maund is pure Anglo-Saxon, then the Romani or Hindustani maung is not needed to 

explain the origin of the word. Coleman attributes such etymologies to ‘Hotten’s 

unwillingness to choose between competing etymologies’ (2009: 23), however, it seems 

more the case that Hotten is suggesting that the different etymological lines are equally 

ancestral. Hotten also puts forward the idea that the word bloke is from ‘Gipsy and 

Hindoo, LOKE’ (1860: 77), though the addition of the initial ‘b’ is not accounted for. He 

also maintains, from 1859 onwards, that Persian chiz ‘a thing’ is a possible origin for 

the slang sense of cheese ‘anything good, first-rate in quality, genuine, pleasant, or 

advantageous’ (1859: xi, 19). This etymology was grounded in Hotten’s dubious 

Gypsy-Hindu-Cant theory, and was later adopted by Yule and Burnell (1888: 143; 

1903: 187), and thence tentatively by the OED (Murray 1893: 316). 
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 Hotten does not provide any indication of where he obtained his Anglo-Indian 

vocabulary, but of the 87 Anglo-Indian terms in the 1864 edition, 48 occur in 

‘Stocqueler’ (1848), accounting for approximately 55% of the total Anglo-Indian lexis 

in Hotten. When the two dictionaries are compared, it is clear that Hotten used 

‘Stocqueler’ as a source. For example, the entry for the slang term hoga in ‘Stocqueler’ 

reads ‘HOGA, do. “That won’t hoga,” or do, is a phrase in every man’s mouth in India’ 

(101), whereas in Hotten it is ‘HOGA, do. “That won’t HOGA,” i.e., that won’t do, is 

one of the very commonest of the Anglo-Indian Slang phrases’ (1864: 155). 

 Finally, in addition to the erroneous spelling of metai as metal (1864: 178), a few 

other errors occur among the Indian English lexis. The word pyjamas is rendered 

pyjands (1864: 208; 1874: 263), indicating a lack of familiarity with the word by both 

Hotten and the anonymous editor of the 1874 edition. Also, in the History of Slang 

chapter the word rook is incorrectly defined as an Anglo-Indian term for a clergyman 

(1864: 52; 1874: 55), even though the 1860 edition correctly has the term padre (1860: 

70). This error was the result of a series of typographical changes to the punctuation in 

different editions wherein an em-dash was replaced by a semi-colon, which then caused 

a misreading of the text by the 1874 editor. The following excerpted lines of text from a 

list of terms for clergyman in the three editions involved: 

 

1860: ONE IN TEN, PADRE — if spoken of by an Anglo-Indian, a ROOK, a SPOUTER[.]  

1864: ONE IN TEN, PADRE; if spoken of by an Anglo-Indian, a ROOK, a SPOUTER[.] 

1874: ‘one in ten;’ or if spoken of by an Anglo-Indian, a ‘rook.’ 

 

The replacement of the em-dash with a semi-colon in the 1864 edition separated the 

term padre from the following comment about the term. The comment was then 

misconstrued as referring to the next word in the list. In the dictionary proper, the 1874 

editor also removed the Anglo-Indian label from the entry for padre, and added the 

etymology ‘From Portuguese’ (245). This indicates that the 1874 editor considered the 

term padre part of everyday British slang, rather than specifically Anglo-Indian slang 

(which it was originally). Based on this, the 1874 editor dropped the word padre when 

redacting the section about slang names for clergy in the History of Slang chapter. 

Another error occurs with the term dobie, ‘an Indian washerman’ (121), has an 

additional note to the effect that ‘though women wash clothes in this country, Anglo-

Indians speak of a washerwoman as a DOBIE’ (121). Presumably this should have read 

‘Anglo-Indians never speak of a washerwoman as a dobie.’ This error is in both the 

1864 and 1874 editions. 
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4.6.6. Summary of analysis of Hotten (1859-1874) 

 

Hotten’s dictionaries were the first British dictionaries to cover Anglo-Indian English 

slang per se, though he also included a number of Indian English terms that were not 

slang. The 80 plus terms he treats are a clear break from the Indian English lexis of 

Bailey and Johnson: there are no items of trade recorded by Hotten. There is a lack of 

detail about how Hotten came by these words. Hotten’s dictionaries were popular 

sellers, and he strove to add new material and widen their scope with succeeding 

editions, casting his net wide enough to include some terms of the Indian English of his 

day. By way of comparison, the 1864 edition records seven terms of Australian slang, as 

opposed to more than 80 from India. Hotten mentions that he had ‘received 

communications’ from ‘almost every capital in Europe’ and ‘letters of advice or 

inquiry’ from ‘India, China, the Cape, Australia, and North and South America’ (1864: 

vi), and it is possible that his Indian English material was supplied by a correspondent. 

At the same time, he also stated that the words he selected were brought back to Britain 

by colonial returnees from India (1864: 43). For at least one term, there is a suggestion 

that it reached British shores via merchant navy usage. Other terms, however, such as 

ayah and griffin, appear to record the English of Anglo-Indians as used in India. 

 Hotten’s etymologies are unreliable, and the greatest shortcoming of his 

dictionaries was his etymological fantasy about the connection between British cant, 

Angloromani, and Hindustani. The latter two of these languages are connected to one 

another, but only as distant sister Indic languages, and Hindustani cannot have had any 

direct influence on the secret speech of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century British 

vagabonds and thieves. His continual maintenance of this untenable theory in all 

editions therefore throws considerable doubt upon the validity of his etymological 

understanding and hence all of his etymologies. To be fair to Hotten, in 1864, although 

comparative philology was well under way as a serious study, there was also a large 

amount of guesswork involved in construction of etymologies. Horne Tooke’s 

Diversions of Purley (1786), which licensed all manner of etymological conjecture, was 

still widely influential (Levitt 2011: 70). Tooke’s work was still in publication 

throughout the nineteenth century. A new edition published in 1860 indicates the 

persistent interest in his etymological method in Hotten’s day. In addition, although 

Hotten does not reveal this, his theory linking British cant with Angloromani was not 

original, having been put forward by Harman in 1566, Rowlande in 1610, and in various 

editions of the popular eighteenth-century work the Life and Adventures of Bamfylde-

Moore Carew (Hancock 1984). More recent research has found that in seventeenth-

century England there was ‘complete separation’ of cant and Romani (Baker 2002: 87). 
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 Finally, there is almost no evidence of a disparaging colonial attitude towards 

Indians in Hotten’s Indian English entries, with the exception of the term bamboo 

bucksheesh (1864: 87) and the synonymous cherry-merry-bamboo (99), both jocularly 

referring to the beating of Indians by colonials, as though that were something to joke 

about.  

 Section 4.6 contained the analysis of Hotten (1859-1874). The following section 

(Section 4.7) contains the analysis of Whitworth (1885). 
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4.7. Whitworth, An Anglo-Indian Dictionary, 1885 

 

Section 4.7 contains the analysis of Whitworth (1885). Figure 4.8 is the title page of 

Whitworth (1885). 

 

 

Figure 4.8: Title page of Whitworth (1885) 
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4.7.1. Introduction to Whitworth (1885) 

 

Whitworth’s Anglo-Indian Dictionary (1885) was published in July, just six months 

before Yule and Burnell’s exceedingly more successful Hobson-Jobson (1886), which 

appeared in March the next year. Unlike Hobson-Jobson, which went to a new edition 

in 1903, Whitworth (1885) had no further editions. Teltscher notes that Yule was 

‘shocked’ to learn of a ‘rival publication’ coming out so close to his own, that was in 

the typesetting stage at the time, and worried that it ‘may injure the market’ for Hobson-

Jobson (2013b: xxiv). Yule need not have worried as although the titles may suggest a 

similarity between the two dictionaries, Whitworth’s dictionary is on a wholly different 

plan and was intended to serve an entirely different function, so that there is little 

overlap between the two works. As the two works take very different approaches to the 

subject matter, Whitworth serves as a good comparison text for Hobson-Jobson. Aside 

from Yule and Burnell, Whitworth was one of the last extensive dictionaries of 

colonial-era Indian English to be produced (the other being Temple 1897). 

 Little about the author is known. George Clifford Whitworth (d. 1917) entered the 

Indian Civil Service in 1869 as an Assistant Collector, but his career was primarily in 

the judiciary (Rao 1915: 463; London Gazette 1918: 6403-6404). He spent ‘a period of 

fifteen years’ in India’ (Whitworth 1885: xi), and so must have left in 1884, before his 

dictionary came out in print. According to his own admission, he attempted to study 

Sanskrit for over twenty years, but ‘never made much way in it’ (xi). Apart from not 

making headway with Sanskrit, it is not known what facility, if any, Whitworth had in 

any of the living indigenous languages of India. He published a number of texts on 

matters of law, but his only other linguistic text was Indian English: An Examination of 

the Errors of Idiom Made by Indians in Writing English (1907), revised in 1915 and 

1932 (the latter evidently by someone else). This was reissued as a facsimile reprint in 

1982 (apparently of the 1907 edition). His Indian English text bears no direct 

relationship to his dictionary, being instead an educational guide to common ‘errors’ of 

Indian English, based on a corpus of textual examples collected by the author over a 

number of years.  

 Whitworth’s Anglo-Indian Dictionary was the product of over ten years’ 

intermittent effort, and was primarily compiled from information gathered from reading 

the works of other authors: 

 

[T]he system on which I have worked has been to read book after book, taking 

notes from each, and finally, from these notes under their several heads, and 

with the aid of the appropriate dictionaries, to frame the definitions. 

(Whitworth 1885: xi) 
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However, the indebtedness to his source materials is not fully acknowledged in the 

dictionary proper, and sources are indicated in dictionary entries ‘only when the whole 

of the information recorded has been taken in his own words from a single author’ (xi). 

Whitworth himself added little of his own knowledge, and deferentially notes that: 

 

In the comparatively few instances in which any opinion of my own has been 

advanced it has usually been done in qualifying terms indicating that the 

matter is suggested, not asserted. (Whitworth 1885: xi) 

 

Thus, Whitworth’s dictionary is largely derivative.  

 There is a disjunction between the title and contents of Whitworth (1885). The 

dictionary’s title, An Anglo-Indian Dictionary, and subtitle, A Glossary of Indian Terms 

in English, and of such English or other non-Indian Terms as have Obtained Special 

Meanings in India, make quite definitive claims about the contents of the dictionary. 

Not only that, the title expresses a positive attitude towards such lexis which at the time 

was somewhat deprecated, especially in Britain, as recondite and outlandish. The main 

title is somewhat ambiguous as the term ‘Anglo-Indian’ has a number of meanings, and 

could be interpreted in a number of ways. However, the subtitle is more specific. 

According to the subtitle, the dictionary contains English words of three different types. 

First, there are ‘Indian terms in English,’ that is, words from Indian languages that have 

been adopted or naturalised into English. Second, there are native English words that 

have taken on special meaning or usages in India. Third, there are ‘non-Indian terms’ 

that have taken on special meaning or usages in India. These last are presumably words 

from Portuguese, Malay, or other languages, that have specific Indian senses or uses. 

There should be more of the first type of lexis since it is given ‘top billing.’ The title 

further suggests that the dictionary is to be distinguished from those of Whitworth’s 

predecessors whose pages primarily contained Indian words that had not become 

English but rather were especially pertinent to commerce and administration in India, 

such as Roberts (1800), Rousseau (1802, 1804, 1805), Elliot (1845; 1860), ‘Stocqueler’ 

(1848), Brown (1852), Carnegy (1853; 1877), Wilson (1855), Raverty (1859), and 

Balfour (1871-1873; 1885). As Kachru notes, these dictionaries are ‘mainly lexical 

guides and handbooks for the administrators who came to India under what was then 

called the Indian Civil Service or as junior officers in mufussil towns’ (1973: 357-358), 

and that ‘the main motivation for their compilation’ was to ‘provide word lists or 

register-bound glossaries […] for administrative, commercial or missionary purposes’ 

(1980: 72). Yule and Burnell characterised these dictionaries as being ‘purely technical, 

intended to facilitate the comprehension of official documents by the explanation of 
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terms used in the Revenue department, or in other branches of administration’ (1886: 

xiii; 1903: xv). The most extensive work of this type was Wilson (1855), which, 

according to its title, contained ‘useful words’ from ‘Arabic, Persian, Hindustání, 

Sanskrit, Hindí, Bengálí, Uriya, Maráṭhi, Guzaráthí, Telugu, Karnáta, Tamiḷ, 

Malayálam, and other Languages.’ Wilson explains in his preface that only a very small 

part of the lexis he covered had ‘become almost naturalized by repetition,’ but that most 

had not (1855: ii). In a number of these dictionaries the headwords are in a combination 

of original Indian script and transliteration (e.g. Rousseau 1802, 1804, 1805; Elliot 

1845, 1860; Carnegy 1854; Wilson 1855), or simply in a transliteration of the Indian 

script orthography (Carnegy 1877), indicating that the word being defined is an Indian 

word, not an English word. Yet, contrary to Whitworth’s titular claims, his dictionary is 

primarily of this type: the headwords are predominantly transliterations, and the bulk of 

the lexis covered consists of words from Indian languages that have not been adopted or 

naturalised into English.  

 Curiously, Whitworth himself admits the inappropriateness of the dictionary’s title 

in his Preface: 

 

In calling this work an Anglo-Indian Dictionary, some apology is needed, 

first, for the name itself, and secondly, for giving it to this particular collection 

of words. The term ‘Anglo-Indian’ would properly designate something 

which, originally Indian, has been specially modified by something English; 

but popularly it is applied to English persons residing in India and to things 

pertaining to them. And, while the stricter meaning does not wholly disqualify 

it, this inaccurate but common use of the term makes it specially appropriate 

as the name of a book which is not the work of an Oriental scholar, but only a 

compilation made for popular use by an Anglo-Indian official. (Whitworth 

1885: vii) 

 

He goes on to state what ‘should’ be in an Anglo-Indian Dictionary, and how his own 

dictionary does not conform to this: 

 

[A]n Anglo-Indian Dictionary should contain all those words which English 

people in their relations with India have found it necessary or convenient to 

add to their own vernacular, and should give also any special significations 

which pure English words have acquired in India; or, briefly, it should be an 

Indian supplement to the English dictionary. […] But the present compilation 

falls far short of such a work as I have suggested above, and the title ‘Anglo-

Indian Dictionary’ must be taken rather as denoting what it may possibly at 
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some future time, with the help of fellow-workers in different parts of India, 

become, than as properly befitting it now. (Whitworth 1885: vii-viii) 

 

Whitworth’s method of selecting terms for his dictionary reveals a somewhat 

inconsistent plan: 

 

I exclude such terms as are not commonly used in documents which purport to 

be written in English. As a rule, I exclude words which have adequate English 

equivalents. […] [A]n illustration of the line I attempt to draw may be taken 

from the names of the months and of the days; Paush and Magaram are not 

identical with January, and therefore are included; Itwar and Raviwar are 

precisely identical with Sunday, and therefore are excluded. (Whitworth 1885: 

viii) 

 

There is a clear problem here as obviously there may be words that are both ‘commonly 

used in documents’ that also ‘have adequate English equivalents.’ Did Whitworth 

include or exclude such words? If Itwar was commonly used, excluding it cannot be 

useful to a dictionary user who does not know the word but has come across it in 

conversation or in print. Rather Whitworth’s selection method appears to be didactically 

motivated, with the goal of preventing the unnecessary use of a borrowing from an 

Indian language in written English in cases where there is a perfectly synonymous 

English word for the term in question. Contradicting himself, Whitworth also states 

that:  

 

If, however, the word, unnecessary though it be, have [sic] yet forced its way 

into common use in English, it is inserted. Such words are bundobust, 

arrangement; chit, a letter; kárkun, a clerk. (Whitworth 1885: viii) 

 

It is interesting that Whitworth uses the expression ‘force its way,’ personifying foreign 

words as unwanted guests in the English language. Certainly the terms bundobust and 

chit were common in the Indian English of British India, but kárkun, usually spelled 

carcoon, was much less common, and the form kárkun was restricted to bilingual 

dictionaries (e.g. [D’Rozario] 1837: 95), or texts explaining non-English Indian lexis 

(e.g. Baden-Powell 1892: III. 308). In addition to this aspect of the selection process, 

Whitworth also acknowledges that:  

 

I cannot hope that, in a work carried on so intermittingly as this of necessity 

has been, the question of selection or rejection has always been judiciously 
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determined. Probably even strict impartiality has not been attained, but the 

information supplied will be found fuller in relation to parts of India in which 

I have myself served, and scantier as more and more distant provinces are 

touched. (Whitworth 1885: ix-x) 

 

One subject area that Whitworth was keenly interested in was ethnology and this is 

abundantly reflected both in his Preface and in the dictionary proper:  

 

With regard to an important province of the work, namely, the definition of 

tribes and castes, information is still very incomplete; so much so that it is 

often doubtful to what extent different communities are allied. From time to 

time strange resemblances between distant peoples come to notice, as well as 

curious differences among tribes supposed to be closely allied. The whole 

subject deserves systematic treatment, and as one simple method of working 

in this field, especially on the borderland between Aryan and other races, I 

would suggest the recording of evidence under the following heads. They are 

restricted to matters upon which any one man of the tribe in question can 

furnish information:—  

 

(1) Name of the caste or tribe.  

(2) Specimens of personal names common among them.  

(3) Language.  

(4) Names of their chief gods.  

(5) Occupation.  

(6) Settled or wandering.  

(7) Do they employ Brahmans?  

(8) Is marriage usually made in childhood or at full age?  

(9) Is more than one wife allowed?  

(10) Do widows remarry?  

(11) Do they burn or bury their dead?  

(12) Do they shave the head? or how do they wear the hair?  

(13) What animals do they eat or refuse to eat?  

(14) Do they drink spirits? (Whitworth 1885: x) 

 

This is a premier example of the classificatory zeal that the British in India have been 

widely recognised for, and subsequently criticised for, especially from a Saidean post-

colonial theory perspective (see Said 1978; 1995). Elsewhere in the Preface, Whitworth 

claims that ‘all important tribes and castes are inserted,’ whereas ‘minute subdivisions 
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of castes […] are omitted’ (ix). However, the attention Whitworth pays to this subject in 

the Preface, coupled with his method of data collection (that is reading other 

authorities), suggests that his selection in this topic area may involve more than terms 

that are ‘commonly used in documents’ (viii).  

 Occasional brief references to Whitworth (1885) are found in the literature (e.g. 

Görlach 1985: 39; Moore-Gilbert 1996: 21; Nagle 2010: 112), frequently mentioned 

alongside Yule and Burnell (1885/1903), but there seem to be no substantial analyses 

done. Kachru (1980), after incorrectly dating the dictionary to 1855, repeats 

Whitworth’s subtitle and praises the dictionary as ‘the first attempt toward including 

extended semantic features of “pure English words”’ (78). This is not entirely true as 

Hotten (1860-1874) covered a selection of this type of material. Kachru (1980) does not 

provide any examples of the Indianised English words in Whitworth (1885), nor give 

any estimate of their number in the dictionary. In reality, despite the foregrounding of 

this aspect of Indian English lexis on the title page, the amount of this type of lexis is 

exceedingly small. Kachru also compliments Whitworth as ‘insightful’ for expressing 

the ‘desirability of an “Indian Supplement to the English Dictionary”,’ but goes on to 

point out that such a supplement has ‘yet to be provided’ (78). There are problems with 

this statement, not the least of which is what is meant by ‘the English Dictionary.’ 

However, what is evident is that Kachru does not believe Whitworth fulfils this 

function. 

 Whitworth (1885) has been used as a source of information by a number of 

scholars. Perhaps the earliest to use Whitworth’s dictionary were Yule and Burnell 

(1886), or rather Yule, as Burnell had passed away before 1885. Yule uses Whitworth 

sparingly, referring to it only three times in the Supplement within Hobson-Jobson: at 

the entries for Malabar Hill, a hill on Bombay Island (1886: 822; 1903: 542), 

patcharee, cottages for married soldiers (1886: 842; 1903: 683), and suttee (1886: 860; 

1903: 878). In the latter two instances information from Whitworth is used to verify a 

claim already made in the main dictionary. Crooke, on the other hand, did not cite 

Whitworth even once in his edition of Hobson-Jobson (1903). Macmillan (1895) 

acknowledges Whitworth as a significant source (14), and cites it four times in the text 

(90, 91, 93, 109), though for two of these, the commentary merely states that Whitworth 

does not include the information sought for. Sheppard (1917), meanwhile, quotes 

Whitworth 15 times for etymological information on Bombay placenames. More 

recently, Hawkins (1984) lists Whitworth as a primary source, and the highly-derivative 

Lewis (1991) states that he is ‘particularly indebted to’ Whitworth (vi). Some modern 

editors of Anglo-Indian literature acknowledge Whitworth (1885) as a source for 

glossaries appended to their modern editions (e.g. Krebs and Lootens 2010: 236), 

though it is usually difficult to assess just how much use was made of Whitworth. 
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Reeves (1971) cites Whitworth (1885) as a source for his glossary to his abridgment of 

Sleeman’s A Journey Through the Kingdom of Oude in 1849-50 (306). However, 

according to the glossary itself (306-315), Whitworth was only of assistance in four 

instances. The OED3 (as of Dec 2013) takes citations from Whitworth (1885) on 13 

occasions, eight of which occur in the newly edited entries of OED3. For four of these 

words, Whitworth (1885) provides the earliest citation (for the terms desi, locally Indian 

as opposed to foreign, Marwari, the language, morcha, a gun emplacement, and pisaca, 

a Hindu demon). However, the seeming importance of Whitworth in providing early 

citational evidence is undermined by the fact that these four terms all appear earlier in 

Indian English sources: desi (Muir 1860: 60; Kempson 1871: I. 84), Mawari (Stevenson 

1842: 105), morcha (Outram 1860: 370), and pisaca (Wilson 1839: 299). On the whole, 

the OED does not appear to have made much use of Whitworth, especially in 

comparison to Yule and Burnell. 

 A close reading of the Preface reveals that, contra the title, Whitworth (1885) is a 

lexicographical work along the same lines as his predecessors such as Elliot (1845; 

1860), Brown (1852), Carnegy (1854; 1877), and Wilson (1855). Thus, for the purposes 

of the present research Whitworth (1885) has been chosen as a representative example 

of this type of dictionary. 

 

4.7.2. Physical description of Whitworth (1885) 

 

The original edition of Whitworth (1885) was a sewn hardcover bound in deep red 

cloth, with gilt title on the spine (AddAll website). Its dimensions are 22.5 x 14.5 cm. 

Internally, the dictionary consists of a half-title (i), with blank verso (ii), followed by a 

title page (iii), with a note on reserving publishing rights for ‘translation and 

reproduction’ on the verso (iv). The title page has the device of the publisher Kegan 

Paul, consisting of a small square lithograph of two apple trees (i.e. trees of knowledge) 

tied together by a banner with the appositional Latin motto ‘Arbor scientiæ, Arbor 

vitæ,’ literally, ‘tree of knowledge, tree of life.’ Following the title page is a contents 

page (v) with blank verso, followed by a 9-page Preface (vi-xv). The Preface is in nine 

sections that treat:  

 

1. Of the scope of the work.  

2. Exclusion of terms which have English equivalents.  

3. Exclusion of terms of minute technical meaning.  

4. Of the authority of the work.  

5. Of the arrangement.  

6. Transliteration.  
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7. The presentation of corrupt forms.  

8. The system of cross-references.  

9. Of pronunciation. (Whitworth 1885: vi) 

 

Page xvi contains a set of ‘Rules for finding words not given under the form first 

looked for.’ This concludes the front matter, after which follows the 350-page 

dictionary (1-350), and a one-page ‘Addenda’ (351). Pages have two columns of text 

separated by a vertical line. There is a pair of running heads at the top of each page, one 

for each column, set in all capitals. Running heads are the same as the headword, 

truncated to four letters at most. The left running head repeats the first headword to 

appear at the top of the left-hand column, and the right running head repeats the last 

headword of the right-hand column. Page numbers appear at the top of the page centred 

between the running heads. 

 Whitworth (1885) was reprinted in facsimile in 1976 by Indian Documentation 

Service, Gurgaon, and again in 1981 by Sang-e-Meel Publications, Lahore, both in 

hardcover. The dictionary is now out of print and only available second-hand. Google 

Books has two electronic versions (the original edition, and the 1976 reprint), but 

neither is searchable. A limited preview electronic copy is available on the Hathi Trust 

website, but other electronic copies could not be located. For the purposes of this study, 

the analysis utilised a scanned and OCR’d copy of the original edition. 

 

4.7.3. Content description of Whitworth (1885) 

 

Entries in Whitworth (1885) are fairly simple in structure, consisting of a headword (or 

occasionally a set of headwords) in bold, ending with a full stop, followed by an 

optional etymology in square brackets, followed by discursive text describing the term’s 

signification or significations. Headwords are for the most part spelled according to the 

orthographical system Whitworth devised for the dictionary. Within the etymologies 

and discursive text, words from non-English languages are given in Whitworth’s 

orthographical system. No indigenous Indian scripts are used. Etymons are set in italic 

type, and language names are in plain Roman font. References to source authorities are 

included in the discursive text of some entries, normally at the end of the entry in italic 

type in parentheses. There are no part-of-speech labels and no other grammatical 

information is provided. 

 Apart from simple entries with a headword and definitions, there are also cross-

reference entries and nested entries in Whitworth (1885). Cross-reference entries do not 

themselves have definitions, but merely direct the reader to another entry where the 
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definitional and other information is contained. Cross-reference entries are in the 

following format: 

 

 Jeel. See Jhil. (Whitworth 1885: 137) 

 

Nested entries are additional lexical items that occur within an entry, with a different 

lemma to the headword lemma. These are not typologically distinguished in the text. 

They may either be defined or, as if often the case, merely mentioned. Nested entries 

are in the following format: 

 

Káchhiá. The Gujaráti form of Káchhi; they are divided into two branches, called 

Pádariá and Sagáriá Káchhiás. (Whitworth 1885: 142) 

 

Here the terms Pádariá Káchhiá and Sagáriá Káchhiá are supplied in the discursive text, 

but there are no headwords for these terms elsewhere in the dictionary, which means 

they cannot be found by alphabetical lookup of the first element of the compound. 

 

4.7.4. Method of data extraction for Whitworth (1885) 

 

In order to make a version of the data that could be analysed using Perl and 

Notebook++, a plain ASCII copy of the scanned PDF version of Whitworth (1885) was 

produced. This text was cleaned up to remove scanning errors, which were abundant 

due to the inability of the OCR software to recognise certain diacritics Whitworth used 

to indicate long vowels (Áá) and retroflex consonants (Ḍḍ, Ṭṭ, Śś). These were encoded 

in the resulting plain ASCII text file as Á = A`, á = a`, Ḍ = D$, ḍ = d$, Ṭ = T$, ṭ = t$, 

and Ś = S`, ś = s`. The single opening quotation mark (`) and dollar sign ($) were used 

as these characters did not occur in the original data, and so therefore could not cause 

confusion. Next, XML-type coding was added to the text to differentiate parts of the 

entries such as headword, definition, cross-reference, etymology and source language. 

This coding marks the beginning and end of text sections, and is nestable. As 

Whitworth does not label grammatical category (part of speech) nor delineate separate 

definitions with definition numbers or any other typographical device, a part of speech 

field was manually added for each definition, followed by a category field which was 

filled in with semantic field information for each definition. Nested entries were also 

not indicated typographically by Whitworth and thus needed to be manually coded. 

Figure 4.9 shows the entries for Jámáityá, Játaka and Jati as they were typeset in 

Whitworth (1885), and the corresponding coded versions.  
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Figure 4.9: Sample three entries from Whitworth (1885: 136) 

 

The following coding sample is the ASCII text coding for the three entries in Figure 4.9. 

 

<REC><TEXT><HWD>Ja`taka</HWD>. 

<ETY>[<LANG>Sanskrit</LANG>, from <I>ja`ta</I>, born, from 

<I>jan</I>, to beget.]</ETY> 

The astrological casting of a nativity. Also the name of a 

Pa`li book, part of the second pit$aka, a collection of 550 

birth-stories of Gautama the Buddha in the various stages 

of existence.</TEXT> 

<PAGENUM>136</PAGENUM> 

<POS1>noun</POS><CAT1>astrology</CAT> 

<POS2>proper 

noun</POS><CAT2>religion|Buddhism|text</CAT></REC> 

 

<REC><TEXT><HWD>Ja`tama`le</HWD>. 

<ETY>[<LANG>Kanarese</LANG>.]</ETY> The name of a class of 

outcastes in Mysore.</TEXT> 

<PAGENUM>136</PAGENUM><POS1>proper 

noun</POS><CAT1>people|religion|Hinduism|class</CAT></REC> 

 

<REC><TEXT><HWD>Jati</HWD>. 

A vernacular form of <XREF>Yati</XREF>.</TEXT> 

<PAGENUM>136</PAGENUM> 

<POS1>noun</POS><CAT1>people|religion|Jain|member</CAT></RE

C> 
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In the above coding sample REC = record; TEXT = entry text (inclusive); HWD = 

headword; ETY = etymology; LANG = source language; XREF = cross-reference; I = 

italic text; PAGENUM = page number; POS = part of speech; CAT = category/semantic 

field; a` = á. 

 After the data was prepared, Perl scripts and the count function of Notebook++ 

were used to calculate and tabulate results. 

 

4.7.5. Results of analysis for Whitworth (1885) 

 

Whitworth (1885) consists of 5439 entries. Nested entries contain additional lexical 

items defined within an entry, with a different lemma to the headword lemma, and so 

these need to be included in the total entry and definition count. Cross-reference entries, 

on the other hand, do not contribute to the total entry or definition number. Of the 5439 

entries, 915 are cross-reference entries (approximately 16.8%). There were 449 nested 

entries identified in the mark-up process, however, of these, 127 overlapped with main 

headwords, and 7 were duplicated. This gives a figure of 315 items that are recorded in 

nested entries but not listed as main headwords. Ignoring cross-reference entries, there 

are 4839 lexical items treated in Whitworth (1885). 

 A number of terms in Whitworth (1885) are polysemous and therefore are given 

more than one definition. The total amount of definitions for the 4839 lexical items 

(including nested items) is 5697. Excluding cross-reference entries, 3723 entries were 

single-definition entries, accounting for approximately 82.3% of total entries, while 

approximately 17.7% of entries had more than one sense (including nested entries). 

  Cross-reference entries, that is, containing only a cross-reference and no other 

lexicographical information, are a significant part of the total dictionary entries, 

accounting for approximately 16.8% of entries. Nested entries formed a less significant 

part of the dictionary structure, with only 201 entries having nested lexical items in the 

5439 dictionary entries (approximately 3.7% of entries).  

  In terms of encyclopaedic content, 2006 of the 5697 definitions were for proper 

nouns. Thus approximately 35.2% of the lexis covered is encyclopaedic material. Table 

4.1 records the breakdown by grammatical class. 

 

Table 4.1: Frequency of grammatical classes in Whitworth (1885) 

 

Grammatical class Quantity Percentage* 

common noun 3515 61.7% 

proper noun 2006 35.2% 

adjective 121 2.1% 
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affix† 32 < 1% 

abbreviation 9 < 1% 

phrase 8 < 1% 

interjection 4 < 1% 

adverb 1 < 1% 

verb 1 < 1% 

total 5697  

* Percentages have been rounded to one decimal place 

† affixes = 32 (prefix = 15, suffix = 14, affix = 3) 

 

As can be seen from Table 4.1, Whitworth (1885) is heavily skewed towards nouns. 

When common nouns are added to proper nouns, there are 5521 nouns in total, 

accounting for approximately 96.9% of the total definitions. Adjectives make up 

approximately 2.1% of the definitions, and all other grammatical classes account for 

less than 1% each. There are 32 affixes recorded, mostly prefixes and suffixes, though 

three entries were described only as an ‘affix’ without any indication of their position 

when affixed. There is only one verb recorded salaam (274). The only adverb was the 

Hindi word ji, which can be used ‘as the affirmative “yes”’ (138). There are no 

pronouns, prepositions, determiners, or conjunctions recorded in Whitworth (1885). 

  Homonymy was not a frequent feature of the lexis covered by Whitworth (1885), 

which contained 79 identical headwords, of which 75 occurred twice, and 4 occurred 

three times.  

 

4.7.5.1. Transliterations in Whitworth (1885) 

 

The bulk of headwords in Whitworth (1885) are transliterations of terms from 

indigenous Indian languages. These transliterated lemmata are also used within entries 

when references to headwords appear. The same transliteration system is used for 

etymons in the etymology field. Whitworth uses his own transliteration system which is 

a subset of more complete systems commonly in use in the same period. According to 

the Preface, ‘the method adopted is that which was advocated by William Jones, and is 

usually called by his name. That method, at least in its main principles, is now adopted 

by the Indian governments and by Oriental scholars, though a few variations of use in 

minor points remain’ (Whitworth 1885: xii). Presumably the minor variations to the 

Jonesian system mentioned by Whitworth correspond to the Hunterian spelling system 

(Hunter 1871), though we cannot be certain as Whitworth does not give further details. 

Whitworth stops short of including an easy reference table of correspondences for the 

special letters he employs in transliterations, and instead explains the system 
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discursively in the Preface (Whitworth 1885: xii-xiii), requiring the dictionary user to 

read the Preface and remember the system. Moreover, Whitworth’s system differs 

considerably from that recommended by Jones (1801), and also differs from the system 

that was common among Oriental scholars of the day. In the case of vowels, Whitworth 

makes no distinction between short and long i or u (that is, between /ɪ/ and /iː/ and 

between /ʊ/ and /uː/), but reserves length marking to distinguish short and long a (/ʌ/ or 

/ɑ/ versus /ɑː/ or /aː/) alone. Whitworth’s explanation for this decision is difficult to 

accept: 

 

I have used no diacritical marks to distinguish the long and the short i or the 

long and the short u. Though the forms are distinct in print, yet natives of 

India do not observe the distinction in writing, and I have not thought it 

desirable to introduce special marks into English in order to do so. On the 

contrary, the length of the letter a can never be disregarded, and the two forms 

a and á are therefore used. (Whitworth 1885: xii) 

 

Note that Whitworth does not explicitly state that a stands for the short vowel and á 
stands for the long vowel (/ɑː/ or /aː/), perhaps assuming that the allocation is obvious, 

and for anyone familiar with Indian languages, it is clear from the dictionary entries that 

this is the case. Whitworth’s system of marking length for the long a vowels but not 

other long vowels is unique (I know of no other Indian English dictionary that does 

this), and entails a number of problems. First, the claim of a blanket difference between 

printed script and the handwriting of native languages with regard to short i and long i 

and short u and long u must be an overstatement, especially as most Indian vernacular 

scripts enforce a clear choice between one spelling and another. For example, in 

Devanagari the vocalic addition to a consonant for a short i is placed before a 

consonant, as in Hindi जित jit (/ʤɪt/) ‘conquered’, and the vocalic addition to a 

consonant for a long i is placed after consonant, as in Hindi िीत jīt (/ʤiːt/) ‘victory’. 

This distinction is preserved in some manner in all Brahmic scripts, such as the Bengali, 

Gujarati, Marathi, and Punjabi scripts, and indeed many of the southern Indian scripts as 

well. The distinction is both phonemic and semantic, and the possibility that such 

distinctions were regularly ignored in the written vernaculars of the day for each of the 

twenty-plus vernacular languages Whitworth covers is unlikely in the extreme. Second, 

in speech the vowel distinctions for long and short i and u in spoken forms of the 

vernacular languages would still be in place irrespective of the written forms, which 

raises the validity of preferring handwritten literature over speech as a guide to 

lexicographical decisions, especially since the primary reason for marking vowel length 

in English transliterations is to indicate pronunciation.  
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 The problem with Whitworth’s system is illustrated by contrasting the headword 

mimánsá, ‘one of the three great divisions of orthodox Hindu philosophy’ (1885: 205) 

with the headword misl, ‘an assembly, a corporation’ (207). In Sanskrit and Hindi, 

Whitworth’s mimánsá is properly र्ीर्ांसा (mīmāṃsā), where the first vowel is long 

(/iː/), whereas in Whitworth’s misl is regularly spelled with a short first vowel (/ɪ/), as in 

Hindi मर्सल (misl), and Punjabi ਮਿਸਲ or سل  Thus, Whitworth uses the letter i .(misal) ل

to refer to two different vowels, because, according to Whitworth, ‘natives of India do 

not observe the distinction in writing.’ This implies that Indians also spell these words 

as मर्र्ांसा (mimāṃsā) and र्ीसल (mīsl), and that orthographic variation between all 

words with short i and long i spellings exist for all lexis containing either /ɪ/ or /iː/ 

covered in the dictionary, irrespective of source language. This is simply not true. The 

same situation applies for short u and long u.  

 With regard to the final a vowel in Sanskrit nouns, Whitworth is also unsystematic, 

despite his seemingly systematic explanation in the Preface: 

 

A difficulty remains as to the treatment of the short a so common at the 

end of Sanskrit nouns. Oriental scholars usually express it; the vernacular 

languages drop it. Sanskrit professors write amrita, veda, but the modern 

Indians say amrit, ved; and the popular god is Rám, not Ráma. If 

uniformity is to be attained, it must be by conforming to the vernacular 

practice, for many words are under that habit well established in English: 

such, for instance, as Brahman and the name Sanskrit itself, which in their 

classical forms are Bráhmana and Sanskrita. But, when the letter 

preceding the final a is either a semi-vowel or a double consonant, the a 

may well be expressed, for in these cases it is pronounced, though faintly, 

in modern speech, as dewa rather than dev, sastra not sastr. Meanwhile, 

the rule that I have adopted has been to follow the vernacular mode in the 

words which have entered English through modern speech, and to retain 

the Sanskrit form only in those which have come direct from Sanskrit 

literature. (Whitworth 1885: xii) 

 

In other words, Whitworth’s final rule appears to be to include the final vowel for 

tatsama nouns, and to omit it for tadbhava nouns.
2
 Thus while the vernacular form is 

amrit, the dictionary entry is headed Amrita, as this word is not descended into the 

modern vernaculars through the Prakrits, but rather is a direct borrowing from Sanskrit. 

This practice at least has the merit of being wholly systematic, so long as the knowledge 

of whether nouns are tadbhava or not is without issue. However, a number of problems 

arise. First, Whitworth’s description of the linguistic situation is an oversimplification, 
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for in vernacular practice, both forms, with or without the final vowel, can be used. 

Second, Whitworth contends to ‘follow the vernacular mode in the words which have 

entered English through modern speech,’ but many words will have entered English 

through ‘modern speech’ and through literature, and the differentiation of terms into 

one or other of these categories is not clear-cut. Another downside to this method of 

treatment is that certain variant forms are not given a place in Whitworth’s dictionary 

although they were in the contemporary literature on India, such as Sanskrita (Wilkins 

1808: 1; Mitra 1862), Samskrita (Asiatic Journal May 1838: 55; Müller 1864: vi), or 

amrit ([Maurice] 1812: 129; Hall and Newell 1816: 410; Jones 1838: 67).  

  In terms of the provision of spelling variants, another failing of Whitworth’s system 

is that the main entry does not make any mention of the spelling variants recorded 

elsewhere in the dictionary. For instance, the cross-reference entry for the variant 

spelling cash, a type of grass (56), refers the reader to the headword káśá, where the 

definition is given (153). There is also cross-reference entry to the headword káśá for 

the variant form kans (150). However, neither of these variants of káśá is recorded at 

the main entry for the term (153). Thus, a user consulting only the main entry káśá will 

not know that this term has any variant spellings or forms. One advantage of this system 

is that Whitworth avoids cluttering his dictionary entries with numerous variant 

spellings, but this is overshadowed by the fact that the information about variant forms 

in the dictionary is difficult to access. 

 

4.7.5.2. Pronunciations in Whitworth (1885)  

 

Whitworth (1885) is particularly weak on pronunciation. Pronunciation is indicated by 

the headword, which is usually a transliteration of the orthographical form of a term in 

an indigenous Indian language. However, Whitworth’s transliteration system does not 

differentiate between certain contrastive phonemes in the underlying terms (such as 

short and long i and short and long u). This leaves the user to invent their own 

pronunciation by choosing either a long or short vowel each time an i or u appears in a 

headword. Thus the headword mitat, ‘a temporary marriage’ (207), could be 

pronounced /mɪtɑt/ or /miːtɑt/, and the headword murum, ‘[a] kind of fissile gravel, 

much used in road-making’ (215), could be pronounced /mʊruːm/, /mʊrʊm/, /muːruːm/, 

or /muːrʊm/. There are 2961 instances of the i vowel in the dictionary headwords, and 

1444 instances of the u vowel. 

  Section 9 of Whitworth’s Preface contains brief notes on pronunciation, but these 

are of limited assistance. First, Whitworth provides a table of correspondences: 
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  a    as in  mica  ch   as in  church 

  á      „  father  g       „  gun 

  ai     ,, aisle   ś       ,, session 

  e      „  prey   th      „  ant-hill 

  o      „  cone    

  (Whitworth 1885: xv) 

 

This table equates the letter e with the diphthong /eɪ/, which would give the headword 

sáheb, that is, sahib, the pronunciation /sɑːheɪb/, which is obviously not intended. We 

therefore must assume that Whitworth spoke with a northern British accent which had a 

monophthongal realisation of the FACE vowel, and that the intended pronunciation of 

sahib is /sɑːheb/ or /sɑːhɛb/. However, the choice of ‘prey’ as an exemplum of the 

vowel sound is confusing, as monophthongal realisation of the FACE vowels are usually 

lengthened, which would indicate a pronunciation of /sɑːheːb/ or /sɑːhɛːb/. Long vowel 

realisations of the letter e may be more appropriate in some words, such as veda (33), 

but, in any case, Whitworth’s table is not clear. The other problematic choice of 

phoneme exemplum is ‘session’ for ś, as the word ‘session’ involves two sibilants /s/ 

and /ʃ/. However, since s is used for /s/, the user can deduce that ś must be for /ʃ/.  

 The pronunciation table provided by Whitworth is only partial, and does not give 

correspondences for the other letters. Following the table is the note that ‘[f]or the rest 

the most natural English pronunciation will be sufficient for all English purposes’ (xv). 

However, since the aspirated consonant th was explained by ‘ant-hill,’ it may have been 

useful to also explain that dh stood for an aspirated consonant as well (e.g. by some 

example such as mad-house). The pronunciation of the letters ḍ and ṭ are not explained 

in Section 9, but rather in Section 6 on transliteration, where it is explained that: 

 

For the sake of persons who may use the book in India, I have distinguished 

between ḍ, which is pronounced with the tongue at the back of the palate, and 

the dental d; and so of ṭ and t, and the aspirated forms of the same letters; but 

English readers need pay no attention to these marks. (Whitworth 1885: xii) 

 

Here Whitworth signifies that the pronunciation of Indian English lexis by English-

speakers outside of India will coalesce the contrastive plosives to the usual British 

English alveolar position, but that maintaining the contrast is more appropriate for 

English-speakers residing in India. This comment demonstrates that Whitworth is 

prescribing pronunciation, not describing it. 

  The other major deficiency with the pronunciations provided in the headwords is 

that the transliteration system is sometimes abandoned for the more common spelling, 
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and at other times the common spelling is used as the headword, such as with the entry 

for bundobust, which is clearly an Anglicised spelling (spelled according to the 

Gilchrist transliteration method), rather than bandobast, the regular transliteration of the 

Hindustani बंदोबस्त (bandobast) using Whitworth’s transliteration system. According to 

Whitworth’s transliteration system, the headword bundobust should be pronounced 

/buːndobuːst/, which is not a valid pronunciation. There is no indication when a 

transliteration or a common spelling is used. 

 

4.7.5.3. Headwords in Whitworth (1885)  

 

Headwords in Whitworth (1885) are usually transliterations of words from native Indian 

languages. To that extent, they are difficult to accept as examples of Indian English. The 

headword lemmas use the full set of Whitworth’s diacritics and thus do not represent 

English spelling practices of the day. However, many words that are fully naturalised 

into English and have well-established English-language orthographical forms, are also 

recorded as headwords. For example, the headword mahseer, a type of food fish (188), 

should be mahsir according to the transliteration system, and the headword mungoose 

(214), according to Whitworth’s transliteration system, would be pronounced 

/muːngoosɛ/. As these two entries offer no etymology, perhaps Whitworth did not know 

which native language etymon to refer the words and therefore could not give a 

transliterated headword lemma. Whitworth is inconsistent in his selection of headword 

forms. In some cases where Whitworth gives a common English spelling, it is as the 

headword of the main entry, with a spelling in accordance with his transliteration 

system heading the cross-reference entry. For example, the entry for chita merely states 

‘More commonly Cheetah’ (68), hence referring the user to the entry cheetah (65). 

Similarly, ghi (106) heads a cross-reference entry to the common English spelling ghee 

(106). However, on other occasions the more common English spelling is the cross-

reference entry, not the main entry, such as cummerbund (73), which refers the user to 

the main entry at kamarband (147). Almost inexplicably, the term chee-chee, ‘the 

patois of English spoken by persons of mixed English and Indian blood,’ is recorded 

only under the headword chhi-chhi (66), which is so far removed from the common 

spelling (chee-chee), that it would be impossible to look up. Whitworth’s spelling is no 

doubt based on the common disapproving interjection in Hindustani, Bengali, and other 

Indian languages, with aspirated consonant /tʃʰ/, in modern Hindi छी छी (chī chī). The 

spelling chhi-chhi appears in bilingual dictionaries of the nineteenth century (e.g. 

[D’Rozario] 1837: 215; Brice 1847: 50; Sanderson and Reeve 1858: 111), but only as 

the vernacular interjection, not referring to the speech of Eurasians. The English chee-

chee, referring to the Eurasian patois, is pronounced in English with /tʃ/ not /tʃʰ/, and is 
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not even necessarily derived from the vernacular term. Again, Whitworth here does not 

appear to be interested in the English form of the term, preferring to give the Indian 

term instead.  

  Whitworth was aware of the look-up problems that his transliterations would cause, 

and thus provided a set of ‘Rules for finding words not given under the form first 

looked for’ (xvi).The Rules contain such information as ‘For au substitute á as ghaut – 

ghát’ (xvi). That is, when the word cannot be located under its common spelling ghaut 

(the spelling of the Gilchrist transliteration system), it can be found by looking it up 

under ghát. However, these Rules do not cover all possibilities, and there is no 

suggestion that words with ch should be alternatively sought for with chh for ch. Thus, 

the ‘Rules’ will not help someone seeking chee-chee under its common spelling. 

  For a number of the words that are given in their common or established English 

orthography, Whitworth’s etymology labels the spelling a corruption. For example, 

anicut, ‘a dam or embankment retaining the waters of a river for irrigation’ (14), we are 

told, is a ‘corruption of the Kanarese anekattu’ (14). Similarly, toddy is a ‘corruption of 

the Maráṭhi táḍi’ (319), and wallah is apparently a ‘corruption of wálá’ (339). But these 

‘corruptions’ are not all of native Indian words, since apparently shebunder, ‘a port-

captain,’ is a ‘corruption of Persian shah-i-bandar’ (290), and mastisa, ‘a person of 

mixed Indian and European descent,’ is ‘corruption of Portuguese mestiço’ (200). In 

fact, over 80 different etymologies are explained as corruptions by Whitworth. 

Sometimes, the language of both the corruptor and the corrupted is left unstated, such as 

at the entry for kásdár, a groom, which is listed as a ‘corruption of qaezah, a cleaning 

rein, and dár, holder’ (154). Judging by the headword spelling, this is not an English 

word, and although the second element (i.e. dár) is Persian, the origin of qaezah is 

unknown. By labelling these orthographic forms ‘corruptions’ Whitworth displays a 

disapproving attitude towards these spellings. This is a type of value judgement that no 

longer has a place in lexicography but was not uncommon in the Victorian era. 

Certainly it is at odds with the positive attitude towards Indian English expressed in the 

title of the dictionary.  

 

4.7.5.4. Etymologies in Whitworth (1885) 

 

There are 3407 entries in Whitworth (1885) with etymologies. Since cross-reference 

entries do not have etymologies (with the irregular exception of Aśáśwat (19)), there are 

only 4524 entries that could have an etymology. In these calculations, cross-reference 

entries that cite a source language (e.g. ‘Kasár. The Hindi form of Kánsár’ (154)) are 

counted among the 4524 main entries. This means that approximately 75.3% of main 

entries have an etymology. Whitworth regularly gives separate entries to closely allied 
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terms differentiated by etymology and form. Thus, there are separate entries for Naṭ and 

Naṭwá, with the second of these defined as ‘The Kanarese form of Naṭ’ (224). Naṭ 

means a ‘tumbler’ or ‘rope-dancer,’ and is from Hindi (223). This type of cross-

reference indicates that the meanings of the two words are identical, but that the form 

and pronunciation are different as they come from different languages. This type of 

entry calls into question how far these words really were naturalised in English, as it 

appears rather that Whitworth is instead recording native Indian words that would be 

useful non-English lexis for colonial administrators, missionaries, or, in the case of Naṭ 

and Naṭwá for example, ethnographers. 

  Whitworth (1885) uses a very regular set of spellings for language names, and avoids 

abbreviations altogether. In terms of languages, Table 4.2 lists the total occurrences of 

each source language in etymologies, sorted by descending frequency. 

 

Table 4.2: Source languages in Whitworth (1885) 

 

Language Records Percentage 

Sanskrit 948 21.9% 

(Sanskrit only) (550) (12.7%) 

Hindi 609 14.0% 

Arabic 559 12.9% 

Maráṭhi 342 7.9% 

Gujaráti 311 7.2% 

Persian 302 7.0% 

Hindustáni 300 7.0% 

Bengali 254 5.9% 

Kanarese 176 4.1% 

Tamil 158 3.6% 

Telugu 77 1.8% 

Panjábi 63 1.5% 

Malayálam 62 1.4% 

English 51 1.2% 

Uriya 32 < 1% 

Pashṭo 24 < 1% 

Burmese 22 < 1% 

Arakanese 19 < 1% 

Portuguese 17 < 1% 
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Sindhi 15 < 1% 

Koḍagu 13 < 1% 

Sinhalese 12 < 1% 

 

In addition to the languages in Table 4.2, there are 15 languages with less than 10 

occurrences: Nepáli (7), Toḍa (6), Assamese (5), Turkish (5), Malay (4), Latin (3), 

Spanish (3), Tulu (3), French (2), Káśmiri (2), Santáli (2), Thibetan (2), Brazilian (1), 

Kolarian (1), Páli (1). A number of conclusions can be drawn from these figures. The 

bulk of lexis covered in Whitworth (1885) is derived from languages of the northern 

Hindi family, principally, Hindi/Hindustani, Marathi, Gujarati, Bengali, Punjabi, and to 

lesser extent, Oriya, Sindhi, Sinhalese, Nepali, Assamese, and Kashmiri. Also, there is a 

marked preference for terms from the Bombay Presidency, with less terms associated 

with the Bengal and Madras Presidencies. In terms of language families, the breakdown 

is displayed in Graph 4.1.  

 

Graph 4.1: Language families in etymologies in Whitworth (1885) 

  

 

As can be seen from Graph 4.1, Sanskrit is the most common language in etymologies. 

In approximately 42% of cases, Sanskrit is given as the ultimate source of a term from a 

modern Indian language, but for approximately 58% of Sanskrit etymologies, the 

language is the sole source language supplied, for example, ‘kumári, [Sanskrit] A 

maiden; an epithet of Durgá and others’ (174). However, in some cases extra 

etymological information is placed in the definition field, for example: 

 

Játaka. [Sanskrit, from játa, born, from jan, to beget.] The astrological 

casting of a nativity. Also the name of a Páli book, part of the second piṭaka, a 
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collection of 550 birth-stories of Gautama the Buddha in the various stages of 

existence. (Whitworth 1885: 136) 

 

In this case, the name of the book is from Pali, which is from Sanskrit, and this is easily 

understood from the entry. Yet, the complex question of the transmission of indigenous 

Indian lexis into English is usually glossed over in Whitworth. The word kumári 

appears in its Sanskrit guise in the Hindustani of the colonial era (Forbes 1866: 580), 

which of course may be the direct source of the word in English, especially as 

Hindustani was the most common language known to Anglo-Indians (Whitworth 1885: 

122). This type of information is not the focus of Whitworth’s etymologies. 

  Arabic terms are largely associated with Islam, as are Persian terms, many of which 

are related to historical lexis from the Mogul era. With regard to Sanskrit-based words, 

Whitworth provides more etymologies for tatsama words than for tadbhava words, but 

this is not necessarily indicative of the actual ratio of such terms in the dictionary, as not 

all terms are given full etymologies. For example, Whitworth derives both ábádi, ‘a 

village site’ (1) and akháḍá, ‘a place for bodily exercises and games’ (9) from Hindi, 

but ábádi is ultimately from Persian, while akháḍá is a tadbhava form descended from 

Old Indo-Aryan. Also, anjali, ‘a handful,’ is derived from Hindi by Whitworth (14), but 

no reference is made to Sanskrit, even though the term is a tatsama borrowing directly 

from Sanskrit into Hindi. 

  Etymological information is not always given in the etymology field. The entry for 

Márgaśirsh provides an example: 

 

Márgaśirsh. [Sanskrit.] The Hindu month most nearly corresponding with 

December; it is so called from mriga-śiras, the antelope-head, the name of the 

nakshatra (part of the constellation Orion) in which the moon is at full in this 

month. (Whitworth 1885: 198) 

 

In the entry, all the information following ‘so-called’ is relevant only to the etymology, 

but it is not in the etymology field.  

  At other times, the etymology field does not contain all the source languages 

occurring in an entry. The entry for Mukaddam provides an example: 

 

Mukaddam. [Arabic.] A chief, a leader; the headman of a village or of a 

caste. In Gujaráti any kind of overseer is called a mukaddam, and it is in this 

sense that the word is most commonly met with in English. In the mouth of a 

Meo it means his wife’s father. (Whitworth 1885: 198) 
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There are three senses given here, and although all the senses are ultimately from the 

Arabic, the second sense, ‘any kind of overseer,’ is stated to be from Gujarati. The same 

structure can be seen in many other entries, for example the etymology at the entry for 

śeṭ, a merchant or banker (286), gives the Hindi and Sanskrit as the source languages, 

but the definition field gives different meanings for the same word in Gujarati and 

Marathi. In cases such as these, the language name was not included in the calculations 

for Table 4.2 and Graph 4.1. 

  Approximately 24.7% of entire main entries (excluding cross-reference entries) do 

not have an etymology. However, even when an etymology is supplied in an entry, this 

does not mean that the source languages of all the separate senses covered in the 

definition field are given. For example, the entry for Mukaddam notes that ‘[i]n the 

mouth of a Meo it means his wife’s father’ (198). In other words, Mukaddam is the 

Mewati word for a wife’s brother. The term Mewati for the language of the Meo was 

not widely used in 1885, which may explain Whitworth’s strange circumlocution here. 

At the entry for śeṭ, a merchant, is the comment that ‘[i]n Birbhum it is the name of a 

caste of traders’ (286). Obviously Whitworth, or Whitworth’s source, did not know 

which of the various languages spoken in Birbhum (in West Bengal, adjacent to 

present-day Jharkhand State) the caste name came from. Even though the meaning is 

close, the two terms may not necessarily be etymologically related. Whitworth (1885) 

frequently omits etymologies for the names of castes, tribes, or other communities or 

social groupings, such as Bahti (25), Chámtha (60), Karen (152), and Kasarwáni (154). 

At other times, there seems to be no reason for the omission of an etymology, other than 

the fact that Whitworth did not know it, such as the entry for daiwatapka, a ‘betrothal 

ceremony among Pársis’ (75), or perhaps because Whitworth’s source did not supply 

one, as kasturi manjal, ‘[a] kind of wild turmeric,’ which lists ‘Buchanan’ as the source 

(154), but has no etymology. This last term is from Tamil, but the name of the language 

is not mentioned in the original source on the page where the term appears (Buchanan 

1807: II. 336). An etymology is omitted for the entry menhdi, the definition of which 

reads ‘[t]he common name of the hiná plant or dye’ (Whitworth 1885: 204). This word 

is from Hindustani (albeit, correctly spelled mehndi, and normally so rendered in 

English, though Whitworth’s spelling is found elsewhere in the nineteenth century, e.g. 

Parkes 1850: I. 430). Not only is the language omitted, but the phrase ‘the common 

name of’ is ultimately imprecise as it raises the question of common to whom? Was it 

the common name among the British, or among Indians? Perhaps both, though there is 

no way of knowing what Whitworth was attempting to indicate. 

  In addition, a number of forms are listed by Whitworth simply as ‘vernacular,’ 

without specifying which particular language or languages the term or meaning comes 

from. For example, the word Bais is defined as ‘[a] vernacular form of Vaiśya’ (26), and 
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the term ḍab, a type of grass, is defined as ‘[a] vernacular form of Darba’ (74). In these 

cases the terms darba and Vaiśya are Sanskrit, and the distinction Whitworth is drawing 

presumably is between Sanskrit and cognate forms in current languages that have 

descended through the Prakrits. However, the term ‘vernacular’ was also commonly 

applied to Dravidian languages such as Tamil, but the Tamil word for Vaiśya is 

வைசிய ா் (vaisiyā) (Knight and Spaulding 1852: 112), not Bais. As all indigenous 

Indian languages except Sanskrit were known as ‘vernaculars’ in the nineteenth century, 

using the indefinite article before the word ‘vernacular’ in the definition is particularly 

vague, and the definitional scaffold ‘a vernacular form of X’ is virtually tantamount to 

‘an Indian word for X.’  

  Sometimes, etymons are poorly transliterated. The etymology for anicut gives the 

Kannada etymon as ‘anekattu’ (14). According to Sanderson and Reeve (1858: 20) the 

word for dam is ಆಣೆಕಟ್ಟು (aṇekaṭṭu), with retroflex n and geminated retroflex t. 

Whitworth’s transliteration system does not have a symbol for the retroflex nasal, but it 

does use ṭ for the stop, and so it should have been used here. Thus the etymon given at 

the entry for anicut is incorrect. Similarly, the headword kumári is given the etymology 

‘[Sanskrit]’ (174), which implies that the Sanskrit etymon is identical to the headword 

spelling, however, the Sanskrit is कुर्ारी (kumārī) and so the headword does not reveal 

that the Sanskrit has a final long vowel. This latter example is a consequence of 

Whitworth’s reduced transliteration system. 

  The structure of entries in Whitworth (1885) often blurs the distinction between 

etymology and definition, in the same manner as Wilkins (1813). An example occurs in 

the entry for ábád, the first entry in the dictionary: 

 

Ábád. [Persian.] Populous, cultivated; applied to a village or tract of country 

which pays revenue; or, as a military phrase, to a place where supplies may be 

expected. The word is often affixed to a proper name to give a name to a city; 

as Murshidábád, the city of Murshid. (Whitworth 1885: 1) 

 

The basic style of entries is headword in bold, followed by full stop, followed by 

etymology in square brackets. Yet, in the entry for ábád the base meaning of the word, 

‘populous, cultivated,’ form the first part of the definition and only the source language 

is in square brackets. This entry structure contrasts with that of the entry for mahseer, 

in which the entire etymology is contained within the square brackets: 

 

Mahseer. [Hindi mahásir, from mahá, great, and sir, head.] A large fish of 

the carp species, common to all the mountain streams of upper India. 

(Whitworth 1885: 188) 
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One interpretation of the difference between the etymologies of ábád and mahseer is 

that Whitworth is trying to indicate that the word ábád was used by English-speakers in 

the adjectival senses indicated. While this is possible, it seems unlikely, and citations 

supporting this contention have not been located. Another example where it difficult to 

determine what is etymology and what is definition occurs with the entry for sadr: 

 

Sadr. [Arabic.] Eminence, superiority, chief, supreme; the chief seat of 

government, the presidency as opposed to the provinces or mofussil; but the 

term is most usually applied in India to denote establishments or individuals 

employed in the judicial and revenue administration of the state (H.H. 

Wilson). (Whitworth 1885: 272) 

 

Here the explanation of the headword (taken largely verbatim from Wilson 1855: 450) 

is in a number of parts. (1) (noun) ‘Eminence, superiority’, (2) (adjective) ‘chief, 

supreme,’ (3) (noun) ‘the chief seat of government, (4) ‘the presidency as opposed to 

the provinces or mofussil,’ and (5) ‘the term is most usually applied in India to denote 

establishments or individuals employed in the judicial and revenue administration of the 

state.’ Perhaps part 3 and 4 were meant to be for the same referent, but part 4 

confusingly has ‘the presidency’ (an institution) opposed to something that is not 

equivalent, that is, ‘the provinces or mofussil’ (a region). Part 5 of the definition has 

multiple problems. By stating that ‘the term is most usually applied in India’ Whitworth 

indicates that the forgoing explanations do not usually apply in India, which raises the 

question of their relevance. This cannot be the case for part 4, as the terms presidency 

and mofussil indicate that the topic area is India. The glosses in part 1, however, may be 

to the Arabic word, and thus only apply to the use of sadr in Arabic-speaking countries. 

It is unclear. That the etymological meaning is placed outside the square brackets is 

clear in the entry for rozah:  

 

Rozah. [Arabic.] A garden; but in India the term is applied to a Muhammadan 

tomb. (Whitworth 1885: 270) 

 

Here the Arabic meaning is given but then it is specifically noted that this meaning is 

not used in India, so clearly the ‘garden’ meaning is the Arabic etymological primitive. 

This is not clear in many entries, especially when a number of senses are listed, as in the 

next example: 
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Kárana [Kanarese.] A hero, the head of a family; also the spirit of an 

ancestor. To ascertain the wishes of a kárana, a ceremony called kárana kola is 

performed[.] (Whitworth 1885: 151) 

 

Here there are three senses listed. It may be that the first sense, ‘hero,’ is the 

etymological gloss to kárana, that is, the original sense that is no longer current, and 

that ‘head of the family’ is the current sense, or it may be that the first two senses are 

only etymological, and that ‘spirit of an ancestor’ is the current sense. It may be that all 

three senses are current. The first two senses are split off by a semi-colon from the third, 

which would typographically indicate two definitions. However, the part preceding the 

semi-colon has two clearly non-synonymous senses. As etymological glosses do not 

appear inside the square brackets, the user cannot tell. The second sentence in the entry 

clearly refers to the meaning ‘spirit of an ancestor,’ which may indicate that this is the 

only current sense. The question of which sense or senses were common in English 

contexts in India is entirely lost. 

  Finally, Whitworth contains a few erroneous or spurious etymologies. Clearly in 

error is the derivation of the term amah, a wet nurse, from ‘Maráṭhi, ámá, the breast’ 

(11). It is, rather, from Portuguese (Yule and Burnell 1886: 11; Murray 1888a: 262). 

Similarly, compound is incorrectly derived from Portuguese campaña (72), instead of 

Malay kampong (Yule and Burnell 1886: 186-187; Murray 1893: 740). The etymology 

of tiffin, from ‘Persian tafan’ is highly suspect. I could not locate tafan in Persian 

dictionaries (Barretto 1804; Sen 1841; Johnson 1852; Byramji 1880; Wollaston 1882; 

Palmer and le Strange 1883). Shakespear lists tafannum as a Hindustani term for lunch 

(1845: 237), though this appears to be an error as most Persian dictionaries explain 

tafannum as meaning ‘diversion’ (e.g. Palmer and le Strange 1883: 109), as do two 

editions of Shakespear’s own Dictionary of Hindūstānī and English (1834; 1849). At 

least Whitworth is more cautious with his etymology of bobbery, in the sense of uproar, 

which he states ‘may be a corruption of the common exclamation of dismay, Báp re! O 

father!’ (48), possibly on the authority of Brown (1852: 10), or Giles (1878: 11).  

 

4.7.5.5. Sources used in Whitworth (1885) 

 

For 228 entries Whitworth names the authority from which the entry information was 

taken. According to the Preface, this was only done when Whitworth took information 

verbatim from his source (xi). This means that more than 95% of entries do not give any 

information on where Whitworth derived the information. The sources are cited only by 

the name of the author, and no bibliography is supplied. The brevity of this referencing 

system means that the information is often not very helpful. For example, three entries 
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cite their source as simply as ‘Graeme’ without any further information supplied. As the 

three entries all relate to Kerala, this is most probably a reference to the Report on the 

Revenue Administration of Malabar by H.S. Graeme (1822), though the user would 

have no way of knowing this from the dictionary text. The most frequently cited source 

is ‘H.H. Wilson’ which occurs 68 times. This no doubt refers to the relatively prolific 

orientalist scholar Horace Hayman Wilson (1786-1860), but to which work, or works, 

of his is a mystery. However, a comparison of ten terms, lambadar (179), Lodha (182), 

lukibidya (183), mahabrahman (186) mastan (200), misl (207), náïb-názim (219), 

nánkár (222), nijjot (227), and noṭagára (229), reveals the definitions all to be taken 

verbatim (ignoring minor spelling and punctuation differences) from Wilson’s Glossary 

of Judicial and Revenue Terms (1855). This is especially revealing since in the Preface 

Whitworth specifically highlights how he omits many terms from Wilson: 

 

For example, I give no place to farz, duty; farmaisk, an order; farosh, sale; 

farzand, offspring; fasad, vice; all taken from one page of Professor Wilson’s 

glossary. And my reason is that persons who meet with any such word are 

those only who have knowledge of the native language to which it belongs, or 

at least have at hand a dictionary of that language. (Whitworth 1885: viii) 

 

This would mean that the terms Whitworth did select from Wilson (1855), were chosen 

because they had ‘forced their way’ into English (Whitworth 1885: viii). Certainly the 

terms lumbadar, mahabrahman, and misl were not uncommon in Anglo-Indian English, 

but the only references to the Bengali term lukibidya I have been able to locate are 

Wilson (1855: 313), and Whitworth, which casts grave doubts about the currency of this 

word in Anglo-Indian English, and hence, casts doubts on Whitworth’s claims about his 

selection process. Additionally, Whitworth is not completely faithful to his sources. 

Whitworth lists nijjot, ‘[l]ands cultivated by the proprietors or revenue-payers by 

themselves and for their own benefit’ (1885: 227), as from Bengali, whereas Wilson 

records it as Hindustani (1855: 376). 

  The other most frequently named sources are ‘Monier Williams’ (23 times), ‘L. 

Rice’ (19 times), and ‘J.H. Nelson’ (18 times). These are presumably Monier Williams’ 

Sanskrit Dictionary (1872), prior to his changing his name to Monier Monier-Williams 

in 1887, Benjamin L. Rice’s Mysore and Coorg (1876-1878), and J.H. Nelson’s The 

Madura Country: A Manual Compiled by Order of the Madras Government (1868). A 

number of other sources are cited only a few times, or, such as ‘J.D. La Touche’ and 

‘W. Coldstream’, only once. More unhelpful are the ten citations for ‘Manu,’ clearly 

referring to the Manusmriti or Laws of Manu. These are given chapter and verse 

numbers, and apparently refer to an edition of the translation by William Jones, 
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originally published 1796, but the dictionary user would not know this. The entry for 

Jokiá, a ‘pastoral tribe in Sindh,’ lists ‘Official Report, 1856’ as the source (Whitworth 

1885: 139). However, since there were undoubtedly many official reports written in 

1856, this source information is of little use, other than to state that the information was 

reported officially to someone, somewhere in British India. The entry for Moglái, ‘[t]he 

empire or government of the Moguls,’ notes that ‘[t]he word is often used to denote 

great state or magnificence, and sometimes as equivalent to tyranny, as “The English 

imperialism is slowly drifting into the old moglái”,’ citing the source of the quotation 

simply as ‘Native Newspaper’(208). As there were any number of ‘native newspapers,’ 

this reference is practically useless. 

  Even when Whitworth does acknowledge his source, he does not necessarily keep 

strictly to the original text. For instance, his entry for kasturi manjal, a plant used in 

cosmetics (154), is cited as from Buchanan, but the original source spelled the term 

‘Casturi Munjal’ (Buchanan 1807: II. 336). Apparently Whitworth thought it 

appropriate to regularise the spellings of his sources to his own transliteration system. 

  Finally, as Whitworth admits in the Preface, ‘[t]he work might have been more 

valuable if I had been able more frequently to quote authority for the statements made’ 

(xi). Indeed, the derivative nature of Whitworth (1885) is concealed from the user when 

consulting most entries. However, the indebtedness to his sources becomes clear when 

one compares many of Whitworth’s entries with corresponding entries in Wilson 

(1855). For example, Whitworth’s definition for joshi is: 

 

An astronomer, an astrologer. The joshi is often a village servant remunerated 

by inám land. He is a Bráhman by caste, and his duties are to prepare the 

calendar, cast nativities, and announce the time propitious for any act; he is 

also the Hindu artist and paints the idols and pictures of the gods. Joshi is also 

the name, in upper India, of a Bráhman caste, and in the Deccan of a Śudra 

caste of fortune-tellers. (Whitworth 1885: 140) 

 

Wilson’s definition for the same term is: 

 

An astronomer, an astrologer in general; also one of a caste professing 

astrology and fortune-telling, and employed in casting nativities. In Upper 

India the name is applied to an inferior order of Bráhmans following this 

occupation; in the Dakhin, to a caste of Ṣúdras. The term, when restricted to a 

Brahman conversant with astronomical science, implies considerable 

respectability, as is the case with the Joshis of Kamaon. (Wilson 1855: 242) 
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Importantly, the entry is not a summary of all the information in Wilson. Whitworth has 

recast the information in Wilson, omitting some of Wilson’s points, and adding some 

extra information, perhaps from his own knowledge, perhaps for another source, or 

sources, perhaps from a combination of both. Whitworth may have had information that 

contradicted Wilson’s comments about the respectability of certain joshis, but it is also 

possible he did not. However, due to the manner in which the dictionary was compiled, 

the question of what prompted Whitworth to leave some information out and add in 

other information is not only unanswered, but also unanswerable. Only 228 entries 

name the authority used, therefore more than 95% of entries in Whitworth (1885) do not 

give any information on where Whitworth derived his information. 

 

4.7.5.6. Subject categories in Whitworth (1885) 

 

In order to assess the content of Whitworth (1885) every definition was labelled 

according to semantic field, following the work of Baumgardner, Kennedy and Shamin 

(1993), and Kachru (1983). For the sake of clarity, the names of individual categories or 

subcategories are given in small capitals in the following discussion. Category labelling 

was added to each of the 5697 definitions in the dictionary (that is, all definitions 

excluding cross-reference entries and including nested entries). Each label was a field 

beginning with <CAT> and ending with </CAT>, in between which were category 

names separated by a vertical bar (|). No categories were mutually exclusive. For 

example, the entry for Karbala, ‘[t]he meeting-place of the táziahs at the Muharram 

festival, so called after Karbala, in Turkish Arabia, the burial-place of Husain’ 

(Whitworth 1885: 152), was given the following label: 

 

  <CAT>religion|Islam|place</CAT> 

 

This means that all definitions that were concerned with RELIGION can be tallied, as can 

all definitions concerned with ISLAM, as can all definitions of PLACES. The entry for the 

Hindu monkey god Hanuman (351) was labelled: 

 

  <CAT>religion|Hinduism|being|god</CAT> 

 

while asura, ‘an evil spirit, an enemy of the gods’ (20), was labelled: 

 

  <CAT>religion|Hinduism|being|demon</CAT> 

 

and áchárya, ‘[a] spiritual guide or teacher’ (2), was labelled: 
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  <CAT>people|religion|Hinduism|member</CAT>. 

 

Thus a distinction was made between the human MEMBERS or followers of a religion, 

and the divinities, deities, or other spiritual BEINGS of a religion.  

  The two most significant primary categories in Whitworth (1885) were PEOPLE, 

which accounted for approximately 46.8% of total definitions, and RELIGION, which 

accounted for approximately 20.3% of total definitions. Together they account for 

67.1% of all definitions in the dictionary. No other primary category was over 10%. The 

next most frequent categories were COMMERCE AND FINANCE (approximately 9.7%), 

PLACE (approximately 8.7%), FLORA AND FAUNA (approximately 6.0%), ANGLO-INDIAN 

(approximately 4.5%), FOOD (approximately 3.7%), MEASUREMENT (approximately 

3.0%), ARTICLES OF USE (approximately 2.7%), TRANSPORT (approximately 1.9%), 

LEGAL (approximately 1.6%), MILITARY (approximately 1.5%), LANGUAGE 

(approximately 1.2%), CLOTHING (approximately 1.1%). 

  Of the PEOPLE category, 894 definitions classify people according to their 

OCCUPATION. This type of definition accounts for approximately 15.7% of entire 

definitions. Examples include ábdár, ‘[a] servant whose office it is to prepare water for 

domestic use’ (1), atprahari, ‘[a] village peon who attends and receives orders at the 

zamindár’s kacheri’ (21), bárgir, ‘[a] trooper whose horse is not his own, but the state’s’ 

(32), boy, ‘used both as a compellation and a common name for the higher domestic 

servants’ (49), daftari, ‘[a]n office servant who prepares writing materials, arranges 

books, etc.’ (75), khot, ‘[a] revenue contractor or farmer’ (165), sadr tálukdár, ‘[t]he 

title of an officer in the Hyderabad state corresponding to the commissioner of a 

division’ (272). However, these do not constitute the entirety of information in 

Whitworth regarding occupation as many descriptions of castes and tribes additionally 

supply information about the typical occupations of the community. Examples include, 

Bárikudu, ‘[t]he name of a low caste; they are village scavengers and watchmen’ (33), 

Báuri, ‘[t]he name of a semi-Hinduised tribe of Bengal and Orissa; they are cultivators, 

labourers, swine-keepers, fishermen, salt-makers, and palanquin-bearers’ (35), Bháṭ, 

‘[t]hey are by hereditary profession bards, chroniclers, and genealogists; but they are 

now message-bearers and beggars, and some are cultivators’ (41), and Wáwá, ‘a caste 

in Cutch; they are grain-parchers (343). However, as these were primarily defined as 

castes, tribes, or other communal groups, these definitions were not included in the 

semantic field category OCCUPATION. Nevertheless, the figures here reflect Whitworth’s 

preoccupation with defining peoples by occupation. Note that ‘occupation’ was fifth in 

Whitworth’s list of types of ‘evidence’ useful for the ‘definition of tribes and castes’ 

(1885: x). Included in this semantic field category was the subclass LEADER, which was 
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used to label any sense that was defined as having a position of authority over others, 

such as ruler, sovereign, king, queen, prince, prime minister, minister, commissioner, 

superintendent, officer in charge, chief, headman, elder, etc., excepting for religious 

authorities which were labelled HOLYMAN. These were abundant in Whitworth’s 

definitions, occurring 217 times (approximately 3.8% of entire definitions). If coupled 

with the 117 definitions for the HOLYMAN category, this amounts to 334 definitions 

approximately 5.9% of entire definitions, and 12.5% of the PEOPLE category). This 

reveals a definitional bias towards Indians (and, to a lesser extent, British residents) who 

held positions of authority. 

  The other primary way of categorising people in definitions in Whitworth (1885) is 

by communal group. Definitions used a number of terms to define communal groups, 

such as ‘caste,’ ‘clan,’ ‘class,’ ‘community,’ ‘race,’ and ‘tribe.’ Rajputs were 

categorised separately, as Whitworth sometimes defined various Rajput communal 

groups as a tribe, class, or clan, but also frequently as ‘a branch of’ a particular Rajput 

group. The numbers of each category are as follows, in descending numerical order, 

with rounded figures of percentage of overall definitions: CASTE 589 (10.3%), TRIBE 

380 (6.7%), CLASS 124 (2.2%), RAJPUT 57 (1.0%), RACE 35 (0.6%). The terms 

COMMUNITY and CLAN were used less than 10 times. Together, these communal groups 

occupied approximately 21% of Whitworth’s definitions.  

  A further significant subcategory of people was REGIONAL NAME, such as Kábuli, a 

person from Kabul, or more loosely, Afghanistan (142), and Konkanasth, a Konkani 

(169). There were 73 definitions of this type (approximately 1.3% of total definitions), 

including Indian terms for the British or for Europeans, such as Anglo-Indian (14), 

Angrej and Angreji (14), gorá (109), Ingrez and Ingrezi (129), and viláyati (333). 

Whitworth defines Anglo-Indian as ‘[a] term applied to an Englishman residing in India, 

or anything pertaining to the English in India’ (14), and makes no mention of its 

application to Eurasians. Eurasians on the other hand are represented in the entry for 

Eurasian (95) and Indo-Britain (129). Another 56 definitions were the names of 

DYNASTIES or important historical families (less than 1% of total definitions). 

  Women did not make up a large proportion of definitions, with only 44 definitions 

relating in any way to women. This accounts for less than 1% of total definitions. 

Definitions relating to women included: bibi, ‘[a] Musalmán lady’ (46), bráhmini, ‘[a] 

woman of Brámin caste’ (51), gopi, ‘[a] cowherd's wife, or a woman of the Gop caste; 

applied especially to the cowherdesses of Brindában with whom the youthful Krishna 

played’ (109), grihini, ‘[t]he wife of a householder, the mistress of a house’ (111), 

khásmahal, ‘[T]he women's apartments in a Muhammadan palace’ (161), and 

mehtráni, ‘[t]he feminine form of Mehtar; a woman of the Mehtar caste’ (203). The 

word maharani, is defined as ‘[a] queen, either in her own right or as wife of a rájá. The 
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term is applied also in courtesy to Hindu ladies of lesser rank. It is the title commonly 

given in India to the Queen of England’ (186). Along with this reference, Queen 

Victoria was given two more definitions: Empress of India, ‘[a] title assumed by her 

Majesty the Queen under the authority of statute 39 Vict., cap. 10’ (94), and Kaisar-i-

Hind, ‘[E]mperor or Empress of India; a title assumed by the Queen of England in 

1876’ (144). Whitworth also included four entries for ‘the four classes into which Hindu 

writers divide women’ (278), namely chitrini, hastini, padmini, and śankhini. These are 

given definitions which repeat the supposed attributes of each class: chitrini, ‘of a 

pleasing height, neither too stout nor too thin, with a small waist, bright eyes, black hair, 

and the voice of a peacock, disposed to fun and amusement, but not too voluptuous’ 

(68), hastini, ‘the only one of which an unfavourable description is given; the hastini is 

short, thickset, of dark complexion and libidinous disposition’ (118), padmini, ‘the 

name of the first and best of the four classes’ (232), and śankhini, ‘tall, with long hair, 

and of an amorous and irascible disposition’ (278). There is no discussion of the utility 

or precision of such a classification, either positive or negative. 

  In terms of RELIGION, there were 1156 definitions related to the subject area, 

accounting for approximately 20.3% of total dictionary definitions. The definitions are 

heavily skewed towards Hinduism. The proportion of definitions for various religions, 

in descending order, is given in Graph 4.2. 

 

Graph 4.2: Definitions for religions in Whitworth (1885) 
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Hinduism accounted for approximately 62.6% of definitions relating to different 

religions, sects or denominations, and approximately 12.3% of total definitions. After 

Hinduism, definitions relating to Islam are the only other significant category, 

accounting for just over a fifth of the total material relating to religion. Together these 

two religions account for approximately 82.9% of definitions relating to different 

religions, sects or denominations. A further 142 definitions were devoted to the names 

of various SECTS of the various religions, accounting for approximately 12.6% of 

definitions relating to the various named religions. The Sikh religion was accorded over 

twice the recognition of Buddhism, Jainism and Zoroastrianism. Christianity is virtually 

absent from Whitworth’s dictionary. For the Syrian Church Whitworth supplies 5 

names of various types of clergy: catanar (57), malpan (192), maphrian (197), metran 

(204), and ramban (264). Information on these is minimal, and no etymologies are 

provided for these words. With Christianity, Whitworth’s selection is eclectic. It is 

noted that the terms ahl-i-kitáb (8) and kitábi (167) refer to Muslims, Jews, and 

Christians together. Also listed as Christian are the terms padri (232), sitápadre, ‘[a] 

term used by the natives of Gujarát to designate a Portuguese or an English priest; it is 

supposed that the Virgin Mary has been mistaken for Sitá’ (296), and the obsolete term 

topas, ‘[a] native Christian sprung from a Portuguese father and Indian mother in the 

south of India; in the early history of the company these people were extensively 

enlisted as soldiers; hence the term came to be applied to the company's native soldiery 

generally in the peninsula’ (321). Note that padri is defined not as an English word, but 

rather as an Indian word: ‘[t]his is the Portuguese word padre, father, which has been 

adopted in all the Indian vernaculars as the common name for a clergyman, and is 

sometimes applied also to Bráhmans or other religious persons’ (232). Again it is clear 

that in this instance Whitworth is not recording Anglo-Indian English, in which the term 

is spelled padre and is used only in the first sense, a Christian clergyman. Meanwhile 

sitápadre is defined specifically as a Gujarati term and appears to have been very 

uncommon in Anglo-Indian texts: I have been able to locate only one example, Clark 

(1855: 86), where it is spelled ‘Sita padre.’ 

  Other common themes in the RELIGION definitions included various SPIRITUAL 

BEINGS, such as GODS (149 definitions), GODDESSES (55 definitions), DEMONS and other 

SPIRITS (46 definitions). The category HOLYMAN had 117 definitions, with an additional 

3 definitions for women defined in terms of religious practices: árjá, ‘[a] female 

mendicant’ (17), vairágan, ‘[a] female vairági,’ (where vairági is defined as one who 

‘meditates only on the deity and lives upon alms’ (329), and yogini, ‘[a] female yogi’ 

(347). A total of 60 definitions relate to RELIGIOUS TEXTS, 59 to TEMPLES or other places 

of worship, and 49 for religious FESTIVALS. 
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  FLORA AND FAUNA account for approximately 6.0% of entire definitions of 

Whitworth (1885). There were 249 definitions relating to FLORA, and 94 to FAUNA. Of 

FLORA, trees and plants accounted for 245 of the definitions, with 2 creepers and 1 shrub 

making up the remainder. Amongst these, 103 definitions were for CROP plants. FAUNA 

consisted principally of MAMMALS (42 definitions), BIRDS (25 definitions), and REPTILES 

(24 definitions). The REPTILES were mostly SNAKES (21 definitions), with two 

crocodilians, the gavial (104) and the magar (185), and one scincid, the sápsurali, a 

Marathi term for ‘[t]he skink, or snake-lizard’ (280). How Whitworth chose his 

selection of flora and fauna is unknown, for while gavial and magar (commonly spelled 

muggar or mugger in Anglo-Indian English) are common terms, nineteenth-century 

citations for sápsurali could not be located, and the only other modern references to 

sápsurali specify that this is only the Marathi name, not the English name (e.g. Mahabal 

2006: 110). 

  All terms that had headwords that were native English words, or that specifically 

noted a meaning or usage restricted to Anglo-Indians, were coded as ANGLO-INDIAN. 

There were 259 such definitions, accounting for approximately 4.5% of total definitions. 

This is the specific area for which the dictionary promotes itself in its title, and for 

which Kachru (1980: 78) compliments the dictionary as breaking new ground. 

Whitworth admits that his ‘compilation falls far short of’ containing ‘all those words 

which English people in their relations with India have found it necessary or convenient 

to add to their own vernacular, and […] any special significations which pure English 

words have acquired in India’ (1885: vii-viii). Certainly the figures here support 

Whitworth’s admission of a lack of comprehensiveness or extensive coverage with 

regard to this type of lexis. Moreover, the figure of 257 includes many terms that are not 

simply Indian-context sense extensions of existing English words. A number of terms 

included in the ANGLO-INDIAN category are words ultimately based on Indian words or 

names but that terminate with an English bound morpheme, such as -ism (including 

Buddhism, Hinduism, Sikhism, Śiwaism, and Vishnuvism), -ist (only Buddhist), 

and -ite (including Sivite, Shafite, Shiite, and Sunnite). A number of language names 

and regional names are listed that end in -ese (including Arakanese, Assamese, 

Goanese, Kanarese, Sinhalese) and -ian (including Dravidian, Gaudian, and Turanian). 

Also included in the ANGLO-INDIAN category were compound words in which at least 

one element was a native English word. Examples include bo-tree, Goa potatoe [sic], 

‘[a] name in Bombay of the dioscurea aculeata or prickly-stemmed yam; the tuber is 

used as whole a vegetable’ (108), grass matting, king-crow, the black drongo (166), 

occupancy right, a term ‘commonly used in reference to cultivators who have higher 

rights in the land they cultivate than mere tenants-at-will’ (230), sardár-bearer, ‘name 

given in Bengal to one of the two chief domestic servants in a European household’ 
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(281), survey number, ‘under the Bombay revenue system, [this] means any portion of 

land which has been separately demarcated and assessed by the survey department’ 

(305), and ticca-cook, ‘a cook engaged for a special occasion’ (317). Compounds of 

words of Indian-origin and native English words, such as ticca-cook, are very few.  

  Many of the terms classed as Anglo-Indian are newly formed compound words for 

various administrative posts in the British Indian government. Examples include 

assistant-collector, assistant-magistrate, assistant-commissioner, chief 

commissioner, deputy-collector, deputy-commissioner, deputy-magistrate, district 

deputy-collector, divisional officer, extra assistant-commissioner, huzur deputy-

collector, joint-magistrate, governor-in-council, member of council, secretary of 

state in council, settlement officer, and sub-deputy-collector. Whitworth records each 

of these with care, delineating the distinctions with regard to provenance, authority, and 

duties. Some of these entries contain nested entries defining subcategories of the 

headword, thus the entry for member of council, defines also the additional member of 

council, the extraordinary member of council, and the ordinary member of council 

(203). The entry for merchant additionally defines factor, first merchant, junior 

merchant, resident, senior merchant, sub-factor, sub-merchant, and writer (204). 

These latter terms are historical nomenclature relating to ‘the early days of the East 

India companies’ (204). Whitworth also provides separate entries for Chief Court, High 

Court, and Supreme Court, and for a number of governmental institutions or 

departments such as Board of Revenue, Council of the Governor-General of India, 

Land Revenue Assignment, Legislative Council, Provincial Government, and Supreme 

Government. The inclusion of such terms in the dictionary can be viewed as a 

reflection of Whitworth’s own working life there, which was largely in the judiciary. 

However, with only 93 definitions classified as LEGAL in the subject analysis, there 

appears to be no particularly strong bias towards legal terminology. This may be a result 

of the fact that a large part of the legal terminology used in British India was precisely 

the same as that used in Britain. The terms defined by Whitworth thus represent specific 

uses pertinent only to the Indian legal system. This type of administrative lexis is not 

found in the lexicographical precursors to Whitworth, but is vital lexis for anyone 

interested in reading or researching Anglo-Indian times. Their omission from other 

lexicons of Indian English is an oversight based on a naive belief that since words such 

as assistant and deputy, and commissioner and magistrate, are generally understood, 

then terminology based on combinations of such words is transparent. This is not the 

case, as is made clear with Whitworth’s definition for assistant-magistrate, which one 

might naively consider to be an assistant to a magistrate, or a magistrate with fewer 

powers than a full magistrate. Whitworth points out that ‘[t]his term is unknown to the 
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law, but is popularly used in Bengal to designate the officer who is an assistant-collector 

and a magistrate’ (20). 

  A small amount of the ANGLO-INDIAN lexis consisted of names of fauna, such as 

blackbuck, carpet snake, musk-rat, rib-faced deer, and rock-snake, and flora, such as 

custard-apple, elephant-apple, horse-gram, milk bush, pepper-vine, and snake gourd.  

  One term where Whitworth demonstrates a specific Indian English sense is village 

(333). In fact, Whitworth is prolix in his delineation: 

 

As a revenue term, this word denotes, not a group of houses, farmyards, etc., 

but a large or small area of land marked off by boundaries, known by one 

common name, and treated as a unit in the táluká accounts. The houses of the 

cultivators, the village servants, and others belonging to the village are usually 

grouped together in one spot, but sometimes there are two or three groups a 

mile or two apart, occupied generally, by different castes; some of the wilder 

races do not build their houses in groups at all, but each lives by his own 

fields; there are villages again which have been permanently deserted, or 

which have had no residents within the memory of man, but which still bear 

each its separate name, and have each its separate servants and records, the 

cultivators living in one or more of the neighbouring villages. (Whitworth 

1885: 333) 

 

The subtle sense differentiation here is entirely in keeping with the promising title of the 

dictionary. What English speakers in Britain conceived of as a ‘village’ was entirely 

different to what the word ‘village’ meant in British India. This difference is still alive 

in modern Indian English. No modern dictionary of Indian English has an entry for 

village, even though the term village is commonly used, in the Indian English sense, 

within definitions in those dictionaries. Other similar ANGLO-INDIAN terms are butler, 

where it is noted that ‘[t]his is presumably the English word, but is used in the Bombay 

presidency to denote the head servant in a household; he is not specially connected with 

the wine-cellar, but performs all the duties of the Bengal khánsamán and the sardár-

bearer’ (55), and classer, defined as a person ‘employed to test the quality of land by an 

examination of the soil’ (72). 

  Not all of the English-based lexis in Whitworth (1885) is restricted to Anglo-Indian 

English. Whitworth noted a specific Indian sense for the word alienated, in relation to 

the ownership of land, where it meant ‘transferred in so far as the rights of government 

to payment of the rent or land revenue are concerned, wholly or partially, to the 

ownership of any person’ (10). This meaning has the antonym unalienated, on which 

Whitworth notes that ‘[a]s the English language supplies no positive term to express 
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what is in India the normal political condition of land, this negative term is used for the 

purpose’ (326). However, the OED records both of these terms as used in England, and 

there is good evidence of the term being used in Australia as well (Braim 1846: I. 110), 

so it appears that in this case the terms are not nativised to the Indian context, even if 

Whitworth believed them to be so.  

  A number of terms specifically regarded as Anglo-Indian English by Whitworth are 

indigenous Indian words that had taken on a special meaning amongst the British in 

India. For instance, the term baboo is defined firstly as ‘[a] term of respect formerly 

applied in upper India to the younger sons of a rájá; in a Bengal village it is the usual 

title of the zamindár; it is also appended to a proper name as an equivalent to “mister”,’ 

then, after these three senses, we learn that ‘among the English it is chiefly used to 

denote a native clerk or manager’ (23). Thus, the Anglo-Indian meaning, that is, the 

meaning that is ‘chiefly’ used by the British in India, is relegated to last place. 

Similarly, the word bundobust, is defined firstly as ‘[a]rrangement, settlement; 

especially a land revenue settlement’ and illustrated by the ‘Proverb: Bandobast naram, 

tahsil garm, “Light assessment, brisk collection”,’ before we find out that ‘[t]he word is 

often used by Anglo-Indians to express the planning, preparation, or arrangement of any 

undertaking great or small’ (54). Again, the Anglo-Indian sense is placed last, and 

Whitworth seems more concerned with explicating the Indian senses of the word. 

Contrary to this is the fact that the headword is spelled with the common spelling form 

bundobust, rather than bandobast, as it is spelled within the entry, indicating that it is a 

term that has been fully adopted into English. Interestingly, the Anglo-Indian sense 

given by Whitworth is closest to the most common sense in modern Indian English, 

where it generally refers to police preparations taken in the anticipation of some trouble 

or potential public disturbance (Muthiah 1991: 41; Hankin 2003: 34; Mahal 2006: 10). 

The headword chota is firstly defined as ‘[l]ittle, small,’ following which it is explained 

that ‘[t]he word is often used in English with an Indian noun; as chota háziri, a light 

early breakfast; chota sáheb, the younger gentleman; chota barsát, the little rain, a fall 

that usually precedes the heavy fall of the monsoon’ (69). These three nested entries 

were all very common terms in Anglo-Indian English. Other indigenous Indian words 

that Whitworth specifies as having a particular sense in Anglo-Indian English are kháná 

to mean dinner (159), mantra to mean ‘a magical formula, an incantation, a charm’ 

(195), mufti to refer to civilian dress (212), and Pandy, ‘[a] common name, among 

English soldiers, of the rebels in the Indian mutiny; they were so called from one 

Mangal Pande, a ringleader’ (239). At the entry for wallah, it is noted that ‘though 

properly only an affix’ the term is ‘sometimes used in English by itself; it then stands 

for competition-wallah, and denotes a member of the Indian civil service who has 

obtained his appointment by competition, as distinguished from those appointed under 
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the previous system of nomination’ (339). And the term sati is defined as ‘[a] faithful, 

virtuous wife; especially one who burns herself with the corpse of her husband’ but it is 

then pointed out that it is ‘commonly used in English to denote, not the wife, but her 

final act of suicide’ (283). This last sense is an Anglo-Indian English extension of the 

meaning. An even more specific restriction is delineated in the entry for masál, the 

Gujarati term for a torch, where Whitworth points out that ‘in Bombay English, masál is 

often used for Masálchi,’ that is, a torch bearer (200). This is the only definition 

specifically confined to ‘Bombay English.’   

  Occasionally Whitworth includes entries under native English headwords, but the 

headword lemma involved is not particularly Indian. For example, under the headword 

millet, we are informed that ‘this name is not very commonly used in India’ but that ‘it 

will serve to bring together several cereals which are commonly called by their native 

names’ (205). Thence 18 different indigenous Indian names of various grain crops are 

listed sorted under the headings common millet, great millet, Indian millet, Italian 

millet, small millet, and spiked millet (205). All 18 of the indigenous Indian names have 

their own separate entries with full definitions, and so the entry for millet serves simply 

as a lexicographical gathering point for a thesaurus-type entry. Whether the terms 

common millet, great millet, etc., were prevalent in Anglo-Indian usage is not explicitly 

stated. Similarly, under the headword order, were a set of Anglo-Indian honours or 

awards ‘established by the Crown in India’ (230), including the Crown of India, 

Companion of the Indian Empire, Companion of the Star of India, Grand Commander 

of the Star of India, and Knight Commander of the Star of India, all which additionally 

make an appearance in the dictionary in separate entries for their abbreviations, C.I., 

C.I.E., C.S.I., G.C.S.I., and K.C.S.I. The word order, however, is not defined by 

Whitworth, and merely serves as an article heading as in an encyclopaedia. Along 

similar lines are the entries for month (210) and year (346) where information on the 

various methods of time calculation utilised throughout India is given, though no direct 

information is given about the meanings or usage of the terms month and year in Anglo-

Indian English. However, such entries are anomalies. 

 The ANGLO-INDIAN lexis covered in Whitworth (1885) is not very extensive, and 

accounts for less than 5% of total definitions. Many terms are omitted, including terms 

that Whitworth uses in his own text, such as hill dialect, hill god, hill man, hill people, 

and hill tribe. These terms rely on a specific Indian meaning of hill, referring to various 

upland tracts around the subcontinent, as opposed to the plains, another term Whitworth 

uses but does not define. Whitworth’s definitions include other Anglo-Indian 

vocabulary which are not defined in the dictionary, such as cantonment, sweeper, and 

vernacular. Beyond these, there is a great deal of English-based lexis that was 

commonly used in nineteenth-century Indian English missing from Whitworth (1885), 
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such as babudom, backwaters, boxwallah, circuit house, coppersmith, curry powder, 

Ditch and Ditcher, half-caste, India pale ale, laughing thrush, outstation, prickly heat, 

rest house, scimitar babbler, spatchcock, step well, and thermantidote.  

  In terms of the overall coverage of lexis in Whitworth (1885), the content analysis 

reveals a number of subject areas with very few items recorded. These include types of 

CLOTH (29 definitions), HEALTH AND MEDICINE (15 definitions), EDUCATION (11 

definitions), and MUSIC (7), of which 4 were musical instruments. These figures become 

more significant when compared to the fact that there are, 14 definitions for types of 

ACCOUNT BOOKS, 14 definitions for types of NARCOTICS AND INTOXICANTS (not included 

in HEALTH AND MEDICINE), and 13 definitions for types of PALANQUIN. 

  Finally, according to the subtitle the dictionary covers not only English words 

which had ‘obtained special meanings in India,’ but also other non-Indian words, such 

as Portuguese words, that had taken on special meanings. These appear in especially 

low numbers. There are only 17 terms derived from Portuguese by Whitworth. These 

include almará, a cupboard (11), areca (17), ayah, a maid (22), caste (56), foras, ‘the 

name of the tenure on which the lands reclaimed from the sea, or inter-insular channels 

about the island of Bombay, used to be held’ (97), gallivat, a type of war boat (99), 

Gentoo, obsolete term for a Hindu (104), gram, any of various lentils and pulses (111), 

mastisa, ‘[a] person of mixed Indian and European descent’ (200), and oart, a garden 

(230). Other terms derived from Portuguese by Whitworth are of uncertain etymology, 

such as brab, a type of palm (49), or actually from French, as bayadere, a ‘dancing-

girl’ (35), and calabash, a type of gourd (55). This reduces the number to only 15 or 14. 

One final term of interest is pagár, derived from the ‘Portuguese pagar, to pay’ (233). 

However, Whitworth’s definition states only that ‘[t]his word is commonly adopted in 

the Indian vernaculars for monthly salary’ (233). In other words, according to the 

definition, it is not used in English and is just an example of a Portuguese word 

borrowed by various Indian languages. Malay etymologies were given for bamboo 

(incorrectly) (28), mangosteen (194), paddy (232), and prow, that is, prahu (256). The 

three Spanish terms were alcanna, henna (10), chilli (67), and mosque (incorrectly) 

(211), and the two French terms were cashew (56), and mistry, a cook (207), though 

this last is properly from Portuguese. In any case, there are less than 30 terms in the 

entire dictionary that correspond to the second part of the dictionary’s subtitle: ‘non-

Indian terms as have obtained special meanings in India.’ 

 

4.7.6. Summary of analysis of Whitworth (1885) 

 

Whitworth (1885) stands as a representative of one type of pre-Independence Indian 

English lexicographical work. The other major glossaries/dictionaries of this type are 
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‘Stocqueler’ (1848), Elliot (1845, 1860), Brown (1852), Carnegy (1853, 1877), Wilson 

(1855), and Temple (1897). These works occupy a grey area between monolingual and 

bilingual dictionaries. Words of Indian languages ranged on a spectrum between (a) 

terms which were in common and wide use among English speakers (both the British 

and local Indians) in British India (some of which are now part of core English), 

through (b) terms that were highly technical and used only by people involved in the 

relevant area of activity (the ostensible target vocabulary of these lexicons), to (c) terms 

which were never really part of the English language, that never occurred within 

English sentences or contexts (and hence properly belong to a bilingual dictionary). 

This last group of terms, such as Whitworth’s multitudinous names of castes, subcastes, 

tribes, and sects, were included in the dictionaries because they may be of use to the 

target audience of the dictionaries. The dictionaries of Whitworth, and the others listed 

above, covered a selection of words from across this spectrum. They differed from 

bilingual dictionaries in that they did not attempt to cover the core lexis of a non-

English language, and they differed from dictionaries, such as Yule and Burnell (1886) 

and the OED (1888-1928), which were concerned primarily with Indian-origin words 

that had become part of English, especially Anglo-Indian English.  

 Where Whitworth (1885) differed from his contemporaries was in the inclusion of 

native English-language words that had attained different uses or meanings in Anglo-

Indian English. However, according to Whitworth’s dictionary, not many English terms 

had ‘obtained special meanings in India’ as such terms account for less than 5% of the 

entire definitions. The number of terms from Portuguese and other non-Indian 

languages that had ‘obtained special meanings in India’ is negligible. This means that 

the title disingenuously misportrays the nature of the overall lexis covered in the 

dictionary.  

  The dictionary provides a relatively extensive coverage of lexis, with 5697 

definitions for 4839 lexical items treated in 5439 entries. Encyclopaedic material 

accounts for approximately 35.2% of the lexis treated in Whitworth (1885). However, 

the lexical material is very strongly biased towards nouns, which account for 

approximately 96.9% of total definitions. 

  The dictionary is largely derivative, based on other secondary sources, but the 

indebtedness to these sources is not clear to the dictionary user, and, when they are 

presented, references are so brief that it is not possible to determine the source used. 

  Pronunciations are prescriptive and supplied by the headword spellings which are 

presented in the transliteration system that Whitworth devised for the dictionary. 

However, the transliteration system is not consistently applied to all headwords, and is 

not a very accurate system for recording pronunciation. The table of phonetic 

correspondences in the Preface is both incomplete and confusing. Since headwords are 
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mostly presented in Whitworth’s transliteration system, they cannot be trusted as in any 

way representative of the spellings current in 1885. Moreover, attempting to look up a 

word under its common spelling will often result in a failure to locate the term even 

though it is recorded in the dictionary (such as attempting to look up chee-chee which is 

only recorded under the headword chhi-chhi). A knowledge of Indian languages and the 

Jonesian transliteration system is virtually requisite for competent use of the dictionary. 

The list of ‘Rules for finding words not given under the form first looked for’ provided 

in the front matter is helpful, but is incomplete. 

 The etymology field does not contain all the etymological information in the 

dictionary, and the base meanings of etymons are usually given outside the square 

brackets that contain the etymology, thus creating an ambiguity as to where the 

etymology ends and the definitions begin. The names of source languages for terms are 

not always given in the etymology field, and in some cases, are not provided at all. 

There are a number of dubious or incorrect etymologies. 

  In terms of content, 96.9% of all definitions are for nouns, and approximately 

35.2% of the dictionary content is encyclopaedic material (i.e. proper nouns). There is a 

very strong bias towards the semantic fields of PEOPLE, which accounted for 

approximately 46.8% of total definitions, and RELIGION, which accounted for 

approximately 20.3% of total definitions. Together these account for 67.1% of all 

definitions in the dictionary. With definitions relating to RELIGION, there was a bias 

towards HINDUISM, which accounted for approximately 62.6% of definitions relating to 

different religions, sects or denominations, and approximately 12.3% of total 

definitions. Further, a number of subject areas were accorded very few entries, 

including especially HEALTH AND MEDICINE, EDUCATION, and MUSIC, while other fields 

were given more space in the dictionary, such as ACCOUNT BOOKS, NARCOTICS AND 

INTOXICANTS, and PALANQUINS. 

 Section 4.7 contained the analysis of Whitworth (1885). The following section 

(Section 4.8) contains the analysis of Yule and Burnell (1886/1903). 
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4.8. Yule and Burnell, Hobson-Jobson, 1886/1903 

 

Section 4.8 contains the analysis of Yule and Burnell (1886/1903). Figure 4.10 is the 

title page of Yule and Burnell (1886) and Figure 4.11 is the title page of Yule and 

Burnell (1903). 

 

 

Figure 4.10: Title page of Yule and Burnell (1886) 
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Figure 4.11: Title page of Yule and Burnell (1903) 
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4.8.1 Introduction to Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 4.8.1.1. Preamble 

 4.8.1.2. Publishing history and authorship of Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 4.8.1.3. Yule and Burnell (1886/1903): the critical tradition 

4.8.2. Physical description of Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

4.8.3. Content description of Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

4.8.4. Method of data extraction for Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

4.8.5. Results of analysis for Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

  4.8.5.1. Parts of speech in Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

  4.8.5.2. Provenance in Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

  4.8.5.3. Headwords and variants in Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

  4.8.5.4. Definitions in Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

  4.8.5.5. Citations in Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

  4.8.5.6. Etymologies and transliterations in Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

  4.8.5.7. Pronunciations in Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

  4.8.5.8. Subject categories in Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 4.8.6. Crooke’s contribution to Yule and Burnell (1903) 

4.8.7. Relevance of Yule and Burnell (1903) as a modern dictionary 

 4.8.8. Summary of analysis of Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 

4.8.1. Introduction to Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 

4.8.1.1. Preamble 

 

Without a doubt the most important dictionary of Indian English is Yule and Burnell’s 

Hobson-Jobson. This has been the case ever since it was first published in 1886, and 

remains so even today. Unlike the Indian English dictionaries of Yule and Burnell’s 

contemporaries (e.g. Wilson 1855; Whitworth 1885), Hobson-Jobson is still widely 

available, especially in reprint versions of the 1903 edition, and able to be readily 

purchased either second-hand or new. A search on the AddAll website (accessed 20 

Nov 2013) listed over 360 copies for sale from USD $0.54 to $361 for facsimile reprints 

of the 1903 edition. It is also readily available in a variety of searchable formats on the 

Internet. In this way Hobson-Jobson acts both as a historical dictionary and a current 

dictionary: it still is a dictionary that many people resort to in order to find out 

information about Indian English lexis. Accordingly, it must be assessed both in terms 

of its merits as a dictionary of 1886/1903, and in terms of how well is serves as a 

dictionary of Indian English in the twenty-first century. 

 The dictionary exists in two differing editions, 1886 and 1903, and page references 
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will be given to both editions for any information that remained substantially unchanged 

in both editions. For information that is restricted to only one of the editions, page 

references only apply to the particular edition in question. However, when the term 

Hobson-Jobson (in italics) is used, it is to be understood that both editions are being 

referred to. The term main dictionary will refer to the principle dictionary component of 

the 1886 edition (1-751), as opposed to the term Supplement (capitalised), which will 

refer to the supplemental material (1886: 752-870). The term Bibliography (capitalised) 

will refer to the front matter section entitled ‘List of fuller titles of books quoted in the 

glossary’ (1886: xxix-xlvi; 1903: xxvii-xlvii). The term Index (capitalised) will refer the 

index to ‘the words occurring in the quotations’ added by William Crooke to the 1903 

edition only (1903: 987-1021). 

 

4.8.1.2. Publishing history and authorship of Yule and Burnell (1886/1903)  

 

This dictionary was first published by John Murray, London, in 1886, and followed by a 

second ‘new’ edition in 1903 from the same publisher with additional text from a new 

editor. The first edition had a print run of 1000 copies and sold for 36 shillings 

(Teltscher 2013c: xxxiii). The three authors/editors were Henry Yule (1820-1889), 

A[rthur] C[oke] Burnell (1840-1882), and for the second edition, William Crooke 

(1848-1923). Yule arrived in India in 1840 and thenceforth had a long, varied, and 

distinguished career, both military and diplomatic. He was a colonel in the British 

Indian Army, served in both Sikh wars, and was involved in the Mutiny. He held a 

number of positions, including Deputy Consulting Engineer for Railways, Under 

Secretary, and later Secretary, for the Public Works Department, and was Secretary for 

the Phayre mission to Ava, the then capital of Burma, in 1855. He left India in 1862 to 

retire to Palermo, Sicily, and then moved to London in 1875, flourishing in later life as 

Orientalist and historian. His works include A Narrative of the Mission to the Court of 

Ava (1858), an edition of the Mirabilia Descripta of Friar Jordanus (1863), Cathay and 

the Way Thither (1866), and his magnus opus, The Book of Ser Marco Polo (1871, 

1875). He was awarded a doctorate from Edinburgh University in 1883, and was 

knighted in 1889 (see Buckland 1906; Teltscher 2013b). A.C. Burnell arrived in India in 

1860 and spent the next two decades in the Madras Presidency. He became a scholar of 

Sanskrit, published translations and catalogues, and amassed a valuable collection of 

Sanskrit manuscripts, later donated to the India Office Library. He was also familiar 

with a number of other languages including Arabic, Coptic, Dutch, Javanese, Pahlavi, 

Pali, Portuguese, Tamil, Telugu, and Tibetan. He gained scholastic renown for his 

Elements of South-Indian Palæography (1874/1878) and his Classified Index to the 

Sanskrit MSS in the Palace at Tanjore (1880). He died in 1882, some four years before 
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Hobson-Jobson was published. William Crooke arrived in India in 1871, was employed 

in the Bengal Civil Service, and retired in 1897 (Buckland 1906: 100). He wrote a 

number of ethnographical works, published numerous articles in such journals as the 

Journal of the Anthropological Institute and Folklore Society and North Indian Notes 

and Queries, and wrote Things Indian: Being Discursive Notes on Various Subjects 

Connected with India (1906). He was engaged to update Hobson-Jobson by the 

dictionary’s publisher John Murray, with the express permission of Yule’s daughter 

Amy (Teltscher 2013b: xxvii).  

 The titlepage of the 1886 first edition names Colonel Henry Yule (1820-1889) and 

Arthur Coke Burnell (1840-1882) as joint authors, though this somewhat obscures a 

more complex textual history. This history can be partially constructed from 

information contained in Yule’s own account of the writing of the dictionary which 

appeared in the front matter of the 1886 edition, which was repeated in The Asiatic 

Quarterly Review in 1886, at the request of the editor Demetrius Boulger, tongue-

twistingly entitled ‘Hobson-Jobsoniana.’ The same information is repeated in the front 

matter to the 1903 edition. The collaboration of Yule and Burnell took place over a 

number of years via correspondence between Yule, living in Palermo, Sicily, and 

Burnell, stationed in various parts of India. Burnell passed away some four years before 

the book was finally published, and so the final form and shape of the book and the 

individual entries fell to Yule. This in and of itself may be enough to explain why 

Yule’s name is given top-billing on the title page even though Burnell’s name is 

alphabetically antecedent. However, there seems to be some uneasiness in Yule’s 

explanations of how the final text was produced, a tension between, on the one hand, his 

taking the majority of the credit for the dictionary, and on the other, his desire to give 

due credit to Burnell’s contribution. In the preface, Yule asserts ‘that I can hardly speak 

of the work except as mine. Indeed, in bulk, nearly seven-eighths of it is so’ (1886a: 

viii; 1886c: 124). Yule also claims to have taken the primary role in the writing up of 

entries: 

 

The work has been so long the companion of my horæ subsicivæ [spare 

time], a thread running through the joys and sorrows of so many years, in the 

search for material first, and then in their handling and adjustment to the 

edifice – for their careful building up has been part of my duty from the 

beginning, and the whole of the matter has, I suppose, been written and re-

written with my own hand at least four times. (1886a: viii; 1886c: 124) 

 

From this we can conclude that as well as being the principal author of the discursive 

text of the dictionary entries, Yule would have had final say on the selection of 
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illustrative citations and headword forms. However, although there is no overwhelming 

need to doubt the verity of Yule’s claims, we nevertheless have only Yule’s side of the 

story. Burnell’s contribution is recognised by Yule both by a memorial oval portrait of 

Burnell at the beginning of the Introductory Remarks (1886b: xiii; though, this was 

removed by Crooke in the 1903 edition), and these complimentary comments: 

 

Burnell contributed so much of value, so much of the essential; buying, in 

the search for illustration, numerous rare and costly books which were not 

otherwise accessible to him in India; setting me, by his example, on lines of 

research with which I should have else possibly remained unacquainted; 

writing letters with such fullness, frequency, and interest on the details of the 

work up to the summer of his death; that the measure of bulk in contribution 

is no gauge of his share in the result. (Yule 1886a: viii; 1886c: 124) 

 

Birdwood remarks that Burnell ‘could have asked for no better reward than these 

remarks’ (1887: 145). This is true, as far as it goes, however, a close reading reveals 

that Burnell is not explicitly praised for any of the intellectual content of the work 

except by guiding Yule in research, implying that Yule did most of the research himself, 

and for writing letters of ‘interest’, an adjective that is a rather mild compliment at best. 

Foregrounded in Yule’s list of tributes is Burnell’s monetary contribution in the form of 

the purchasing of ‘rare and costly books’. However, pace Birdwood, Yule does not 

finish his explication of the contribution each author made here but moves on to quote:  

 

some words in relation to the church-bells of Ross, in Herefordshire, which 

may with some aptness illustrate our mutual relation to the book: ‘It is said 

that the Man of Ross’ (John Kyrle) ‘was present at the casting of the tenor, 

or great bell, and that he took with him an old silver tankard, which, after 

drinking claret and sherry, he threw in, and had cast with the bell.’ John 

Kyrle’s was the most precious part of the metal run into the mould, but the 

shaping of the mould and the larger part of the material came from the 

labour of another hand. (Yule 1886a: viii; 1886c: 124) 

 

This rather minimalises Burnell’s contribution, and one wonders whether Burnell might 

not have desired a better reward than to be compared to the apparently hard-drinking, 

tankard-tossing John Kyrle, whose contribution is clearly more symbolic than practical. 

According to Teltscher, ‘[t]he linguistic expertise for the glossary was provided by 

Arthur Coke Burnell,’ and Yule himself had written to his publisher John Murray that 

Burnell ‘supplies the learning & I supply – what you may please to call it’ (2013b: xvii), 
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a statement that certainly qualifies Yule’s later claim that ‘seven-eighths’ of the 

dictionary was his. 

 Crooke originally planned a more extensive updating of the dictionary content than 

that which finally appeared in the 1903 edition. Crooke wrote to Murray that ‘Kipling 

and other modern writers of his school must be read for new words and illustrations,’ 

but Yule’s daughter Amy apparently had other ideas, and required that the updated 

edition preserve the original 1886 text, and in particular avoid extensive use of Kipling, 

leading Crooke to state on completion of the manuscript that he had quoted Kipling 

only twice ‘in deference to Miss Yule’s wishes’ (see Teltscher 2013b: xxvii).  

 An index to ‘[a]ll the Oriental words or Anglo-Indianisms to be found scattered 

about Yule’s articles […] in every form in which they occur’ (Temple 1900: 229) was 

published in various issues of The Indian Antiquary (1900-1905). The index was 

compiled by Charles Partridge. It is a fuller index than that which appears in the 1903 

edition by Crooke, but only indexes the 1886 edition, and so omits Crooke’s many 

additions. It was released in book form in 1906 (Partridge 1906). 

 

4.8.1.3. Yule and Burnell (1886/1903): the critical tradition 

 

This dictionary is familiarly known by the short-title Hobson-Jobson, and is without a 

doubt the classic of Indian English lexicography to date, and while it has received much 

comment since its first publication over a century ago, there has been no in-depth 

analysis or characterisation of its contents. On the contrary, commentary on the 

dictionary is generally brief and often beset by inaccuracies. The high status of Hobson-

Jobson, its ‘iconic position’ in the lexicographical tradition of Indian English (Bolton 

and Kachru 2007: xix), has attached to the work virtually from its first publication, 

being called ‘already an Anglo-Indian classic’ in one of its earliest reviews (Birdwood 

1887: 166). Countless notices of the book refer to it with great, and frequently 

unmitigated, praise: ‘a work not only of vast and enduring utility, but marked by a 

humour, a quaintness, a purity of treatment and style, and a ripeness of scholarship’ 

(Webster and White 1886: 249), ‘invaluable’ (Thurston 1913: 242), ‘unique in style, 

erudition, and, above all, readability’ (Hankin 1992: 86; 2003: 201); ‘[it] has remained 

renowned over the years since it was first published’ (Muthiah 1991: 11); ‘a delightful 

collection of old-world information’ (Birdwood 1887: 148), ‘extremely entertaining, 

[…] comprehensive and well-documented’ (Partridge 1950: 283), ‘a master-work of 

mellow, witty and leisurely scholarship’ (Lewis 1991: 4), ‘[o]ne of the most fascinating 

documents in English literary and linguistic history’ (Lerer 2007: 259), ‘irreplaceable’ 

and ‘a book that anyone seriously interested in Indian languages owns’ (Shapiro 1989: 

474). Salman Rushdie extolls it as ‘the legendary dictionary of British India’ (1985: 81) 
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and Kachru labels it ‘monumental’ (1973: 359). When writing his entry for the term 

Hobson-Jobson for the supplement to the Oxford English Dictionary, Burchfield 

included not only lexical definitions of Hobson-Jobson and derivative terms, but also 

supplied a separate sub-definition stating that Hobson-Jobson was ‘[u]sed as the title of 

a famous collection of Anglo-Indian words’ (Burchfield 1976: 112). Thus, along with 

the Bible and the Koran, Hobson-Jobson, the book, has been elevated to the special 

status of being defined in the OED. Indeed, some writers even use the term ‘the 

Hobson-Jobson’ (Jhala and Gore 1959; Sircar 1960: 236, 1971: 223; Trivedi 2006: 27; 

Seth 2011: 110).  

 Counterpoints to this praise are difficult to come by. Lewis is one scholar to point 

out shortcomings in Hobson-Jobson, drawing attention to the fact that it is ‘sadly 

lacking […] in references to the words arising from interest in the main religions of 

India: Hinduism, Jainism, Sikhism, Buddhism, Islam and Zoroastrianism’ (1991: 4), and 

citing as words ‘which Yule and Burnell could with advantage have included,’ atman, 

karma, kismet, mahatma, rishi and Vedanta (1991: 4). Shapiro states that many 

etymologies ‘cannot stand close scrutiny’ and that the transcription systems used are, 

depending on the reader, ‘either charming or amusing’, but does not elaborate on either 

point, and on the whole praises the dictionary for its factual reliability and for being 

‘wonderful to read’ (1989: 474). Rushdie notes that Hobson-Jobson ‘can be 

wonderfully imprecise at times’ and evinces surprise at the absence of kaffir, gully and 

wog (1985: 82). However, this critique is less than satisfactory as the term wog does not 

date back to 1886, or even 1903, so could not have been included, and kaffir is included 

in both editions, albeit hidden from modern eyes under the now outré spellings Caffer, 

Caffre, Coffree (Yule and Burnell 1886: 108; 1903:140), and in the index to the second 

edition under Kafer and Kāfir (1903: 1004). The absence of gully in its Indian English 

signification of ‘a laneway or alley’, from Hindi गली, galī, is justified, especially as the 

term appears in a citation, dated 1787, illustrating the word chit (1886: 778; 1903: 203). 

Such criticisms are, however, relatively superficial in nature, and appear as asides in 

what are otherwise unabashed encomiums. More considered critiques of the dictionary 

are also limited. Görlach (1994) notes that ‘the two compilers collected rare and often 

dubious words, many of which were probably little known and whose status as English 

was doubtful even in the 19th century’ (49; emphasis in original). But, this information 

is relegated to a footnote, and not expanded on. Kachru (1973) describes a number of 

generalised limitations of the lexicography of Yule and his contemporaries: 

 

All the lexical work in this tradition had limitations of several types: first, in 

terms of goals and users; second, in terms of the source materials and data 

presented; third, in terms of the attitude which the compilers reveal about the 
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then-developing Indian English; fourth, in terms of the native language 

sources listed for various lexical items, which are not always reliable. 

(Kachru 1973: 360) 

 

However, none of these aspects are further elaborated on. With regard to these four 

points, Hobson-Jobson has only accrued any real criticism for the third category. This is 

perhaps not surprising when it is noted that in the Introductory Remarks, Burnell 

deprecatingly comments, that: 

 

Considering the long intercourse with India, it is noteworthy that the 

additions which have thus accrued to the English language are, from the 

intellectual standpoint, of no intrinsic value. Nearly all the borrowed words 

refer to material facts, or to peculiar customs and stages of society, and, 

though a few of them furnish allusions to the penny-a-liner, they do not 

represent new ideas. (Yule and Burnell 1886: xx; 1903: xxi). 

 

Yule concurs with Burnell, stating that there is ‘no disputing the truth’ of this opinion 

(1886: xx; 1903: xxi). Yet even this comment and the sharply negative attitude it 

displays seems only sufficient to induce the mildest of reactions from most 

commentators. Rao states that the statement is actually ‘far from the truth’ (1954: 9) but 

does not go any further than this. Lewis labels it ‘astonishing’ (1991: 4), while Dolezal 

merely remarks that it is ‘jarring to our twenty-first-century sensibilities’ (2006: 701). 

Nagle (2010) provides a more pointed critique of Hobson-Jobson along similar lines, 

not about the book as a work of lexicography, but about Yule’s selection of the book’s 

unique name, a name that, following Yule’s own description as ‘delightful’ (1886a: ix), 

is usually portrayed in more or less positive terms: ‘amusing’ (Geraldton Guardian 

1924: 1), a ‘splendid blazon’ (Burgess 1985: vi), ‘esoteric’ (Kachru 2008: 13), 

‘distinctive’ (Baharloo 2009: 98), ‘deliberately catchy’ (Sailaja 2009: 72). Nagle reveals 

that not only had Yule kept the name secret from his publisher John Murray, but that a 

number of late-nineteenth-century reviewers expressed disapproval of the title – indeed, 

Kipling complained that it was a ‘pity that the title is so uncouth’ (1886 [1986]: 159) – 

and explains this as a consequence of a multilayered pejoration inherent in the term. 

Nagle’s argument is threefold. First, in English, as opposed to Indian languages, 

rhyming reduplicatives are either infantilising, such as Humpty-Dumpty, or disparaging, 

as namby-pamby. Second, the separate terms Hob (but not specifically Hobson) and 

Jobson had long existed early in English as pejorative names for yokels or country 

bumpkins, and that the paired names Hobson and Jobson were used in Victorian times 

as stock comic characters with as much sense as the legendary wise men of Gotham. 
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Finally, Nagle points out that as examples of ‘phonological assimilation or mis-hearing’ 

(2010: 122) such forms as Hosseen Gosseen (1673), Hossein Jossen (1720), and Husen 

Hasen (1830) are more or less faithful renderings of the Arabic names Husan and 

Hussein, but the imposition of a medial -b- in Hobson-Jobson ‘seems an unlikely 

pattern’ (122) unless it involves a deliberate allusion to the pre-existing pejorative folk 

names. To Victorian ears, the names Hobson and Jobson were as ludicrous and 

comically sounding as Tweedledum and Tweedledee. Hence, the application of 

Hobson-Jobson to the Muharram festival (from as early as 1828; see Lambert 2014a:  

78) was deliberately disparaging, and not merely the result of mishearing and 

consequent phonetic corruption by British soldiery. Therefore, the famous title of the 

dictionary is, at base, derogatory, and its selection by Yule and Burnell was more 

pointed than the much-repeated explanation they present in the front matter of their 

dictionary. This is in keeping with the attitude expressed in the authors’ introduction, 

and should not come as a surprise to anyone even mildly aware of the power imbalance 

between the British and local populations that characterised the imperial era. Nagle’s 

thesis represents considerable detective work, and is based on sound reasoning from the 

evidence accrued and it finally provides an answer for the question of how the form 

Hobson-Jobson could have arisen from Hasan and Hussein. Nagle’s revelations have 

even made their way into the Wikipedia page for Hobson-Jobson, and also onto a 

number of websites (e.g. Zimmer 2009), and no doubt will become an addition to the 

almost obligatory explicatory story of the title that accompanies descriptions of the 

book. However, Nagle’s paper deals only with the title itself, and the reader is left to 

guess whether, or to what extent, the disparaging attitude the title embodies, affects the 

actual entries.  

 Other notices of Hobson-Jobson are essentially cursory in nature, being rarely more 

than a few pages long, and frequently doing little more than quoting examples from the 

text, giving accounts of its principal authors, and explaining the enigmatic title. The 

review by Birdwood (1887) stands out for length, being 23 pages long, but more than 

half of it consists of extended quotations from Yule and Burnell’s dictionary, as the 

author freely admits: 

 

It is in fact a library of entertaining knowledge. We shall therefore depart 

from our usual practice of making any general remarks on the subject, or 

detailed criticisms of separate parts, and shall confine ourselves, for the most 

part, to a series of extracts from the book, so as to enable our readers to 

understand the nature of its contents, and to induce them, as we hope, to 

procure the work for themselves. (Birdwood 1887: 148) 

 



171 

 

This appears to be more an advertisement than a review, and this type of analysis of 

Hobson-Jobson seems to have been the norm. Sections of the text are quoted and there 

is little if any analysis of the contents beyond highlighting some of its wonderfully 

arcane information. Attention is generally paid to the lexis and historical substance of 

the dictionary, while matters of its lexicographical technique and execution are not 

commented on. In 1886, a young Rudyard Kipling reviewed the first edition of Hobson-

Jobson (though he did not review the second, which contained 11 quotations from him, 

and 10 from the second edition of his father’s Beast and Man in India (1892)), and apart 

from one particular quibble about the tale of a breed of ram that needed a cart to hold its 

prodigious tail, the commentary is also overwhelmingly positive, and ends with the 

assertion that ‘[e]very one in the East – the book ranges from Constantinople to Japan – 

should possess himself of Hobson-Jobson and once possessed of it should apply himself 

diligently thereto’ (1886 [1986]: 160). An exploration of Hobson-Jobson by Majeed 

(2006) attempts to argue that the dictionary text ‘expressed the defining anxieties of the 

British in India in general’ (7). This may have some element of truth, but Majeed’s 

thesis relies heavily on magnifying a supposed ‘elegiac’ theme in the Preface, and 

argues that by selecting ‘Hobson-Jobson’ as a title, Yule and Burnell were aligning 

themselves with Shia Muslims, and hence identifying themselves ‘with a minority 

community within India’ (18). Unfortunately this line of reasoning does not take into 

account that Yule and Burnell went to great lengths to point out the fact that the 

Muharram (i.e. ‘Hobson-Jobson’) ceremonies in nineteenth-century India were not 

restricted to Shia Muslims (Yule and Burnell 1886: 319; 1903: 419; see also Ali 1852; 

Crooke 1906: 397; Jones 2011).  

 Many discussions of Hobson-Jobson make statements that clearly reveal a lack of 

familiarity with the text as a whole. A few examples will suffice to give a general 

picture of the types of inaccuracies that occur. Some scholars have attempted to connect 

Hobson-Jobson with the process of language standardisation. Mencken, in his renowned 

The American Language, calls Hobson-Jobson ‘a standard dictionary of Anglo-Indian 

terms’ (1919: 41), as does Shah (1977: 219), while Joshi (2002) claims that Hobson-

Jobson ‘standardized and legitimated a bastard, hybrid, colloquial English’ (255; 

emphasis in original). Contrary to this, many writers claim that it is primarily a 

dictionary of colloquialisms. Lerer describes it simply as ‘a dictionary of colloquial 

Anglo-Indian words and phrases’ (2007: 259), as do other commentators (e.g. Shah 

1998: 316). Such descriptions arise from taking account only of the first part of the 

subtitle, and are misleading as the bulk of the entries in Hobson-Jobson are the ‘Kindred 

Terms’ of the subtitle, that is, trade, technical, or administrative vocabulary, as well as 

the proper names of places, and are in no way colloquial. In this light, the subtitle itself 

is somewhat misleading in its foregrounding of the colloquial content the dictionary. 



172 

 

However, as we shall see, this criticism is dependent on the precise meaning intended 

by the word ‘colloquial’ in the title. Winchester (2003) describes Hobson-Jobson as ‘an 

endlessly fascinating collection of Hindustani terms’ (211), obscuring the fact that much 

of lexis covered is not from Hindustani. Baharloo (2009) claims that ‘the authors have 

arranged each word alphabetically according to its commonest pronunciation by the 

Anglo-Indians of the late nineteenth century, followed by other versions when 

applicable’ (99), which we shall see is not the case, and then criticises the authors 

because ‘they did not use any of the Hindi, Urdu or Persian dictionaries available at the 

time, which would have enriched the work’ (99), whereas, to the contrary, they made 

extensive use of and frequently refer to dictionaries of Hindustani, Urdu, Persian, and a 

range of other languages. The publication history of Hobson-Jobson is not particularly 

complicated, yet it has led to much confusion. John (2007) erroneously states that it was 

first published in 1882 (7). Lewis writes of ‘the second and third editions of 1902 and 

1986’ (1991: 41), though the second edition is 1903, and there is no ‘third edition’: the 

various 1986 printings are not new editions, but facsimile reprints of the 1903 edition. 

Kochanek (1974: 136) dates the second edition as 1968, instead of 1903, and equally 

anachronistic, Mallampali (2011: 36) dates the ‘New edition, edited by William Crooke’ 

to 1995. The 1903 edition is not infrequently credited to ‘Yule and Burnell’ (Encyc. 

Islam 1938: 670; Bosworth et al. 1979: 7; Mills 2005: 67; Isin 2013: 246), without any 

mention of Crooke. Sedlatschek (2009) repeatedly cites references as ‘Yule/Burnell 

1994 [1886],’ which would indicate that she used a 1994 reprint of the 1886 first 

edition. This is not the case, for the page references given all correspond to the 1903 

second edition, and, moreover, there are no published reprints of the 1886 edition. 

Hosali (2004: 1044) uses the same inaccurate referencing, and less helpfully cites only 

the year 1994 within the text (1036), implying to any reader unaware of the book’s age 

that it is a modern production. Partridge includes the word snow rupee, ‘a genuine 

rupee,’ in his famous Dictionary of Slang and Unconventional English (1937: 796, and 

all subsequent editions) citing Yule and Burnell as his source, and dates the term to 

1886, when the term snow rupee is, in fact, an additional entry made by Crooke in the 

1903 edition. Majeed (2006: 9) incorrectly assumes that the title of his 1996 reprint 

version, namely, Hobson-Jobson: The Anglo-Indian Dictionary, is actually the title of 

the original 1886 edition. Singh (2002) claims the dictionary is by ‘Yule and Brunell’ 

(269: my emphasis), an error he compounds in his reference list (273). Perhaps the 

crowning glory of such misleading information is the erroneous conception that 

‘Hobson-Jobson’ was actually the double-barrelled surname of the dictionary’s editor 

(Arata 1996: 221; Shah and Sinroja 2006: 119; Deefholts and Deefholts 2010: 228). 

This is an egregious blunder and is almost on par with a report in an early twentieth-

century English daily newspaper which stated that the Muharram festival was ‘in 



173 

 

honour of Hobson-Jobson, the grandson of the Prophet’ (Edwardes 1924: 12). 

 Such errors and muddled referencing are only part of the story. What is more 

concerning is that in the literature on Hobson-Jobson there is still a clearly discernible 

lack of overall knowledge of the book’s content. Commentary on the contents of 

Hobson-Jobson is often couched in hedges, or otherwise relies on speculative estimates 

in the absence of exact information. For example, Dolezal comments that ‘names of 

flora and fauna and customs constitute much of what we find’ (2006: 701, emphasis 

added), and Mills states that ‘the latest book which they consulted appears to be 

Fankwae published in 1881’ (Mills 1975: 148, emphasis added). Such hedging is 

necessitated by the lack of an in-depth knowledge of the book’s contents, which also 

gives free reign to the scripting of unsubstantiated factoids concerning the book. Franks 

(2008) contends that Hobson-Jobson ‘explains about 6000 words’, a figure he states can 

be found in ‘its Historical Perspective xiv’ (Franks 2008: 105). Yet, this figure of 6000 

words is not mentioned on page xiv of the 1886 edition, nor is it in the 1903 edition, 

where page xiv is actually blank. Rather, the ‘Historical Perspective’ Franks refers to, is 

that of Chaudhuri (1994), added to the front matter of the Linguasia facsimile 

reprinting. Upon closer inspection, we find that Chaudhuri’s figure is in fact ‘a rough 

count’ (1994: xiv) based on his estimate of the number of terms in Crooke’s Index 

(1903: 987-1021). Crooke’s Index, however, contains separate entries for spelling 

variants of not just the headwords, but the majority of the words defined or referred to 

in the discursive text and citations, whether they are cited therein as an English word or 

a word form from another language, which means that his estimate is substantially 

inflated with non-English vocabulary. In contrast to Chaudhuri and Franks, the 

advertising blurb on the Cambridge University Press website claims that Hobson-

Jobson ‘gives the definition and etymology of over two thousand words in common use 

in colonial India in the late nineteenth century’ (‘Hobson-Jobson 2 Part Set’ 2013). This 

statement is correct in terms of there being more than 2000 words defined, but this is an 

extremely imprecise figure and exactly how many definitions there are is, at present, 

unknown. Further, the statement raises the question of whether all the defined words 

were in use in the ‘late’ nineteenth century, and whether they were in ‘common’ use. 

Similar questions arise from the other statements presented above: how much flora and 

fauna is there in Hobson-Jobson, and, what was the latest book consulted by Yule and 

Burnell? Which, in turn, leads to the potential question of which book was the latest 

consulted by Crooke in the second edition? Nagle states that the second edition was 

‘lightly edited by the anthropologist and former Indian Civil Service officer William 

Crooke’ (2010: 118), but is ‘lightly edited’ a fair summation of Crooke’s contribution? 

As the contents of both editions of the book are finite, and have not changed since 1886 

or 1903 respectively, such questions have definitive answers. However, such answers 
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have been wanting primarily due to the effort involved in extracting the necessary data 

from such a complex text. Kipling expressed a sense of being overwhelmed by the 

amount of information Hobson-Jobson contained, and noted that the difficulty in 

reviewing the ‘eight hundred closely packed pages is where to begin; and, having once 

begun, where to leave off’ (1886 [1986]: 158). Teltscher describes the book as ‘madly 

scholarly yet hugely idiosyncratic’ (‘Hobson-Jobson: A Very English Enterprise’ 2012), 

and that idiosyncrasy is inextricably woven into virtually every page of the text. 

Nevertheless, there is method in the madness. That is, there is a definite, if somewhat 

flexible, structure to entries that can facilitate the type of data mining that will provide 

answers to the questions raised in the above discussion, and thus move critical 

commentary, both academic and popular, away from speculation, guestimation, 

hedging, generalisation, and erroneous statements. 

 

4.8.2. Physical description of Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 

The original 1886 edition was a stout octavo hardcover, originally half red morocco 

over tan cloth, with gilt-lettered spine (though at least some surviving editions are likely 

to have been rebound). No dust jacket is recorded, and dust jackets were uncommon in 

this era. Yule described it as ‘portly double-columned edifice’ (1886: vii; 1903: vii). Its 

dimensions are 21.5 × 13.1 cm. Figure 4.12 is the cover of the first edition. 
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Figure 4.12: Cover of first edition of Yule and Burnell (1886) 

 

The front matter of the dictionary consists of a half-title (i), with six mottos on the 

verso (ii), followed by a title page (iii), with imprint on the verso (iv). The title page 

uses red ink for ‘Hobson-Jobson’ and black ink for the remainder of the text. The next 

page has a dedication to Yule’s brother ‘Sir George Udny Yule C.B., K.C.S.I’ (v), that 

is, Companion of Bath, and Knight Commander of the Star of India, who died in 

January of 1886 (Buckland 1906: 464), with a blank verso. The four-page Preface (vii-

x) is followed by a contents page (xi), with blank verso, and the twelve-page 

Introductory Remarks (xiii-xxiv). Pages xxv to xxviii contain three ‘Nota Bene’ for 

users, listing (A) ‘articles dealt with in the Supplement,’ (B) a note about the 

inconsistency of dating of citations, and (C) the transliteration system used. Next 
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follows an eighteen-page bibliography of works cited (xxix-xlvi), and two pages of 

corrigenda (xlvii-xlviii). Heading the Introductory Remarks is a black-and-white oval 

portrait of Arthur Coke Burnell (xiii).  

 

 

 

Figure 4.13: Portrait of Burnell (1886: xiii), removed from 1903 edition 

 

The front matter is followed by the main dictionary of 751 pages (1-751), and the 

Supplement of 119 pages (752-870). Judging solely from page extent, approximately 

13.7% of the dictionary proper was in the Supplement. This was presumably a result of 

typesetting and production issues. The two parts must have been typeset (and probably 

printed) at different times. The bulk of the final text of the main dictionary must have 

been typeset at some point before the supplemental material was finalised and sent to 

the typesetter, so that it became uneconomical to reset the original pages to incorporate 

the new material. This necessitated the provision of Note Bene A, as an aid to this 
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obviously unsatisfactory arrangement of material. However, Note Bene A only supplies 

the words, not the page numbers, so that anyone wishing to look up a particular word 

had to search both the main dictionary and then perform an extra look-up in the 

Supplement or the index to the supplement in Note Bene A, and then locate the 

appropriate page. Running heads to pages of both the main dictionary and Supplement 

were an aid to the look-up process. However, even if a term was found in the main 

dictionary upon first look-up, it was always necessary to check the Supplement in order 

to ensure access to the full information available as any term in the main dictionary 

may or may not have additional information in the Supplement. Thus, a double look-up 

process was always required.  

 There is a pair of running heads at the top of each page, one for each column, set in 

capitals. The left running head repeats the first headword to appear at the top of the left-

hand column, and the right running head repeats the last headword of the right-hand 

column. Page numbers appear at the top of the page centred between the running heads. 

 In terms of printing history, the 1886 edition was not reprinted before the 1903 

edition was published, and no further editions were undertaken or published. Popular 

opinion appears to maintain the notion that Hobson-Jobson has never been out of print. 

Promotional material for the recent abridged edition published by Oxford University 

Press claims that Hobson-Jobson has been ‘continuously in print for 140 years’ 

(‘Hobson-Jobson: A Very English Enterprise’ 2012), a view that is maintained by others 

(e.g. Lane-Poole and Katz 2004; Ellis 2012; Robinson 2013). To the contrary, both 

editions of Hobson-Jobson were out of print for many decades. The 1886 edition has 

never been reprinted in book form, and the 1903 edition was out of print for over 60 

years, until, in 1968, on the hundredth anniversary of the first edition, it reappeared in 

facsimile reprint simultaneously by different publishers in London, New York and 

Delhi. The 1903 edition was again reprinted in facsimile in 1985 with a foreword by 

English author Anthony Burgess, and again in 1994 with a preface by Bengali author 

Nirad C. Chaudhuri. Other facsimiles of the 1903 edition have been printed by a 

number of different publishers, and both editions are now available for free in various 

electronic forms on the internet, and as print-on-demand books. Internet versions 

include a searchable web version available through the Digital Dictionaries of South 

Asia project, downloadable copies of both editions (in various formats including EPUB, 

Daisy, DjVuLibre, Kindle, PDF, and plain ASCII text) from the Internet Archive, and 

preview copies of the 1903 edition on Google Books. It is the widely-reprinted 1903 

edition that most people who own a non-antique copy of Hobson-Jobson are familiar 

with. The most recent edition is an abridged version (selected entries only) retitled 

Hobson-Jobson: The Definitive Glossary of British India with an introduction by Kate 

Teltscher (2013a), also available as in limited preview on Google Books. The following 



178 

 

list summarises the various 1903 facsimile reprintings to 2013: 

 

1968: Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal. [hardcover] 

1968: New York: Humanities Press. [hardcover] 

1968: London: Routledge and Kegan Paul. [hardcover] 

1985: London: Routledge and Kegan Paul. [hardcover; with foreword by 

Anthony Burgess] 

1986: Calcutta: Rupa & Co. [hardcover/softcover; the ‘Bengal Chamber 

Edition on the tercentenary of Calcutta’] 

1994: Sittingbourne: Linguasia. [hardcover; preface by Nirad C. Chaudhuri ] 

1995: New Delhi: Asian Educational Services. [hardcover] 

1995: Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press. [hardcover/softcover] 

1996: London: Taylor and Francis. [hardcover/softcover] 

1996: Ware: Wordsworth Reference. [softcover; retitled: Hobson-Jobson: The 

Anglo-Indian Dictionary]  

2005: Sittingbourne: Linguasia. [softcover; preface by Nirad C. Chaudhuri] 

2005: Pilgrims Publishing. [hardcover] 

2006: New Delhi: Asian Educational Services. [hardcover; reprint of 1995 

printing] 

2011: Cambridge: Cambridge Library Collection. [softcover; 2 volumes] 

2013: Oxford: Oxford University Press. [hardcover: abridgment, retitled 

Hobson-Jobson: The Definitive Glossary of British India, with 

Introduction by Kate Teltscher] 

 

For the purposes of this study, the analysis utilised DjVuLibre facsimile copies of the 

1886 and 1903 editions, downloaded from the Internet Archive, and the HTML data 

from the Digital Libraries of South Asia website. 

 

4.8.3. Content description of Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 

Entries in Hobson-Jobson mainly consist of a headword (or set of headwords) in bold, 

followed by a part of speech abbreviation, followed by discursive text about the term’s 

signification, origin and history, in which the etymology is typically given first, or is at 

least foregrounded. For most entries, citational evidence from primary sources, set in 

smaller font, follows the initial block of discursive text. Some headwords have accent 

characters to indicate stressed syllables, but pronunciation is not otherwise indicated. 

The citations begin on separate lines with an indent and each is headed by a year date, 

followed by a full point and em-dash, the excerpted text containing the word being 
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illustrated, and, at the end, the relevant bibliographic details, usually in abbreviated 

format. The source titles are set in italic font, as is the author’s name, though this is very 

inconsistently applied. If the year date is the same as that of the immediately preceding 

citation, a pair of commas (,,) at the beginning of the citation signifies ‘ditto.’ The term 

being illustrated by the citation is set in bold font within the text of the citation for ease 

of location. Poetry is set with the indentation and line breaks of the original source text. 

Additional notes about the citations often follow the source information. Within the 

discursive text, words from non-English languages are given in the Roman alphabet set 

in italic font, except for Ancient Greek which is in Greek script. Forms of the headword 

are set in bold where they are discussed in the discursive text, as are related terms. 

Cross-references are in bold small capitals wherever they appear in an entry. In longer 

entries, or more complex entries that deal with a number of different significations or a 

set of related terms, sections of discursive text often intersperse the sets of citations. 

Footnotes containing additional information appear the bottom of many pages and 

follow the same typesetting conventions used in the discursive text with regard to non-

English words and cross-references. Additions to the text made by Crooke to the 1903 

edition are placed within square brackets [    ]. This basic structure is, however, flexible, 

and there is little consistency in the amount or types of information presented for each 

entry. A number of different methods for handling homographic headwords are used. 

Digressions and divagations of all sorts are frequent, and the fields – that is, headword, 

date, citation text, citation source, etc. – are not strictly atomic. In other words, when it 

suited the editors, additional information could be added at any place in an entry, thus 

degrading the overall structural consistency. Such structural inconsistencies are only 

problematic from a computational point of view, for the real-world reader they pose no 

specific difficulty. 

 Entries in Hobson-Jobson generally, though not always, consist of definitions, 

etymologies, part of speech labels, illustrative citations, and citation sources. Vowel 

length is frequently indicated by spelling in the headword field, and almost entirely 

consistently by diacritics in the discursive text, though in the discursive text the 

diacritics are applied only to non-English words, especially as part of the etymological 

discussion. Pronunciation is not indicated in Hobson-Jobson, though in a few cases 

stress is indicated in headwords by the acute diacritic (´), or there is some discussion of 

pronunciation in the discursive text, usually in the form of a complaint about 

mispronunciations made by non-Anglo-Indian English speakers. There are no 

illustrations in Hobson-Jobson. There are no restrictive labels, though sometimes 

comments on the geographical distribution or the currency of a term are made within 

the discursive text. Numerous citations are provided in their original European 

languages (especially Dutch, French, Greek, Latin, Portuguese, and Spanish), but, on 
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other occasions, English-language translations are used (both acknowledged and 

unacknowledged). No citations or text is given in any Indian or Eastern language.  

 Nested entries in Hobson-Jobson are not explicitly indicated by any typographical 

conventions, and are not a regular structural feature of entries. Instead they can appear 

anywhere in the discursive text. For example, the word missy appears in the entry for 

custard-apple in the following manner: 

 

Crawfurd, it is true, in his Malay Dictionary explains nona or buah- (‘fruit’) 

nona in its application to the custard-apple as fructus virginalis, from nona, 

the term applied in the Malay countries (like missy in India) to an unmarried 

European lady. (Yule and Burnell 1886: 220; 1903: 284). 

 

This sentence, in an entry for a wholly unrelated word, is located within the two-page 

discursive text of the entry, and is the only time the Indian English use of the term missy 

is referred to in the whole dictionary. Missy is also absent from the Index. As such, 

nested entries in Hobson-Jobson are easily overlooked.  

 

4.8.4. Method of data extraction for Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 

In order to overcome the necessity of hedging and speculation that has so far adhered to 

commentary on Hobson-Jobson, some tabulation of its various features and content is 

needed. To this end, an electronic copy of the HTML version of the 1903 second edition 

was procured from James Nye of the South Asia Language and Area Center at the 

University of Chicago on 12 Dec 2000. The HTML file received is that used for the 

searchable online edition available on the Digital Dictionaries of South Asia website: 

<http://dsal.uchicago.edu/dictionaries/hobsonjobson/>. The level of faithfulness to the 

original text is extremely high, especially, and importantly, in terms of diacritics (as 

ISO entities), font sizes and font weights. Paragraphs, footnotes, column breaks, and 

page breaks were included in the HTML coding. Line-break hyphens were able to be 

distinguished from word-internal hyphens and thus able to be preserved, though some 

line-break hyphens will also be orthographic hyphens. This made it possible to 

programmatically add mark-up coding that identified and separated certain data types 

from others, for example, headwords and citations. Thence it was possible to extract 

and/or tabulate data programmatically.  

 Using the HTML file as a base, mark-up coding was added in order to identify 

entry, headword, and citation. This created a primary datafile from which information 

about the dictionary could be extracted. The fact that the material added by Crooke is 

encapsulated in square brackets [    ] (1903: xi) means that it was possible to separate 
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Yule and Burnell’s original material of the 1886 edition from Crooke’s additions in the 

1903. Programs were written in the Perl programming language. Due to inconsistencies 

in the original dataset, resulting largely from inconsistencies in the actual text, programs 

did not always find or convert every possible instance of the feature being assessed or 

extracted. In order to overcome this problem and make the final results as robust as 

possible, a number of strategies were employed. First, the common computer science 

strategy of program testing was utilised. This involved writing scripts to analyse output, 

recursively comparing results, and refining programs accordingly. Second, the count 

function of Notepad++ was used to check output tallies against the original dataset. 

Third, the marked-up version of the entire text of the dictionary was read in order to 

identify coding irregularities and refine the end mark-up. As the project progressed, the 

primary datafile was refined and more and more inconsistencies were ironed out. The 

final mark-up added to the primary datafile was threefold. First, multiple definitions 

within entries were identified; second, nested terms within entries were identified; third, 

part of speech labels were added for every definition; and fourth, each definition was 

classified according to semantic content. The semantic field classification system used 

was an extended version of that used by Baumgardner, Kennedy and Shamin (1993). 

This was identical to that used to mark up Whitworth (1885), thus making the two 

datasets directly comparable. 

 There were a number of data inconsistencies that had to be overcome. First, the 

original HTML file was not entirely in simple ASCII, but also included some extended 

ASCII characters (above decimal 127). Thus the character é (e-acute) was sometimes 

rendered by the HTML character entity reference (&eacute;) and sometimes by the 

ANSI number (\220). There were also a small number of stray escape characters, such 

as ctrl-Z, in the data. The extended ASCII characters were converted to their 

corresponding HTML character entity references in order to make the data consistent. 

Second, a number of characters were rendered <?>, presumably indicating that the 

character was unidentified. These were checked against the original print edition and 

corrected. Third, although paragraphs were marked with the HTML codes <p> (begin 

paragraph) </p> (end paragraph), the dataset did not distinguish between the paragraphs 

of discursive text and paragraphs that were citations. An analysis of the data revealed a 

relatively consistent system of having dates at the beginning of citations. The primary 

date formats used were: 

 <p>1510.-- 

 <p>c. 1761.-- 

 <p>1610-84.-- 

 <p><sc>A.D.</sc> 510.-- 

 <p>100 <sc>A.D.</sc>.-- 
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 <p>c. <sc>B.C.</sc> 70. --  

 <p>11th Century.-- 

In addition, ibidem dates, originally marked by a double-comma (,,) in the print edition 

were rendered in the HTML data as: 

 

<p>" 

 

These were programmatically converted to: 

 

<CIT><p><prevdate>1876.</prevdate>" 

 

with the prevdate field populated by the date of the immediately previous citation. 

However, not all dates beginning <p>" had an immediately previous citation. In such 

cases, the date was usually mentioned within the immediately preceding discursive text, 

or else was inferable from the discursive text or source under discussion. These dates 

had to be determined and added in manually. Finally, additional citations added by 

Crooke in 1903 generally began with an opening square bracket, for example: 

 

<p>[1510.-- 

  <p>[c. 1761.-- 

<p>[" 

 

In a number of cases where Crooke added more than one citation, the opening square 

bracket was omitted from the second and subsequent citations (as were the 

corresponding closing brackets, except for that of the last added citation). In these cases, 

opening and closing square brackets were added to all of Crooke’s additional citations. 

On completion of this coding, it was possible to distinguish the citations from the 

discursive text, and to distinguish Crooke’s additional citations from those that appeared 

in the 1886 edition. 

 

4.8.5. Results of analysis for Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 

4.8.5.1. Parts of speech in Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 

Hobson-Jobson (1903) contains 2467 entries covering 3813 lexical items with 4332 

separate definitions. Of these, 1022 are proper nouns. Thus approximately 23.6% of the 

lexis covered is encyclopaedic material. There are 1327 nested entries. Thus 

approximately 34.8% of lexical items covered are in nested entries. In addition to this 
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there are 459 variants listed (approximately 15.6% of entire forms in the 

headword/variant field). Table 4.3 records the breakdown by grammatical class. 

Table 4.3: Frequency of grammatical classes in Hobson-Jobson (1903) 

 

Grammatical class Quantity Percentage* 

common noun 3163 73.0% 

proper noun 1022 23.6% 

adjective 85 2.0% 

verb 32 < 1% 

transitive 25  

intransitive 7  

phrase 12 < 1% 

adverb 4 < 1% 

interjection 13 < 1% 

suffix 1 < 1% 

Total 4332  

* Percentages have been rounded to one decimal place. 

 

As is apparent from Table 4.3, nouns make up the bulk of the lexis covered. If common 

and proper nouns are taken together they amount to approximately 96.6% of lexis 

covered. Adjectives account for approximately 2.0%, and all other categories account 

for less than 1% each. There are no prepositions, pronouns, prefixes, conjunctions, 

articles, or determiners treated in Hobson-Jobson (1903). 

 

4.8.5.2. Provenance in Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 

Not all the entries in Hobson-Jobson relate to Indian English lexis, or to words that can 

be classed as Indianisms. This feature of the dictionary is explained in the Introductory 

Remarks:  

 

In its original conception [the glossary] was intended to deal with all that class 

of words which, not in general pertaining to the technicalities of administration, 

recur constantly in the daily intercourse of the English in India[.] [However] as 

the work proceeded, its scope expanded somewhat, and 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. (Yule and Burnell 1886: xiv-xv; 1903: xv-xvii) 
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The Introductory Remarks also comment that: 

 

Other divagations still from the original project will probably present 

themselves to those who turn over the pages of the work, in which we have 

been tempted to introduce sundry subjects which may seem hardly to come 

within the scope of such a glossary. (Yule and Burnell 1886: xv; 1903: xvii) 

 

So far, there has been no assessment of the extent of the non-Indian material mentioned 

in the front matter. In order to make such an assessment, all definitions in the 1903 

edition of the dictionary were read and the provenance of each was recorded. There 

were difficulties in determining the provenance of certain terms as the purview of 

Hobson-Jobson was extremely wide, with entries relating to every continent except 

Antarctica. As the text is deeply concerned with the historical contact between West and 

East, there are many citations, and much other information, about Asiatic words 

borrowed into many different European languages other than English, such as ancient 

Greek, Latin, and Portuguese, but also Dutch, Russian, French, and even, on one 

occasion, Hungarian (in the entry for bahaudur (1886: 37; 1903: 49)). Yule and 

Burnell’s conception of ‘the East,’ as far as their glossary was concerned, included the 

Middle East, Russia and Central Asia, the Indian subcontinent, China, Japan, and South-

East Asia, extending as far east as the Philippines, Java, and even New Guinea. In 

addition they also treated terms from Africa and the Americas. Table 4.4 illustrates the 

number of definitions accorded to each non-Indian region in Yule and Burnell (1903). 

 

Table 4.4: Definitions for regions outside India in Hobson-Jobson (1903) 

 

Region Definitions 

China 134 

SE Asia 119 

Middle East (including Turkey and Persia) 78 

Burma 77 

Japan 25 

Africa 24 

Russia and Central Asia 21 

Australasia (including New Guinea) 5 

America 4 

Others 42 

Total 529 
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There are a total of 4332 definitions in the 2467 entries of the 1903 edition. There are 

529 definitions that relate to regions outside of India, amounting to approximately 

12.2% of total definitions. Hence, approximately 87.8% of the definitions specifically 

relate to India. These calculations include Afghanistan, Bhutan, Nepal, and Sri Lanka 

within India (Pakistan and Bangladesh did not exist as countries in 1886 or 1903, but 

the regions now covered by those nation states were formerly considered part of India). 

The argument could also be put forward that Burma was part of India since Burma was 

under British rule from 1885 to 1948 (Houtman 1990: 26), and for part of that time was 

considered a province of British India. Adjusting the figures for the inclusion of Burma, 

the total non-Indian definitions amount to 452, approximately 10.4% of the total 

definitions. 

 The Chinese material accounts for approximately 3.1% of the definitions recorded. 

Of this material, there are 27 Chinese Pidgin English terms defined, including chin-chin, 

a salutation; chop, a stamp or seal (as well as the derivative terms chop boat, chop 

dollar, and chop house); chop-chop, a command for greater speed; the culinary term 

chow-chow, mixed preserves; cumshaw, a gratuity; the religious term joss, meaning an 

idol or god (as well as the derivative terms joss house, joss house man, joss pidgin 

man, and joss stick); and maskee, an interjection meaning ‘never mind.’ Also listed as 

Chinese Pidgin English is the term chopsticks, though, in fact, the Pidgin origin of this 

term is chronologically impossible. Bolton (2003) noted that the name for these eating 

implements can be dated as far back as 1637, in the diary of Peter Mundy, an early 

traveller to the East, and that therefore the term antedates the existence of Chinese 

Pidgin English by some centuries (139). Bolton’s thesis is unassailable, and is 

reinforced by the existence of citations for the term chopsticks, in this sense, as far back 

as 1615 (Farrington 1992: I. 323, 330). However, as Yule and Burnell did not have 

access to these early citations, the derivation from Chinese Pidgin English was at the 

time plausible. Yule and Burnell also note a potential Chinese Pidgin English for the 

term bobbery, an idea possibly taken from Giles (1878: 11), but reject it as unlikely 

(1886: 76; 1903: 101). A number of Chinese terms recorded in Hobson-Jobson were 

also in use in Chinese Pidgin English, such as cooly (i.e. coolie) (1886: 192-193; 1903: 

249-250) and samshoo, a type of rice-based liquor (1886: 596-597; 1903: 789), but 

these are not recorded as Chinese Pidgin English by Yule and Burnell. Evidence of 

Chinese Pidgin English usage can be found for both coolie (Tiffany 1848: 64), and for 

samshu (Rennie 1865: 102), and both terms also occur in Leland’s popular Pidgin-

English Sing-Song (1876).  

 At times, Yule and Burnell explicitly indicate that some of their entries do not 

match the title of their dictionary, which states that it covers Anglo-Indian colloquial 

terms. Thus at the entry for kiosque (our modern kiosk), after stating the Turki and 
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Persian origin, they point out that the ‘word is not Anglo-Indian, nor is it a word, we 

think, at all common in modern native use’ (1886: 369; 1903: 485). The entry for 

martingale, a strap of a horse’s harness, points out that it ‘is no specially Anglo-Indian 

word’ and reveals that the editors’ ‘excuse for introducing it is the belief that it is of 

Arabic origin’ (1886: 429; 1903: 561). Similarly, at the entry for sponge cake, they note 

that a conjectured Spanish source of the Japanese word for sponge cake, that is, 

kasateira (purportedly derived from Castilla), ‘must be our excuse for introducing the 

term here’ (1886: 651; 1903: 859). The entry for tabby, ‘[a] kind of watered silk stuff,’ 

begins with the statement ‘Not Anglo-Indian’ (1886: 675; 1903: 887). On other 

occasions, Yule and Burnell do not mention the provenance of a term, even though it 

clearly has little or nothing to do with Anglo-India. Examples include alcove, bosh, 

coffee, fetish, pelican, penguin, roc, rum, sucket, tariff, and turkey. 

 One problem with Hobson-Jobson is the fact that the provenance of terms is 

sometimes unclear. One example where the provenance of a term is difficult to ascertain 

is cockroach. The entry in Hobson-Jobson states that the English word is from Spanish 

cucaracha, but also includes the information that the Portuguese word is cacalacca, 

which was borrowed by the French as cancrelat, and by the Dutch as kakerlak. We are 

additionally told that the Dutch ‘also apply their term as a slang name to half-castes’ 

(1886: 175; 1903: 227). Thus the entry actually has five definitions, one definition for 

the headword, but four more definitions for nested entries: one for French cancrelat, 

one for Portuguese cacalacca, and two definitions for the Dutch kakerlak. The French, 

Portuguese and Dutch words are not etymons of the English word and are thus 

irrelevant to the etymology of the English term. The insect itself was apparently 

originally native to the Mediterranean region, but was spread by humans, largely via 

early ship trade, and now has a cosmopolitan distribution (Gillot 2005: 160). According 

to Hobson-Jobson, the earliest evidence for the term in English dates to 1577, where it 

was described as an ‘Indian fly’ (1886: 781; 1903: 227), but the dating of this text is an 

error and should be 1665. However, there is some doubt about what insect may have 

been being referred to as it was described as biting people, to the extent that ‘it vexd our 

flesh’ and smelled ‘loathsomely’ when crushed, which are not characteristics of 

cockroaches. In contrast, the earliest evidence in the OED is from an American source, 

from John Smith in Virginia, who in 1624 complained of a ‘certaine India Bug, called 

by the Spaniards a Cacarootch […] creeping into Chests’ (Murray 1893: 577). 

Interestingly, both sources connect the insect with India, though presumably in the 

broader seventeenth-century sense where it incorporated South Asia and South-East 

Asia. The early use of cockroach may be representative of a prevailing seventeenth-

century belief about the origin of the insect, and for this reason it was classed as an 

Indianism in the present analysis.  
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 Another example where assessing the provenance was difficult was the word 

bando: 

 

Bando! H. imperative bandho, ‘tie or make fast.’ “This and probably other 

Indian words have been naturalised in the docks on the Thames frequented by 

Lascar crews. I have heard a London lighter-man, in the Victoria Docks, 

throw a rope ashore to another Londoner, calling out, Bando!”—(M.-Gen. 

Keatinge.) (Yule and Burnell 1886: 760-761; 1903: 59) 

 

The entry recounts the word’s usage on London docks, as nautical slang used by British 

stevedores and sailors, but was it Anglo-Indian? Was it in use on the docks in India? 

Both editions of Hobson-Jobson are silent on this. There are no citations for this entry, 

and the whole text of the entry is based on notes supplied to the editors by Major-

General R.H. Keatinge, an informant who gets special mention in the Preface (Yule 

1886a: ix; 1903: ix). This term is not recorded in any other contemporary dictionary of 

Indian English (Elliot 1845; Brown 1852; Carnegy 1853; Wilson 1855; Elliot 1860; 

Beames 1869; Balfour 1871; Giles 1878; Whitworth 1885; Fennell 1892; Temple 1897; 

Crooke 1906) or any of the major English slang dictionaries of the era (‘Ducange 

Anglicus’ 1859; Hotten 1859-1874; Baumann 1887; Barrère and Leland 1889-1890; 

Farmer and Henley 1890; Ware 1909). It was later included in Partridge (1937) and 

Lewis (1991) on the basis of the entry in Hobson-Jobson, but no citational evidence 

appears to have come to light since it was first recorded by Yule and Burnell in 1886. 

Small, Smyth and Roebuck (1882) records bāndho, as Laskari for ‘belay’ (70). 

‘Laskari’ means the language used by lascars, or East Indian sailors, which was a 

mixture of a number of languages, principally Hindustani, but also Portuguese, Arabic, 

and other Indian languages. The source of this Laskari term is Hindustani bāndho, 

meaning to tie. The evidence supplied by Yule and Burnell, in other words, Keatinge’s 

anecdotal report, does not actually reveal any Indian English usage. Nevertheless, as the 

term is clearly a borrowing from Hindustani, the term can be classed as an Indianism 

and thus falls with the ambit of Yule and Burnell’s lexicon. 

 Less connected with the East is the term stevedore (1886: 652; 1903: 859). This 

entry also has no citations, and no direct connection with the East is mentioned 

anywhere in the entry. The fact that the English word is borrowed from Spanish and is 

related to sea trading is perhaps the reason for the inclusion of this word in the 

dictionary, but this is not stated explicitly. Nor does the connection appear to be 

particularly robust. The OED entry gives American sources for its two earliest citations 

(Craigie and Bradley 1919: 934), and further evidence points to this term being 

originally an Americanism (e.g. a report on American current affairs in Report of the 
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Committee of Merchants and Others of Boston 1820: 14). Another Americanism that 

appears in Hobson-Jobson is banjo, for which it is explicitly stated that it ‘is a West- 

and not East-Indian term,’ and that it was introduced into the dictionary merely to 

illustrate an ‘older form of the word’ (1886: 46; 1903: 61). The text in which the older 

form appears is James Grainger’s poem The Sugar-Cane (1764), which is set in West 

Indies.  

 However, the number of entries that do not relate to India, or to broader 

conceptualisation of ‘the East,’ is minimal. The 24 African terms recorded in Hobson-

Jobson all relate to places on the trade routes to the East. 

 In summary, if Burma is included within the concept of India, approximately 91% 

of the material treated in Hobson-Jobson relates to India in some way. Of the remaining 

9%, the majority of terms are words that pertain to the broader conceptualisation of ‘the 

East,’ with only a few items the provenance of which does not entirely fit the scope 

outlined in the title and Introductory Remarks. 

 

4.8.5.3. Headwords and variants in Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 

Entries in Hobson-Jobson begin with a headword, or a set of headwords. Since some 

entries have more than one lemma in the headword field, there are more headwords than 

entries. The headword field, that is, all text of an entry before the part of speech label, 

can contain information other than a single headword lemma. The headword field 

sometimes contains variant spellings of the headword, alternate names for the referent 

of the headword, or, related lexical items such as derived forms. Thus headwords in 

Hobson-Jobson fall into four categories: 

 

1. a single lemma 

2. a single lemma + variant spelling(s) (e.g. Hoogly/Hooghley; jagheer/jaghire) 

3. a single lemma + alternate name(s) for the referent (e.g. clearing nut/water 

filter nut) 

4. a single lemma + related lexical item(s) (e.g. Ditch/Ditcher) 

 

Table 4.5 presents the figures for the number of entries, headwords, and other lexical 

items that appear in the headword field. 
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Table 4.5: Breakdown of headword field content in Hobson-Jobson (1903) 

 

Feature Count Percentage* 

Entries 2467  

single headword entries 2058   83.4% 

multiple headword entries 409  16.6% 

Headwords 2933  

variant spellings 459  15.6% 

alternate names 59  2.0% 

related lexical items 34  <1% 

* Percentages have been rounded to one decimal place. 

 

The 1903 edition of Hobson-Jobson has 2467 entries. In assembling the final work for 

printing Yule had to choose which headword to use for each entry, and he explains his 

rationale in the Introductory Remarks: 

 

My intention has been to give the headings of the articles under the most 

usual of the popular, or, if you will, vulgar quasi-English spellings. (Yule 

1886: xxii; 1903: xxiii) 

 

Chaudhuri (1994), at least, seems to have taken Yule at his word, for he writes that the 

entries ‘are in the final form of phonetic evolution of each word’ (xiv). However, this is 

overstating the case, and it is clear that Yule was not always able to determine that one 

single form was ‘the most usual or popular’, as 409 entries (approximately 16.6%) are 

headed by multiple headwords. Also, for 81 of the multiple headword entries, the list of 

headwords is followed by ‘&c.’, indicating that the spelling of the term was highly 

variable and there are a number of other variants or competing alternate forms that have 

not been listed. However, this figure needs refining, as not all headwords in multiple-

headword entries are variant forms. When multiple headwords are taken into account, 

the total number of headwords for the 2467 entries is 2933. Of these 459 are variant 

spellings, which amounts to 15.6% of the total headwords listed. Based on Yule’s 

explanation, these variants must have been equally ‘usual or popular’ forms of the entry 

word.  

 One way to examine the verity of Yule’s claim that the headword forms selected 

represent the common or usual form is to compare the headwords against the citational 

evidence given for each word. If the headword forms are those that are most popular or 

common, then those forms should be well represented in the citations. This is, however, 

not the case. In fact, on examination, mismatches between the headword form or forms 
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and the forms found in the citations are commonplace. For example, the entry for 

Mussulman, ‘a Muslim’ (1886: 461-462; 1903: 603-604), has the form Mussulman as 

the headword, which is presumably Yule’s selection of the most usual or popular 

spelling. Yet the citations record the following forms: Massoleymoen, Musulman, 

Mosleman, Mansulman, Musslemen, plus four more variants beginning with the letter B. 

Not only is there no indication at the headword that this word has any variant forms, the 

actual form selected by Yule as the headword is not even recorded in the citations. The 

entry for shraub, shrobb (1886: 629; 1903: 831), a term for any alcoholic beverage, 

refers the reader to the entry for sherbet (1886: 625-626; 1903: 825-826), but at that 

entry there are no citations for either shraub or shrobb, though the form shrub is found 

in one citation. The entry for mutt, muth, a type of convent, has neither of the 

headword forms in the citations, where instead we find mut and math (1886: 463; 1903: 

605). The forms soodra and sooder were selected as the most common forms of Sudra, 

one of the four varnas (1886: 647; 1903: 853), yet neither of the headword forms occurs 

in the eight citations presented in the entry. When this mismatch is assessed over the 

entire dictionary, we find that for the 2047 entries in the 1903 edition that have 

citations, there are 2588 headword forms indicated by Yule, Burnell, and Crooke, of 

which only 1228 are found in the citations adduced. This means that 52.5% of 

headwords (1359 of 2588) are not found in citations.  

 It may be that Yule was aware of other sources, or had further quotations, wherein 

the forms he chose for headwords did exist. For example, the entry for Hobson-Jobson 

they note that ‘[w]e find no literary quotation to exemplify the phrase as it stands’ 

(1886: 319; 1903: 419). In this instance, Crooke was able to add a citation to the 1903 

edition exemplifying precisely the form that Yule and Burnell claimed existed (419). 

Other contemporary citations existed (e.g. [Gleig] 1828: I, 214; [Ames] 1830: 167; 

Bellew 1842: 81; Mawson 1844: 34; Jamie Gordon 1851: 85; Bayley 1859-60: 243; 

Edaljí 1868: 665). However, none of these sources appear in the Bibliography (1903: 

xxvi–xlvii) and if Yule had had any of these citations to hand when he was writing his 

final entry, there would be no logical reason to exclude them. In the case of 

Soodra/Sooder, the form Sooder is attested to in an eighteenth-century citation at the 

entry for Khuttry (1886: 368; 1903: 482), and was the form used in Halhed’s A Code of 

Gentoo Laws (1772), an important early English-language document on Hindu law that 

was much quoted by other writers up until the 1830s. The form Sooder is based on the 

Gilchrist transliteration method, which had largely given way the Jonesian/Hunterian 

system by the latter half of the nineteenth century. A search on Google Books restricted 

to the period 1850-1880, reveals that the forms Shudra, Sooder, Soodra, and Sudra were 

all in use, but that the form Sudra was by far the most common. In the case of 

Mussulman, this form was certainly very common in the nineteenth century. However, 
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it is difficult to accept that Yule and Burnell had amassed a sufficient corpus of extra 

citations (that is, citations that did not make it into print) in which, for 52.5% of cases, 

the headword form selected for the dictionary was the most common form. On the 

contrary, the high rate of mismatch between headword and citation form suggests very 

strongly that Yule did not use the morphological evidence of the Hobson-Jobson 

citations as a guide to headword form.  

If Yule did not always use the citations as a guide, what principle did he use in 

selecting or creating headword lemmata? There is no simple answer to this, as a 

comparison of headword forms reveals that for a number of phonemes, a number of 

different spellings were employed. For instance, long a /aː/ was regularly transliterated 

ā, but in headwords was variously spelled as a (as in aloo for ālū, and shama for 

shāmā), or aw (as in pawn for pān), or au (as in nautch for nāch), and occasionally as o 

(as in Arcot for Arkāt). Short a /ʌ/ or /ə/ was transliterated as a, but rendered either by a 

(as in patel for paṭel) or u (as in sunn for san, or muchan for machān). Meanwhile, 

long i /iː/ is generally consistently spelled ee (as in neem for nīm), though there are 

exceptions (as sissoo for sīsū). Both short u /ʊ/ and long u /uː/ were rendered oo (as in 

pool for pul, and pooja for pūjā). In the transliterations, there was a distinction made 

between retroflex and dental plosives, with retroflex plosives (/ʈ/ and /ɖ/) having dots 

below the letter (ṭ and ḍ), and dental plosives (/t̪/ and /d̪/) by plain Roman letters (t and 

d). This distinction was not rendered in the headword spelling, which used plain Roman 

letters for both retroflex and dental plosives. Aspirated consonants (/kʰ/, /gʱ/, /ʧʰ/, /ʤʱ/, 

/ʈʱ/, /ɖʱ/, /t̪ʰ/, /d̪ʰ/, /pʰ/, and /bʱ/) are represented in the headword lemmas by a simple 

Roman letter followed by an h: kh, gh, ch, jh, th, dh, th, dh, ph, and bh, respectively. 

Again, the retroflex/dental distinction is lost. The bilabial nasal occlusive /m/ is 

represented by m in the headwords, while the non-labial nasal occlusives, velar /ŋ/, 

palatal /ɲ/, retroflex /ɳ/ and dental /n̪/, are all represented by n. In the case of the 

consonants, this set of correspondences is similar to the Jonesian or Hunterian 

transliteration system, first formalised by Hunter (1871), and still widely in use in South 

Asia today (see Technical Reference Manual for the Standardization of Geographical 

Names 2007: 25-27). However, the vowels correspond to various systems put forward 

from the eighteenth century onwards (e.g. Hadley 1772; Jones 1801). Yule does not 

seem to have employed any particular system to the exclusion of another, and therefore 

the headword forms he uses are not a reliable indicator of pronunciation. 

 Nevertheless, despite the lack of system, Yule was obliged to select or take some 

form as a headword lemma, even in cases when the origin and spelling of a certain term 

was unknown to him. At the entry for Beitcul, a cove in Karwar, Karnataka, Yule and 

Burnell admit ‘[w]e do not know how this name should be properly written’ (1886: 61; 

1903: 82). There are two citations illustrating the term, one dated 1711 has the form 
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Batte Cove, and the other, dated 1727, has the form Batcoal. Without an obvious 

etymon, and only minimal citational evidence, selecting a headword form was no doubt 

challenging. However, given the forms in the two citations, it is extremely difficult to 

see how Yule arrived at the headword form Beitcul. Why choose ei to represent the first 

vowel? Why choose u to represent the second vowel? A downside to using Beitcul as 

the headword form is that any person reading either of the two sources, and thus 

encountering the term Batte Cove or Batcoal, would not be able to locate the entry in 

Hobson-Jobson by searching for the term alphabetically. Other sources outside of 

Hobson-Jobson reveal that Beitcul was used in the nineteenth century (e.g. Cassells 

1862: 308; Watts 1866: 439). But this does not automatically mean that it was the most 

common form. A similar situation occurs at the entry for Larry-bunder, ‘an old seaport 

in the Delta of the Indus’ (Yule and Burnell 1886: 387; 1903: 507). Yule and Burnell 

admit ‘[w]e are doubtful of the proper orthography,’ but nevertheless select one that is 

not in the citation record. The closest forms in the citations are Laribunder and 

Larribunder, dated 1727 and 1813 respectively. The second element has its own entry, 

bunder, ‘a landing-place or quay; a seaport; a harbour’ (1886: 97; 1903: 127), from 

Persian bandar. However, why the first element should be rendered Larry, like the 

English colloquial forename, is a mystery, especially as this orthography is not licensed 

by the citations. Again, the entry for semball, the Malay/Indonesian condiment now 

commonly known as sambal, has a single citation, and that citation has the form sambel 

(1886: 612; 1903: 809). The Malay forms given in the entry are sāmbil and sāmbal, so 

why did Yule choose e for the first syllable vowel, and why choose to geminate the final 

consonant? These are questions without any clear answer. As I have been unable to 

locate any example of the form semball with the exception of references to Yule and 

Burnell (e.g. Gerber 1959: 41), it appears that semball was certainly not the most 

common or usual form. 

 At other times, the selected headword is only one of a number of different words or 

expressions grouped together in a single entry. For example, in the entry for shoe of 

gold, a term for ‘certain ingots of precious metal, somewhat in the form of a Chinese 

shoe’ (1886: 628; 1903: 830), only one of the nine citations provided has this 

expression. The other eight citations are for other more or less synonymous terms. One 

has the Dutch word Goltschut (literally, gold-shoe), another the term shoe money, and 

another speaks of gold in the form of shoos. The other five describe the ingots as cakes, 

loaves, or boats, or are examples of the term yambu. How Yule decided which of these 

terms to make the headword remains a mystery. Additionally, why a separate entry for 

yambu, a word ultimately from Chinese (Twitchett 1978: 61), was not created is also 

unknown. A similar situation occurs at the entry for bowly, bowry, a step-well (1886: 

82-83; 1903: 108-109), where a single citation has a form close to the headword 
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lemmata, bowlee, while another has boolee, and a third bhoulie and bhourie. These 

might with reason be acceptably placed under the one entry. However, the other four 

citations are for the terms are, alphabetically, bāīn, vavidee, wâin, and wāv. These last 

four words are etymologically cognate with the headword forms, but are not directly 

involved in the origin of the word bowly/bowry. In essence, this would be like having a 

citation for the German word Zimmer in an entry for the English timber. Zimmer is 

cognate with timber, but it is not a direct ancestor of the English word. Ideally, the 

words bāīn, vavidee, wâin, and wāv should have been treated in separate entries, or, if 

retained in the entry, should have been listed in the headword field and have cross-

references placed at the appropriate alphabetical place in the dictionary. 

 Occasionally headwords are in the plural form although the term in question exists 

in the singular. For example, Ducks, the ‘slang distinctive name for gentlemen 

belonging to the Bombay service’ (1886: 253; 1903: 329). The corresponding term for 

the Madras and Bengal Presidencies, namely Mull (1886: 456; 1903: 595) and Qui-hi 

(1886: 586; 1903: 750), are both given in the singular, so there is no reason for Ducks to 

be in the plural. Other unnecessarily pluralised headwords are Caréns, the Karen people 

of Burma (1886: 772; 1903: 163), Pegu ponies, a breed of pony from Southeast Asia 

(1886: 525; 1903: 693), and tritchies, a colloquial term for a cigar made in 

Trichinopoly, Madras (1886: 715; 1903: 938). These headwords could have been given 

in the singular form, and doing so would have made the headwords more consistent. 

 Finally, the inability of the headwords as a reliable guide to the terms found in 

citations was the impetus for an extensive part-work index distributed through various 

editions of the Indian Antiquary (Partridge 1900-1905), and also the impetus for Crooke 

to add his own Index (1903: 987-1021) to ‘the words occurring in the quotations’ (1903: 

xi). Crooke’s Index is meant to allow readers to access terms that occur within entries 

that did not appear as headwords. However, it is not complete. A check of the 23 such 

terms that arose in the previous discussion (namely, bāīn, Batcoal, Batte Cove, bhoulie, 

bhourie, boat, boolee, bowlee, cake, Goltschut, loaf, Mansulman, Massoleymoen, math, 

Mosleman, Musslemen, Musulman, shoe money, shrub, vavidee, wâin, wāv, and yambu) 

revealed that 6 of the 22 terms were not in the Index, or were incorrectly referenced in 

the Index. The words boat, cake, and loaf, used to refer to a gold ingot, were not in the 

Index. Neither was the term shoe money. The term Musulman appeared incorrectly spelt 

Mussulman in the Index (1903: 1009). The proper noun Batcoal was also missing from 

the Index. However, at the place where Batcoal should be placed, the Index has the two 

similarly spelled terms Batcole and Batcul (1903: 989), which refer the reader to a 

different entry, namely, the entry for Batcul/Batcole/Batecala (1903: 71), an entirely 

different town in Karnataka.  

 In summary, the headword field in Hobson-Jobson includes information other than 
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the entry lemma, especially variant forms, but also alternate names for the referent, and 

related derivative terms. Sometimes headwords are unnecessarily given in the plural 

form. The headword forms selected by Yule are not reflective of the orthographical 

forms used in citations, to the extent that 52.2% of headword forms have no supporting 

citation in the dictionary. Thus Yule’s claim that the headwords used in Hobson-Jobson 

are ‘the most usual of the popular, or, if you will, vulgar quasi-English spellings’ is not 

supported by internal evidence from the dictionary itself. In some cases it may be that 

Yule is correct, and that the headword form is indicative of the most common 

nineteenth-century spelling, but this cannot be assessed without a large-scale study on a 

significant corpus of Anglo-Indian texts. Certainly, for some terms, such as semball, 

Yule’s claim appears to be unfounded. Headwords are also not representative of the 

range of lexical items that appear in many citations, and while most of these can be 

accessed through the Index in the 1903 edition, the Index is not complete. 

 

4.8.5.4. Definitions in Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 

The style of writing definitions in Hobson-Jobson is very varied, with a multitude of 

defining strategies employed. Some terms are very poorly defined and a number of 

terms are not defined at all. This means that overall definitions are inconsistent. 

Generally definitions are in the usual lexicographical style, providing a succinct, usually 

one-sentence, explanation of the meaning for every entry, or every sense, in the 

dictionary. However, there was no clear policy of providing this type of definition 

consistently for all lexis in the dictionary. Instead, a number of alternate definitional 

strategies, of variable clarity, were used.  

 The generality of definitions in Hobson-Jobson are of the type usually employed by 

lexicographers. The following six definitions appear on page 215 of the first 1886 

edition: 

 

Cubeer Burr, n.p. This was a famous banyan-tree on an island in the 

Nerbudda, some 12 m. N.E. of Baroch, and a favourite resort of the English 

there in last century. 

Cucuya, Cucuyada, s. A cry of alarm or warning[.] 

Cuddalore, n.p. A place on the marine backwater 16 m. S. of Pondicherry, 

famous in the early Anglo-Indian history of Coromandel.  

Cuddapah, n.p. Kadapa, a chief town and district of the Madras Presidency.  

Cuddoo, s. A generic name for pumpkins. 

Cuddy, s. The public or captain’s cabin of an Indiaman or other passenger 

ship.  
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These definitions are written in the usual lexicographical style, short, clear, simply 

worded, and with a minimum of extraneous information. There are minor variations in 

the style. The definitions for Cubeer Burr and Cuddalore both have additional 

information about the historical significance of the referent following the definition 

proper, whereas the definition for Cuddapah does not. Also, the definition for Cubeer 

Burr is slightly different as it begins the words ‘This was a famous banyan-tree,’ as 

opposed to beginning ‘A famous banyan-tree.’ The formulation ‘this was X’ is a way of 

indicating that the referent is historical. The definition for Cuddapah differs in that it is 

prefixed by a transliteration of the etymon, presumably from Telugu, though this is not 

indicated. There is no clear pattern as to whether the etymology or the definition should 

come first in Hobson-Jobson. 

 Another definitional strategy was to defer to one of the citations, for example with 

the definition for gram surrinjaumee (1886: 859; 1903: 877): 

 

Surrinjaumee, Gram. H. Grāmsaranjāmī, from Skt. grāma ‘a village,’ and 

P. saranjām ‘apparatus,’ etc.; explained in the quotation. 

 1767. “Gram-Serenjammee, or peons and pykes stationed in every village 

of the province to assist the farmers in the collections, and to watch the 

villages and the crops on the ground, who are also responsible for all thefts 

within the village they belong to (Rs.) 1,54,521:14.”—Revenue Accounts of 

Burdwan. In Long, 507. (Yule and Burnell 1886: 859) 

 

The definition type is not uncommon in dictionaries which have citations (e.g. Johnson 

1755; Farmer and Henley 1890-1904; Morris 1898; Ramson 1988; the OED), as it 

economically avoids unnecessary reduplication of information. Another example in 

Hobson-Jobson occurs in the entry for del credere, which merely states that the term is 

‘[a]n old mercantile term’ (1886: 213; 1903: 275). The sole citation notes that it refers 

specifically to ‘guaranteeing the responsibility of persons to whom goods were sold.’  

 A less satisfactory type of definition is via etymology. An example occurs in the 

entry for torcull, which simply states that the word ‘is the Malayalam tiru-koyil, 

“temple”’ (1886: 713; 1903: 936). In this case, it is to be understood that the meaning of 

the etymon tiru-koyil coincides exactly with the term torcull. Again, there is a certain 

economy with this approach. However, this blending of etymology and definition does 

not always render the meaning clear, as in the case of the 1903 entry for surwaun: 

 

SURWAUN, s. Hind. from Pers. sārwān, sārbān, from sār in the sense of 

camel, a camel-man. (Yule and Burnell 1903: 877) 
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Here it is not entirely clear that the meaning is ‘camel-man.’ An even more extreme 

example of this occurs with the entry for moccudduma: 

 

Moccudduma, s. Hind. from Arab. muḳaddama, a piece of business: but 

especially a suit at law. (Yule and Burnell 1886: 435; 1903: 569) 

 

This constitutes the entire entry, as there are no citations. In the absence of any further 

information it is unclear if in Anglo-Indian usage the meaning was ‘a piece of business,’ 

or specifically ‘a suit at law,’ or both. 

 Another defining method used in Hobson-Jobson is cross-referencing. The 

definition for the term shisham is ‘See under Sissoo’ (1886: 628; 1903: 830), simply 

referring the reader to another entry where the information is contained. Placing all the 

information for the synonymous terms shisham and sissoo in the same entry is another 

space-saving device. There are 38 cases where the reader must follow a cross-reference 

to find the meaning of a term (this number excludes cross-reference entries where the 

terms are merely variant spellings, such as koomky/coomky). Another example of 

definition via cross-reference occurs in the entry for pollam: 

 

Pollam, s. Tam, pālaiyam; Tel. pāḷemu; (see under Poligar). (Yule and Burnell 

1886: 544; 1903: 719). 

 

Here there is no definition, but instead two unglossed etymons and a cross-reference to 

the entry for poligar. However, the word pollam does not appear in the entry for poligar 

(1886: 543-544; 1903: 718-719). Instead, the user needs to read or scan through the 

entire lengthy entry for poligar looking for either Tamil pālaiyam or Telugu pāḷemu, of 

which only the Tamil word is present, defined as ‘feudal estate’ (1886: 543; 1903: 718). 

Here the information about the meaning of pollam is again presented via the etymology, 

but an even greater burden is placed on the user as they have to remember the 

transliterated etymons from the entry for pollam in order to detect the definition for that 

word contained within the entry for poligar. 

 A further example of unclear definition placement occurs in the entry for the word 

satrap: 

 

Satrap, s. Anc. Pers. khshatrapa, which becomes satrap, as khshāyathiya 

becomes shāh. This word comes to us direct from the Greek writers who 

speak of Persia. But the title occurs not only in the books of Ezra, Esther, and 

Daniel, but also in ancient inscriptions, as used by certain lords in Western 

India, and more precisely in Surashtra or peninsular Guzerat. (Yule and 
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Burnell 1886: 602; 1903: 797).  

 

The meaning is ‘a title used by certain lords in western India, especially peninsular 

Gujarat,’ but this definition is at quite a remove from the headword and slightly 

obscured by the wealth of additional information supplied. Furthermore, the ancient 

Persian etymon, khshatrapa, is not glossed. Instead, the etymological information 

highlights, via an analogical example, the loss of an initial kh before an sh. It was 

perhaps an expectation of the authors that the general user would be familiar with the 

term satrap, and so an explanation of the meaning did not need to be foregrounded. 

Nevertheless, the structure of this entry places a heavy decoding burden on the 

dictionary user. A familiarity with the meaning of headword is also assumed in the entry 

for Suákin: 

 

Suákin, n.p. This name, and the melancholy victories in its vicinity, are too 

familiar now to need explanation. (Yule and Burnell 1886: 858; 1903: 860).  

 

This (non-)definition is referring to various battles, many involving high casualties, that 

took place in and around Suakin, north-eastern North Sudan, during the British conflict 

with the Madhists in 1884-1885 (see [Parry] 1885; Wilkinson-Latham 1976). As 

Crooke did not amend this entry in 1903, it can be assumed that Crooke believed the 

fame of this town was still present amongst the perceived readership of the dictionary a 

decade and a half later. The problem with such a definition is that it inevitably becomes 

out of date at some point in the future. This is certainly the case now, for while Suakin 

may have been well-known in 1886 and even 1903, it no longer is part of common 

knowledge, and the definition has thus been rendered meaningless to modern users. 

 Occasionally definitions in Hobson-Jobson are not very precise. The word polo is 

defined as ‘[t]he game of hockey on horseback’ (1886: 544; 1903: 719). This depiction 

of the game is not entirely accurate, for while polo resembles hockey, it is not simply 

field hockey with players mounted on horses; the rules are quite different. At other 

times, definitions are worded oddly. For example, the definition for mosquito is ‘a gnat 

is so-called in the tropics’ (1886: 453). Crooke corrected the grammar, by changing ‘so-

called’ to ‘so called,’ but left the definition otherwise unchanged (1903: 590). Similarly, 

the definition for pinjrapole is ‘[a] hospital for animals, existing perhaps only in 

Guzerat, is so called’ (1886: 539; 1903: 713). Deleting the words ‘is so called’ from this 

definition would bring it into line with the usual defining style of the dictionary. The 

definition for the term I-say is ‘[t]he Chinese mob used to call the English soldiers 

A’says or Isays, from the frequency of this apostrophe in their mouths’ (1886: 335; 

1903: 439). This is the only time that Yule and Burnell use the word mob to refer to a 
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group of people. Presumably it is used in the sense of ‘the common (Chinese) people’ or 

‘the (Chinese) masses,’ which would imply that the term I-say was not used by, to use a 

Victorian expression, the ‘better type’ of Chinese.  

 Finally, some definitions are shaped by the prevailing social mores of the time. In 

terms of definition, an anomaly occurs in the entry for banchoot, beteechoot (1886: 

42; 1903: 56) as it deliberately eschews definition: 

 

Banchoot, Beteechoot, ss. Terms of abuse, which we should hesitate to print 

if their odious meaning were not obscure ‘to the general.’ If it were known to 

the Englishmen who sometimes use the words, we believe there are few who 

would not shrink from such brutality. (Yule and Burnell 1886: 42; 1903: 56) 

 

Here the headwords are Anglicised versions of Hindustani abusive terms that literally 

mean ‘sister-fucker’ and ‘daughter-fucker,’ respectively (in modern Hindi बहिरं्ोद 

bahīncod and बेटीर्ोद beṭīcod). The mores of the day did not permit such terms to be 

explicitly defined. Another example of a euphemistic avoidance of a clear definition 

occurs with the term looty (1886: 397; 1903 520). This has two definitions, the first is 

‘plunderer,’ but the second definition reads: ‘a different word is the Ar. Pers. lūṭīy, 

bearing a worse meaning, “one of the people of Lot,” and more generally “a 

blackguard”.’ The actual meaning is a homosexual man. Johnson (1852: 1072) is more 

explicit, glossing with the deprecating term ‘sodomite,’ the most common word for 

homosexual men during the Victorian era (the adjective homosexual is not commonly 

recorded before the 1890s, and the noun not before the twentieth century). Yule and 

Burnell, instead, use a Biblical circumlocution, ‘one of the people of Lot,’ meaning a 

person who inhabited the city of Sodom, hence, a Sodomite. 

 In summary, Hobson-Jobson employs a number of different defining techniques. 

Occasionally definitions that appear in the citations were used, but most definitions 

were written by the authors. Some definitions were explicated through glossing the 

native-language etymon of the headword, while others entries cross-referred the user to 

another entry for the definition. In some cases, the definitions were not clearly set out 

but were instead buried within the discursive text that discussed the term and its 

etymology. However, the majority of definitions in Hobson-Jobson are of the type 

commonly found in dictionaries with a succinct, usually one-sentence, explanation of 

the meaning in easy-to-comprehend plain English.  
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4.8.5.5. Citations in Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 

Description of citations in Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 

Hobson-Jobson has been praised for its extensive use of illustrative quotations, or 

citations (Birdwood 1887: 148; Burgess 1985: viii; Chaudhuri 1994: xiv). However, 

little is known about these citations. Their number, their size, their temporal 

distribution, the variety of sources they utilise, are all unknown. Importantly, we know 

little of their accuracy, and therefore, their reliability.  

 The citations in both editions are recognisable by being set in smaller font, and by 

each starting on a new, indented line with the date at the head of the citation. These 

typological features distinguish the illustrative quotations from other quotations within 

the discursive text. There are 11,619 illustrative citations in the 1903 edition of Hobson-

Jobson. In terms of word count, this amounts to 464,235 words, which, when compared 

against the discursive text of the dictionary, is equivalent to approximately 58.8% of the 

entire text of the dictionary proper (that is, excluding front matter and the index). This 

word count includes the text of the citations, as well as the date and source details. Thus 

citations make up the greater part of the dictionary entries overall. 

 Full references for the sources of citations are given in the front matter, in a section 

entitled ‘List of fuller titles of books quoted in the glossary’ (1886: xxix-xlvi; 1903: 

xxvii-xlvii). For the purposes of this research, this is referred to simply as the 

Bibliography. In the 1886 edition, there were 692 separate works listed in the 

Bibliography. Crooke added another 120 titles in the 1903 edition bringing the total to 

812 sources. In addition to these primary sources, ‘Note A’ of the Introductory Remarks 

contains a ‘List of glossaries’ that were used by the editors in the writing of the 

dictionary. In the 1886 edition, there were 22 separate works listed in the ‘List of 

glossaries.’ Crooke added another 8 titles in the 1903 edition bringing the total to 30 

glossaries. This brings the total of source texts listed to 714 for the 1886 edition, and 

842 for the 1903 edition. However, the Bibliography does omit a number of texts, 

including many of the dictionaries of non-English languages that are referred to in the 

discursive text of entries. 

 Despite the wealth of citational material, not all entries have supporting citations. 

There are 419 entries without any citations in Hobson-Jobson (1903), accounting for 

approximately 17.0% of all entries. The citationless entries are spread relatively evenly 

throughout the alphabet and show no obvious bias towards the earlier or later pages on 

the dictionary. Graph 4.3 shows the number of citations per entry in Hobson-Jobson 

(1903). 
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Graph 4.3: Number of citations per entry in Hobson-Jobson (1903) 

 

 

As can be seen from Graph 4.3, 386 entries are supported by a single citation 

(approximately 15.6% of all total entries). A further 290 entries have only two citations 

(approximately 11.8%), and 265 entries have only three citations (approximately 

10.1%). Entries with three or less citations, including those with no citations, amount to 

1360 entries, which accounts for approximately 55.1% of total entries.  

 At the other end of the spectrum, the entry with the most citations is suttee, with 50 

citations. The entry for pagoda has 49 citations, but this covers more than one sense of 

the term (i.e. the temple structure and the coin). Other entries with an exceptionally high 

number of citations are a muck (with 40 citations), palankeen (36 citations), tea (36 

citations), sepoy, an Indian soldier (35 citations), Gentoo, an obsolete term for Hindu 

(34 citations), cooly (33 citations), mort-de-chien, cholera (32 citations), cowry (31 

citations), India/Indies (31 citations), nabob, a foreigner who made a fortune in India 

(31 citations), firinghee, a foreigner (30 citations), and gallevat, a kind of war ship (30 

citations). Words with between 26 and 29 citations include, Bantam fowls, caffre (i.e. 

Kaffir), cazee, an Islamic judge, Elephanta, an island off Mumbai, lascar, 

Moor/Moorman, an obsolete term for a Muslim, pariah, and typhoon. These entries 

represent those terms that Yule and Burnell devoted the most space to. 

 Citations vary greatly in extent. The longest extract is from an undated seventeenth-

century manuscript in the entry for tobacco (1886: 705-706; 1903: 26), which runs to 

455 words. The next longest citation, from the London Magazine of 1783, for the entry 

upas, a type of tropical Asian tree with poisonous sap, is 399 words in length. The 

shortest citations are only a single word with abbreviated source information. These 

419 
386 

290 
265 

206 

160 

125 
109 

82 74 
56 52 

40 
27 27 22 19 20 17 9 10 5 3 13 6 4 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25

En
tr

ie
s 

Citations 



201 

 

citations are given in order only to demonstrate a particular orthographical form in 

relation to a certain date. Examples include:  

 

 1685. — “Triquinimale….”—Ribeyro, Fr. Tr. 6. (Yule and Burnell 1886: 715; 

1903: 939) 

 

and: 

 

 1757. —“Phousdar….”—Ives, 157. (Yule and Burnell 1886: 273; 1903: 358). 

 

However, the average length of citations is 40 words (including source information). 

This varies slightly across the centuries, with seventeenth-century citations having an 

average word count of 36 words, the lowest, as opposed to medieval age citations (i.e. 

prior to the thirteenth-century) having an average word count of 48 words. 

 In terms of distribution by years, there is minimal coverage up to the fifteenth-

century, a distinct increase of coverage at the beginning of the sixteenth-century, 

peaking in the seventeenth century, dipping slightly in the eighteenth century, and 

rebounding in the nineteenth century. Graph 4.4 displays the distribution of citations of 

Yule and Burnell’s 1886 edition and Crooke’s 1903 additions.  

 

Graph 4.4: Citations by century in Hobson-Jobson: 1886 versus 1903 
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The overall distribution is partially a factor of the increase in available literary sources 

due to the growth of the publishing industry, which expanded rapidly in the seventeenth 

century, but also the increase of contact between Europe and the East. It is essential to 

recognise that the English did not enter India until the seventeenth century, and so the 

citations in Hobson-Jobson prior to 1600 belong to the pre-Indian Englishperiod, and 

thus is necessarily concerned with other language contact between the East and 

European colonisers and traders, such as the Portuguese, Dutch, and Spanish, so the 

citations prior to the 1500s are representative of more ancient East/West contact via the 

Silk Road and other overland trade routes.  

 Detecting the oldest citation is fraught with difficulties arising from the problems of 

accurately dating ancient texts. The oldest citation is dated ‘B.C. 692’ (1886: 431; 1903: 

564), though it is actually taken from Sayce (1885). Another three early quotes are from 

the Ancient Greek historian Herodotus and dated ‘B.C. c. 486’ (1886: 27, 331; 1903: 

38, 435) though they were taken from Rawlinson (1880). The earliest primary citations 

are in Ancient Greek, given in the Greek script, though the dating of these is unlikely to 

be accurate. In the entry for myrobalan, an astringent dried fruit, Yule and Burnell date 

a quotation from Aristotle to ‘B.C. 340’ (1886: 466; 1903: 609), but the Aristotle’s 

authorship of the source text, De Plantis, is now considered conjectural. Another 

Ancient Greek quotation from Arrian’s Indica is dated ‘B.C. 325,’ but Arrian was born 

in the first century A.D. In the entry for Aryan, part of the Behistun inscription of 

Darius the Great, who died 486 B.C., is cited in transliterated Old Persian (1886: 27; 

1903: 38). This is the most reliably dated of Yule and Burnell’s ancient quotations, and 

thus must stand as the earliest citation in the dictionary. The latest citations in the 1886 

edition all date from 1885. There are 28 such citations, the majority of which appear in 

the Supplement, which indicates that Yule was adding fresh material right up to the eve 

of publication, and that the Supplement was still being worked on while the main 

dictionary was finished. There is only one 1885 citation in the main dictionary, at the 

entry for solar topee (1886: 646). The latest citation in the 1903 edition is from April 

1902, and occurs in the entry for Hobson-Jobson (1903: 420). It is the only citation 

from 1902, and was obviously added at a late stage to the manuscript, being only one of 

two examples of the dictionary’s namesake actually discovered by Crooke. In terms of 

how much Crooke’s additional citations brought the dictionary up to date, the 1903 

edition has only 81 citations dating from after 1886. Of these, only 36 are from the 

twentieth century. 

 There are some noticeable biases in the sources used for citations. The bulk of the 

citations added by Crooke range from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries, and the 

distribution is generally in keeping with the original distribution of coverage by Yule 

and Burnell, except for a distinctly lower number of eighteenth century citations. Yule 
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and Burnell have slightly less citations for the eighteenth century (2207 citations) than 

the seventeenth century (2292 citations) and the nineteenth century (2265 citations). 

Crooke’s additional citations for the seventeenth (631 citations) and the nineteenth 

century (659 citations) are more than double the number of eighteenth century citations 

(246 citations). There is no obvious reason why the eighteenth century should be under-

represented in the citation record, and so it must be the result of a bias in the sources 

used by the editors. Bias in the citational record is particularly noticeable, and more 

exaggerated, for the earlier centuries. For example, of the 388 fourteenth-century 

citations, 119 are from Ibn Batuta (i.e. de Frémery and Sanguinetti 1853-58), 57 are 

from Yule’s Cathay and the Way Thither (1866), 51 from Elliot (i.e. Dowson 1867-

1877), and 23 are from Friar Jordanus (i.e. Yule 1863). Thus, these four sources, two of 

which Yule wrote himself, account for over 65% of the citations for the fourteenth 

century. The fifteenth century, by comparison, is under-represented with only 234 

citations. Here, over half of the citations coming from five sources: Velho (1861) (39 

citations), Major (1857) (36 citations), Kunstmann (1863) (22 citations), Purchas (1625) 

(20 citations), and Lima Felner (1858-1864) (13 citations). None of Yule’s works are 

cited for the fifteenth century, and this may to some extent account for the decline in 

citation numbers from the fourteenth to the fifteenth century. This is not to suggest that 

Yule was including material from his own works out of vanity, but merely that he 

would have been more familiar with the material contained therein and would have 

known exactly where to look for certain terms or other relevant information.  

 Although the citations do include a number of references to their own works, Yule 

and Burnell did not overly rely on works of their own authorship or editorship when 

citing the source information. Thus, although there are 80 citations quoting Yule’s 

Cathay and the Way Thither (1866), 57 citing his Book of Ser Marco Polo (1871), and 

32 citing his Mirabilia Descripta (1863), Yule’s name is not mentioned. Nor does the 

1886 edition mention Yule as the author of his Mission to Ava (1858), although it is 

cited 18 times (e.g. 1886: 41, 224, 226, 256). However, in the 1903 edition Crooke 

decided to change the references to this last work by adding in Yule’s name, so that the 

source read ‘Yule, Mission to Ava’ (e.g. 1903: 55, 205, 288, 291), and on one occasion 

‘Sir H. Yule, Mission to Ava’ (729). Crooke also added 29 citations from Yule’s edition 

of The Diary of William Hedges (Barlow and Yule 1887-1889), and named Yule as the 

editor. Why Crooke decided to specifically foreground Yule’s authorship of the Mission 

to Ava and Hedges’ diary but not Yule’s other works is unknown. In Burnell’s case, no 

citations were taken from any of his substantial works, except for three references to a 

reprint of an Italian version of a letter from Dom Manuel, the sixteenth-century king of 

Portugal (i.e. Burnell 1881). Crooke did not quote from any of Burnell’s works in the 

1903 edition, nor did Crooke take quotations from any of his own works, though he 
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made reference to his Tribes and Castes of the North-western Provinces and Oudh 

(1896b) 7 times, and to his Popular Religion and Folk-lore of Northern India (1896a) 

twice. 

 The work which is most commonly cited in the 1903 edition is Fryer (1698), with 

286 citations (8 of which were added by Crooke). This was noted by Yule and Burnell 

in the Bibliography, who write that ‘[n]o work has been more serviceable in the 

compilation of the Glossary’ (1886: xxxv; 1903: xxxiv). In addition to actual citations, 

Fryer is referred to in the discursive text of entries a further 40 times. The 20 most 

frequently cited works in Hobson-Jobson (1903) are listed in Table 4.6.  

 

Table 4.6: The 20 most frequent citation sources in Hobson-Jobson (1903) 

 

Rank Listed as  Citations Editions used 

1  Fryer 286 Fryer (1698) 

2  A. Hamilton 202 Hamilton (1727; 1744) 

3  Correa 136 Lima Felner (1858-1864); Stanley 

(1869) 

4  Barros 130 Barros (1778-1788) 

5  Valentijn 125 Valentijn (1724-1726) 

6  Forbes, Or. Mem. 119 Forbes (1813-1815; 1834) 

7  Linschoten 115 Burnell and Tiele (1885) 

8  Ibn Batuta 110 de Frémery and Sanguinetti (1853-

58) 

9  Barbosa 104 Ramusio (1606); Barbosa (1812); 

Stanley (1866) 

10  Garcia 103 de Orta (1872) 

11  Bernier 101 Phillips (1684); Constable (1891) 

12  Hedges, Diary 100 Barlow and Yule (1887-1889) 

13  P. della Valle 99 della Valle (1843); Grey (1891) 

14  Pyrard de Laval 97 Pyrard de Laval (1619, 1679) 

15  Āīn 96 Blochmann (1878), Jarrett (1891, 

1894) 

16  Forster, Letters 87 Forster (1897-1902) 

17  Ovington 80 Ovington (1696) 

18  Orme 75 Orme (1763, 1803) 

19  Danvers, Letters 66 Danvers (1896) 

20  Grose 66 Grose (1772) 
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These 20 most frequently cited works account for 2297 citations, which is equivalent to 

approximately 19.8% of the total citations, almost one fifth. All these sources relate 

either to early European travellers to the East, or to the East India Company. The 

dominance of this source type continues with the next 20 most frequently cited works 

with the exception of William Browne Hockley’s novel Pandurang Hàrì, or, Memoirs 

of a Hindoo (1827), from which 38 citations are taken.  

 

Problems with citations in Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 

Of the various lexicographical aspects of Hobson-Jobson, by far the most unreliable and 

poorly executed is the presentation of the citational evidence. This is a somewhat 

damning conclusion as the citations make up a larger proportion of the dictionary than 

the discursive text. The major problems with the citations are listed below, following 

which each is dealt with separately. 

 

a) the citation does not illustrate the headword  

b) the citation does not illustrate the meaning of the term 

c) the citation illustrates a term not discussed in the discursive text 

d) translations of original texts are inconsistently applied 

e) translations of original texts are not always indicated 

f) short-title references for sources are poorly done and inconsistent 

g) dates are applied inconsistently (using two different dating schemes) 

h) the citations are not true to the original source 

i) the full bibliography is incomplete and contains some errors 

j) the citation is not lexicographically pertinent 

k) not all the citations are in English 

 

This range of problems is spread throughout the entire body of citations in the 

dictionary, though each individual citation may contain only one of the deficiencies 

listed, and there are many citations that do not contain any of the problems. What is 

most important, is that none of the citations can be trusted as any one of them may 

misrepresent the material of the original source, especially in terms of the date of the 

original text, what language it was originally written in, and whether or not the form 

cited in the citation is an accurate record of the original form. The following section 

deals with each of the 11 problems listed above. 

 Problem (a): the citation does not illustrate the headword. At the entry for koot, the 

name of a medicinal plant, there are 5 citations, but none of the citations contain the 

word koot, or any spelling variation of it (1886: 375; 1903: 491-492). Instead, the 5 
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citations illustrate various forms, in Greek, Latin, and Portuguese, of the Ancient Greek 

word κόστος (kostos). The reason for the mismatch between the headword and the 

citations is that there is a distant etymological relationship between the two words. The 

headword koot, is an Anglicised variant of the Hindustani कुट (kuṭ), which is a 

descendant of the Prakrit form of Sanskrit कुष्ठ (kuśṭha), which was borrowed into 

Arabic as قسط (qusṭ), and thence into Ancient Greek as κόστος (kostos) (Fennell 1892: 

287). This is tantamount to having an entry for the English word Christ, and then 

supplying only citations for Latin Chrīstus, Greek Χρῑστός (Christos), and Aramaic 

 mʃiħɑʔ/, but no citations for the name Christ in English texts. Interestingly, Yule/ משיחא

and Burnell do supply a citation illustrating the word koot, but place it under the 

headword for the synonymous term putchock (Yule and Burnell 1886: 565; 1903: 749). 

The entry for malabathrum (1886: 414-145; 1903: 543-544) has seven citations, of 

which two have the Ancient Greek μαλάβαθρον, one has the Latin malabathro, and one 

gives an Arabic form Romanised as malatroon. Another example of this practice occurs 

at the entry for bowly, bowry, a type of well is now more commonly known as a step-

well (1886: 82-83; 1903: 108-109). The citations provided for this entry have citations 

for bhoolie, bhourie, boolee and bowlee, all of which are variant orthographical forms 

of the headwords. However, there are also citations for bāīn, vavidee and wāo (altered 

by Crooke to wāv in 1903). Not only are these not the headword form, they also do not 

reflect the forms discussed in the discursive text of the entry. The discursive text makes 

reference to Hindustani bāolī and bāorī, Marathi bāvaḍi, Telugu bāvī and bāviḍi, 

Sanskrit vavara and vapi, Sinhala væva and vaviya, Maldivian weu, and Gujarati wāo 

and wāīn. These words from various Indian languages are potentially etymons of 

various loanwords in English. The citation forms bāīn and wāo are presumably 

borrowings from Gujarati, whereas vavidee appears to be a borrowing of Telugu bāviḍi. 

As these citations actually represent different words than the headword lemmas, these 

citations, and the etymons, should be in separate entries. 

 Problem (b): the citation does not illustrate the meaning of the term. The 1886 entry 

for caleefa has a definition stating that this means ‘the Caliph or Vice-gerent’, and then 

goes on to state that this is ‘a word we do not introduce here in its high Mahommedan 

use, but because of its quaint application in Anglo-Indian households, at least in Upper 

India, to two classes of domestic servants, the tailor and the cook, and sometimes to the 

barber and farrier. The first is always so addressed by his fellow-servants (Khalīfa-ji!)’ 

(1886: 112; emphasis in original). Following this, there are 7 citations, all of which 

illustrate the original sense of the word, that is, ‘its high Mahommedan use’, and none 

of which illustrate the Anglo-Indian usage. Therefore, the meaning of the term in each 

of the citations does not match that of the Anglo-Indian definition. Citations for this 

meaning do occur in Anglo-Indian literature, for example, Asiatic Journal (1836: 285), 
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Wilson (1855: 275), Calcutta Review (1857: 370), Prichard (1870: 76) and Ibbetson 

(1883: 90). Presumably, Yule and Burnell did not have such evidence in their own 

citation collection. Crooke added a single citation dating to 1813 in which the word, 

spelled khuleefu, is used in a slightly different sense, referring to the head athlete at a 

sporting club or sports facility (1903: 146). Again, this citation does not demonstrate the 

sense of tailor or cook.  

 Problem (c): the citation illustrates a term not discussed in the discursive text. The 

entry for the Anglo-Indian verb halállcur, is defined as to ‘put (an animal) to death in 

the manner prescribed by the Mahommedans, when it is to be used for food’ (1886: 

311; 1903: 310). However, the 1886 edition of Hobson-Jobson has only a citation for 

the phrase make it halal (1886: 312), and in the 1903 edition, Crooke added a citation 

for the transitive verb halal (1903: 410). Neither of these illustrate the term halallcur, 

and the discursive text of the entry does not discuss either the phrase make it halal, or 

the verb to halal. 

 Problem (d): translations of original texts are inconsistently applied. At the entry 

for verandah is a citation in the original Spanish text of the Roteiro da Viagem de 

Vasco da Gama (1886: 737; 1903: 965). Following this is a translation of the Spanish 

into English, presumably for the benefit of dictionary users who did not know Spanish. 

A similar translation is provided at the entry for Andor (1886: 757; 1903: 30). However, 

on three other occasions, citations from this source are givne in Spanish without any 

translation (1886: 508-509, 656, 739; 1903: 667, 865, 968). The 29 other citations from 

the same source are all given in English, without any Spanish text. Similarly, the 

Portuguese manuscript of Jesuit explorer Emanuel Godinho de Eredia is cited in English 

21 times and in Portuguese 12 times. And, at the entry for Cheling (1886: 144; 1903: 

188) two different citations from Godinho are given, the first in Portuguese and the 

second in English. Similar discrepancies can be found with translations of sources 

originally written in other languages. There is no explanation or rationale provided for 

why texts are sometimes silently translated by Yule and Burnell, and yet on other 

occasions, not. 

 Problem (e): translations of original texts are not always indicated. For a number of 

texts, Yule and Burnell used both original language source texts and English 

translations. For example, in the 1903 edition there are three citations in French from 

Tavernier (1676), and 73 citations from the English translation (Phillips 1684). In this 

case, the English text is signified by the addition of ‘E.T.’ in the source details attached 

to the citations. We can deduce that ‘E.T.’ stands for ‘English Translation’ (or perhaps 

‘English Text’), though the meaning of this abbreviation is not explicitly stated 

anywhere in the front matter of the dictionary. In the Bibliography, a total of 27 texts 

are labelled with ‘E.T.’ However, this abbreviation is not applied to all English 
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translations that were used. For example, McCrindle’s translations of Megasthenes and 

Arrian are not labelled ‘E.T.’ in the Bibliography, nor in the citations. However, for 

many texts no English translation was available. This meant that the editors had either 

to supply the text in the original language or translate it themselves and supply it in 

English. However, there does not seem to be any particular system used in making the 

decision between translating or not. For example, there are two citations from the Dutch 

explorer Vermeulen, of which there is no English translation. One citation, for the word 

tea, quotes from the original Dutch source (Vermeulen 1677): 

 

1677. “Maer de Cià (of Thee) sonder achting op eenije tijt te hebben, is novit 

schadelijk.”— Vermeulen, 30. (Yule and Burnell 1886: 690; 1903: ) 

 

but the other, at the entry for joss, has been translated into English: 

 

1677.  “All the Sinese keep a limning of the Religion their in houses. … They 

paint him with two horns on his head, and commonly call him Josie 

(Joosje).”— Gerret Vermeulen, Oost Indische Voyagie, 33. (Yule and Burnell 

1886: 354; 1903: 464) 

 

With the latter citation, there is no indication that the source has been translated by Yule 

and Burnell. Thus it may be reasonable for a user to assume that the text was originally 

written in English and published in 1677, and that, therefore, ‘Josie’ is a valid 

seventeenth-century orthographical form of the word joss. However, it is not. ‘Josie’ is 

in fact a creation of Yule and Burnell, and thus can be dated only to 1886. Note that the 

term ‘Josie’ has been glossed by the original Dutch form, ‘Joosje,’ in parentheses. 

Apparently Yule and Burnell have attempted to render the Dutch pronunciation of 

Joosje with English spelling conventions, and in doing so have created their own novel 

orthographical form ‘Josie’. Another oddity of this translation is the use of the word 

‘Sinese’ for Chinese. This is the only time the word ‘Sinese’ appears in the entire text of 

Hobson-Jobson. This appears to be a genuine English word (e.g. Chishull 1747: 120; 

Symmons 1806: xxix; Gregory 1865: 175), but was not common enough to be recorded 

in the OED or the Century Dictionary (Whitney 1895). The explanation is that the 

original Dutch has a form of similar construction: 

 

[I]n voegen dat alle de Sinesen de deuvil in schildery in hun huysen houden 

[…] Sy schilderen hem het twee hoornen op ’t hooft / en noemen hem 

gemeenelijk Joosje. (Vermeulen 1677: 33) 
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As far as Yule and Burnell’s translation goes, it is faithful to the original Dutch. 

However, translating the Dutch Sinesen with the obscure word Sinese instead of the 

core English term Chinese does not add clarity to the translation, even though the 

meaning can be inferred by anyone who is familiar with such words as Sinology, 

Sinologist, etc., Latin Sinæ, or Greek Σίναι. A similar case of silent translation occurs 

with citations from Dutch traveller Van Twist (1648), where three citations are in the 

original Dutch, against 30 in English, despite the fact that there is no English translation 

of the Dutch text. Again, Yule and Burnell must have translated the citations 

themselves. As Burnell’s father was Dutch and Burnell knew the language (Teltscher 

2013b: xvii), these particular translations were probably done by him, but in other 

instances silent translations may have been from either of the editors.  

 More important, however, is the fact that Yule and Burnell translate the original 

text into English without giving any indication that they have done so. This was a 

common practice throughout Hobson-Jobson, and in the same entry for joss (1886: 353-

354; 1903: 463-464), although the first three citations are from texts originally written 

in either Dutch or German, the text of the citations in the dictionary are in English, 

without any acknowledgement of translation. Similarly, in the entry for Hobson-Jobson 

(1886: 319; 1903: 420) the 1726 citation is silently translated from a Dutch source (for 

the original, see Valentyn 1726: 107). And it is clear that Crooke followed Yule and 

Burnell in silently translating source texts, as the 1710 citation in the entry for Hobson-

Jobson (1903: 420), added by Crooke, is silently translated from Portuguese (for the 

original text, see de Sousa 1710: 165). That the authors have supplied their own 

translations in these cases is nowhere indicated. This practice of silently translating 

foreign-language texts into English has ramifications especially for the form of the word 

being illustrated. Especially significant is whether or not the authors have altered the 

spelling of borrowed lexis in the process of Englishing the text. With the translation of 

Valentyn, the Arabic name for the tenth day of the month of Muharram is spelled in the 

original text as Asjoer (1726: 107), but this was rendered Ashur by Yule and Burnell, 

which may lead a user to incorrectly believe the original Dutch form was Ashur.  

 It is not possible to estimate the amount of silent translation in Hobson-Jobson 

without going through each citation separately, a task beyond the scope of the present 

study. However, the extent to which silent translations were employed in Hobson-

Jobson can be gathered by observing that there are over 1000 modern English citations 

provided in the 1903 edition for texts dated before 1500, that is, before modern English 

came into being. The majority of these citations are for texts originally written in Greek, 

Latin, Portuguese, Italian, and Spanish, many of which are listed in the Bibliography as 

only existing in original language editions. The real problem is that silent translations 

are not indicated in the entries, and therefore there is no way for the user to tell whose 
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translation they are reading or to what date is should properly be assigned. This 

introduces a persistent element of unreliability to the citations.  

 Problem (f): short-title references for sources are poorly executed and inconsistent. 

Citations in Hobson-Jobson give brief details of the original source following the text of 

the quotation. The following examples demonstrate the level of inconsistency. 

According to the Bibliography in the front matter of the dictionary (1886: xxix-xlvi; 

1903: xxvii-xlvii), quotations from the Roman historian Arrian are either from ‘Ancient 

India as described by Megasthenes and Arrian. 8vo. 1877’ or ‘Transl. of the Periplus 

Maris Erythraei, and of Arrian’s Voyage of Nearchus. 1879,’ both translated into 

English by J. W. McCrindle (1886: xxxviii; 1903: xxxviii). These are both listed in the 

Bibliography under the heading McCrindle, not Arrian. The bibliographic reference for 

the first of these is almost completely correct, the only difference being that 

Megasthenes is actually spelled Megasthenês on the title page (McCrindle 1877: i). 

However, the bibliographic reference for the second of these differs greatly from the 

book’s actual title, which is The Commerce and Navigation of the Erythræan Sea; 

Being a Translation of the Periplus Maris Erythræi, by an Anonymous Writer, and of 

Arrian’s Account of the Voyage of Nearkhos, from the Mouth of the Indus to the Head of 

the Persian Gulf (McCrindle 1879: i). The first of these texts is cited four times: 

 

Arrian, Indica, xvi. 

Arrian, Indica, ch. ii. 

Arrian, Indica, xv.  

Arrian, Indica, vii., tr. by McCrindle. 

 

The Roman numerals are chapter numbers, not page numbers, though in only one 

instance is this signified (by ‘ch.’). Page numbers are not given. McCrindle’s translation 

is indicated only in one instance, thus, the full bibliographical details can only be 

obtained in one of four instances. In the other three cases, looking for Arrian in the 

Bibliography will prove fruitless. In the first two instances, the quotation is given in 

Ancient Greek, and is not from McCrindle’s translation. Yule and Burnell do not 

indicate which Ancient Greek edition they used. The citation text in the third instance is 

in English, but does not correspond to the text of McCrindle’s translation, and so is 

either a silent translation of Yule and Burnell’s, or else is from another Englished 

version of the original text. The second title is cited twice: 

 

Arrian, Voyage of Nearchus, ch. xxxvii. 

Arrian, Voyage of Nearchus, ch. xxxiii., tr. by M’Crindle, p. 202. 
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Only the second of these corresponds to McCrindle’s translation. And this is the only 

time in the six citations that a page number is given. The first citation does not match 

McCrindle’s text, and again is either a silent translation or is from another Englished 

version of the original text. Another inconsistency occurs with the spelling of the name 

McCrindle (both McCrindle and M’Crindle are used). This is not the only case in which 

references to the same source are given in different formats and supply different 

information. The following 14 references are for two editions of Robert Orme’s A 

History of the Military Transactions of the British Nation in Indostan, from the Year 

MDCXXLV (1763) and (1803): 

 

1. Orme, iii. 300. 

2. Orme, Hist. i. 2. 

3. Orme, ii. § ii. 601. 

4. Orme, ed. 1803, ii. 21. 

5. Orme (ed. 1803), i. 4. 

6. Orme, ii. 90, ed. 1803. 

7. Orme, i. 26 (ed. 1803). 

8. Orme, Hist., ed. 1803, i. 153. 

9. Orme (reprint), i. 408-9. 

10. Orme, reprint, i. 26. 

11. Orme, Reprint, Bk. i. 51. 

12. Orme, ii. 138 of reprint (Bk. viii.). 

13. Orme, repr. ii. 71. 

14. Orme, i. 26 (reprint). 

 

References 1 and 2 are to the first edition Orme (1763), while the other 12 references 

are to the 1803 reprint of the 1799 fourth edition, or perhaps to the 1861 Madras 

printing of the 1803 reprint edition, published by Pharaoh and Co. Sometimes this 

edition is referred to as ‘ed. 1803’ and at other times as the ‘reprint.’ In fact, it is unclear 

if the editors used the 1803 or 1861 printings, or both. The word ‘reprint’ is sometimes 

in parentheses, sometimes capitalised, and on one occasion abbreviated. Sometimes 

section and book (i.e. ‘Bk’) information is included, and at other times not. Sometimes 

the title is given as ‘Hist.’ in order to distinguish it from Orme’s other cited work, 

namely, Historical Fragments of the Mogul Empire (1805), though generally not. This 

may lead a user to reasonably conclude that ‘Orme’ and ‘Orme, Hist.’ refer to two 

different works, which is not correct. This inconsistency in style is apparent throughout 

the entirety of the more than 11,000 citations. In summary, there is little systematic 

application of information (that is, title, chapter number, page number, translator, 
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edition, etc.) in the short-title references appended to citations within entries.  

 Problem (g): dates are applied inconsistently (using two different dating schemes). 

One significant deficiency with the citational record of Hobson-Jobson is the 

unreliability of the datings. This was so substantial that Yule felt compelled to alert his 

readers to it in the front matter of the dictionary: in the first edition in Nota Bene (B), 

and in the second edition in Note Bene (A). Yule explained that two separate dating 

systems were used by the editors: 

 

The dates attached to quotations are not always quite consistent. In beginning 

the compilation, the dates given were those of the publication quoted; but as 

the date of the composition, or of the use of the word in question, is often 

much earlier than the date of the book or the edition in which it appears, the 

system was changed, and, where possible, the date given is that of the actual 

use of the word. But obvious doubts may sometimes rise on this point. The 

dates of publication of the works quoted will be found, if required, from the 

Book List, following this Nota bene. (Yule and Burnell 1886: xxviii; 1903: 

xxvi; emphasis in original). 

 

An example of this dual system can be seen with the citations taken from Forbes (1813-

1815), which are sometimes dated as from the eighteenth century, and at other times as 

from 1813 or 1814. That is, the eighteenth-century datings are for the date of 

composition, and the nineteenth-century datings are for the date of publication. The 

obvious disadvantage with this is that there is no indication which dating system is used 

for any particular citation in an entry. However, most citations are dated on the basis of 

the second dating method, the date of composition, or, in many cases, the assumed or 

estimated date of composition. For example, all citations from Correa are dated from the 

sixteenth-century even though the publication dates of the source texts are nineteenth-

century (i.e. Lima Felner 1858-1864; Stanley 1869); all citations from Barros are dated 

from the sixteenth-century even though the publication date of the source text is the 

eighteenth century (i.e. Barros 1778); and all citations from Linschoten are dated from 

the sixteenth-century even though the publication date of the source text is the 

nineteenth century (i.e. Burnell and Tiele 1885).  

 On some occasions, Yule and Burnell take quotations from printed diaries. For 

example, at the entry for thermantidote, a type of air-cooling device, Yule and Burnell 

provide a citation dated as 1831 from Wanderings of a Pilgrim (1886: 696; 1903: 915). 

Fanny Parkes’ Wanderings of a Pilgrim was published in 1850, but her book is in the 

form of a diary of her experiences, and her explanation of the thermantidote is in the 

diary entry for 21 June 1831. Still, this raises the question of how much the original text 
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of the diary has been redacted in order to make it acceptable for publication. Especially 

of concern would be if there had been a process of editorial regularisation of spellings 

of borrowed lexis. In this case, as the word is a quasi-learned concoction of Ancient 

Greek roots, this is not likely to be a problem. However, the printed version of Parkes’ 

book regularly marks long vowels of borrowed lexis with macrons (namely, ā and ī), 

which may not be faithful to the original diary entries, and so would be better dated 

1850, at least with respect to the orthographical form.  

 Of greater concern is when Yule and Burnell make their own estimation of the time 

a certain word was used by an author when a text was published many years later. As 

they mention, ‘obvious doubts may sometimes rise on this point,’ referring to the fact 

that the original sources do not always precisely indicate the date of composition, and 

therefore there is a certain amount of guesswork involved in calculating the date a word 

was actually used. For example, in the entry for dhall, doll, a type of lentil, Yule and 

Burnell date the earliest citation as 1673, and cite as their source ‘Fryer, 101’ (1886: 

241; 1903: 312). The original source is John Fryer’s A New Account of East-India and 

Persia, in Eight Letters. Being Nine Years Travels, Begun 1672. And Finished 1681, 

published by Richard Chiswell in 1698. The eight letters in the book are roughly in 

chronological order, but not all of them are dated. Letter I is undated, Letter II is dated 

15 January 1675, Letter III, which contains the word doll, is dated 22 September 1675, 

Letters IV and V are undated, Letter VI is dated 31 Dec 1679, Letter VII 25 Jan 1681, 

and Letter VIII is dated 20 Aug 1682. How Yule and Burnell arrived at the date of 1673 

for the citation for doll is impossible to say. There seems to be little logic to their dating 

of Fryer. Table 4.7 gives the number of times a certain date was assigned to a citation 

from Fryer. 

 

Table 4.7: Frequency of dates assigned to citations from Fryer 

 

Date Citations 

1672 8 

1673 236 

1675 7 

1677 4 

1678 3 

1693 1 

1698 3 

 

As Fryer had returned to England by 1682, we can assume that the date of 1693 is an 

error for 1698. This would mean that four citations are dated using the original system 
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of giving the date of composition. The date of 1673 is not mentioned at any point in the 

text of Fryer’s account of his travels. It appears that Yule and Burnell used this date as a 

guestimate as to when Fryer may have first come into contact with the lexis he records. 

The accuracy of this guestimate is highly dubious. The reason for dating certain 

citations from 1672 instead of 1673 is unknown. The citations dated 1677 and 1678 are 

from the undated Letter V, which deals with Fryer’s journey into Persia, though the 

reason for selecting either 1677 or 1678 is also unknown as neither of these dates is 

mentioned in the text.  

 Another case in point is Forbes’ four-volume Oriental Memoirs, extensively used 

in Hobson-Jobson. The title page of Forbes states that the text is taken from ‘a series of 

familiar letters written during seventeen years residence in India’ but that the text is 

‘selected and abridged’ (Forbes 1813: I. iii). Forbes was in India from 1765 to 1784, 

returning to England with ‘150 volumes of materials, including drawings, of Indian 

subjects’ (Buckland 1906: 149). Each chapter of his Oriental Memoirs is dated to one of 

the years of his residency in India. However, as his memoirs were prepared for 

publication nearly 30 years after he returned to England, there is no guarantee that any 

individual item of lexis used in the printed editions of his memoirs was necessarily 

contained in his original eighteenth-century notes, or, if it was, that the orthographical 

form in the original manuscript is the same as the form used in the printed edition. None 

of the text in Forbes (1813-1815) uses eighteenth-century spelling, indicating that a 

considerable amount of editing was employed. For example, a citation in the entry for 

golah, ‘a store-house for grain or salt’ (1903: 383) from Forbes is dated 1785: 

 

1785.—“We visited the Gola, a building intended for a public granary.”—In 

Forbes, Or. Mem. 2nd ed. ii. 445. (Yule and Burnell 1903: 383) 

 

Here the spelling closely follows that of Hindi गोला (golā), however, there is no 

assurance that this spelling was used by Forbes in the notes he took in 1785. In fact, 

there is no way of knowing without having access to Forbes’ original manuscripts. For 

this reason, dating citations with the date of publication is the safer option as it removes 

the potential inaccuracy in terms of the form history of words. 

 In summary, Yule and Burnell’s decision to use the date of composition brings with 

it another level of potential inaccuracy or error, as later editions of earlier texts are liable 

to use words that were not in the original documents, or to alter orthography to more 

modern spelling conventions. Some edited works notify the reader in the front matter as 

to what type of editorial emendation was used when preparing a text for publication, but 

many do not. In summary, the dating system used by Yule and Burnell cannot be relied 

on because it has been inconsistently applied and at times relies on unsubstantiated 
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guesswork. 

 Problem (h): the citations are not true to the original source. Yule and Burnell were 

aware of the importance of faithfulness to original sources. At the entry for pagoda, in 

the sense of a temple, they provide a citation of the word from the sixteenth-century 

Portuguese traveller Duarte Barbosa. However, they add this commentary: 

 

This is from Lord Stanley of Alderley’s translation from a Spanish MS. The 

Italian of Ramusio reads: “nelle loro orationi fanno molte strigherie e 

necromãtie, le quali chiamano Pagodes, differenti assai dall’ altre” (Ramusio, 

i. f. 308v.). In the Portuguese MS. published by the Lisbon Academy in 1812, 

the words are altogether absent; and in interpolating them from Ramusio the 

editor has given the same sense as in Lord Stanley’s English. (Yule and 

Burnell: 1886: 500; 1903: 655) 

 

In other words, the word pagoda was not used by Barbosa in c.1514, but rather was 

added by the Italian editor Ramusio in his translation of the text in 1554 (see Stanley 

1866: ii-v), some forty years later. Yule and Burnell’s comment appears to indicate that 

they paid very careful attention to such details in citations. Unfortunately, Yule and 

Burnell are not always entirely accurate in this regard. For example, at the entry for 

hickmat, defined as ‘an ingenious device or contrivance,’ they cite Parkes’ Wanderings 

of a Pilgrim: ‘The house has been roofed in, and my relative has come up from Meerut, 

to have the slates put on after some peculiar hikmat of his own’ (Yule and Burnell 1886: 

806; 1903: 414). However, the original text has instead: ‘after some peculiar hikmat 

(fashion) of his own’ (Parkes 1850: II. 240). Yule and Burnell have silently removed 

Parkes’ parenthetic gloss. This significantly changes the citation in two ways. First, the 

parenthetic gloss makes it clear that the word was not totally naturalised in English, at 

least, not in the English of Parkes’ intended readership: without the gloss, the word 

hikmat appears as though it should be understood by English readers. Second, the gloss 

does not closely match the definition given by Yule and Burnell and by removing it the 

term hikmat can be interpreted as illustrating the definition provided. Another example 

occurs in the entry for martaban, a type of large ceramic jar, wherein Yule and Burnell 

state that ‘Baillie Fraser says that “certain jars called Martaban were manufactured in 

Oman.”—Journey into Khorasan, 18’ (1886: 429; 1903: 560). However, when the 

original source is examined, we find Fraser’s original text reads: 

 

Omaun is by no means celebrated for its manufactures. Turbans and 

waistbands, or girdles of cotton and silk, striped or checked with blue, and 

having the ends ornamented with red, green, or yellow borders; cloaks called 



216 

 

abbas, of sheep’s wool or camel’s hair, of various degrees of fineness; cotton 

canvass, gunpowder, and arms of no superior quality; earthern jars called 

murtuban, for the Zangue-bar market, these comprise almost all their fabrics 

(Fraser 1825: 18) 

 

The quotation text provided by Yule and Burnell is inexact, being rather a paraphrase 

than a direct quote, and, more importantly, the orthographic form of the word is 

‘murtuban,’ not ‘Martaban’ as Yule and Burnell have it, involving both a change of 

vowels and capitalisation. In addition, ‘Oman’ is spelled ‘Omaun’ in the original text.  

 One final example is the term Upper Roger which Yule and Burnell label as a 

‘happy example of the Hobson-Jobson dialect’ (1886: 732; 1903: 959), by which they 

mean linguistic assimilation to a form in the borrowing language. Although the text of 

the original source is not provided, the reference is. Yule and Burnell explain that 

Upper Roger it is ‘a corruption of the Skt. yuva-rāja’ which means ‘young king’. Thus, 

the Anglicised version has altered the original word by transmuting its component parts 

into the English word upper and the English forename Roger. Ignoring the fact that 

there was little need to include this term in the dictionary as it is, at all events, a hapax 

legomenon, found only in a single letter dating from 1755, Yule and Burnell have been 

deceitfully selective here. In the index to the original source text, a number of other 

variant spellings are listed: Upa Rajah, Upoo Rajah, Uppa Raja, and Uppa Rajah. 

However, these variants were not selected for presentation or discussion by Yule and 

Burnell because they did not demonstrate their conceptualisation of the ‘Hobson-Jobson 

dialect.’ More importantly, the form of the expression in the original source is actually 

Uper Roger (Dalrymple 1793: 192), not ‘Upper Roger,’ and the immediate etymon is 

not Sanskrit, but rather the Burmese form of the Sanskrit: ‘Apporazah, Brother of the 

King of Pegu, commonly, though erroneously, called Upper Rajah’ (Dalrymple 1793: 

163). The form Upper Roger is not found in Dalrymple (1793), either on the page 

indicated by Yule and Burnell, nor anywhere else. It appears that Yule first used his 

fictitious form (i.e. with upper not uper) in an earlier work (Yule 1858: 221), and 

perhaps it may have arisen from a genuine misreading or copying error. This fictitious 

Upper Roger has been propagated, having been copied into Barrère and Leland (1890: 

390-391), and later by Partridge in his Supplement where it is presented as a genuine 

word, rather than just a peculiarity in a certain text, and absurdly misdated ‘mid-C.18-

20’ (1970: 1492).  

 Examples of such mismatches between original texts and the quotations in Hobson-

Jobson mean that the accuracy of Yule and Burnell’s citations cannot be relied upon, 

and while the bulk of citations are perhaps accurate, the user can never know which 

particular citation is accurate and which is not without looking up the reference in the 
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original text. 

 Problem (i): the full Bibliography (1886: xxix-xlvi; 1903: xxvii-xlvii) is incomplete 

and contains some errors. As noted above in Problem (f), the title of McCrindle’s 

translation of Arrian’s ‘Voyage to Nearchus’ does not accurately match the title of that 

work. In other instances, both the name of the writer and the title are wrong. For 

example, the first name of the Dutch writer Gerret Vermeulen is listed in the 

Bibliography as ‘Genet’ (1886: xlv; 1903: xlvi), and the title of the text is listed as ‘Oost 

Indische Voyage’ in the Bibliography, and as ‘Oost Indische Voyagie’ in the main 

dictionary (1886: 354; 1903: 464), whereas the correct title is De Gedenkwaerdige 

Voyagie van Gerret Vermeulen naar Oost-Indien, in ’t jaar 1668. aanggevangen, en in 

’t jaar 1674. There is a Dutch book entitled Oost Indische Voyagie, but that from an 

altogether different author (Schouten 1676), and was not used by Yule and Burnell. 

Similar errors occur with the entry for Valentijn in the Bibliography (1886: xlv; 1903: 

xlvi). First, the title has a spelling error ‘Niew’ for ‘Nieuw,’ and second, the date is 

listed as ‘1624-6’ when it should be 1724-6. Another example occurs with Crawfurd’s 

History of the Indian Archipelago (1820), which is erroneously referred to as ‘Dict. Ind. 

Arch.’ in the text of the dictionary on four separate occasions, probably as a result of 

being confused with Crawfurd’s Descriptive Dictionary of the Indian Islands (1856).  

 Another problem is that some sources of citations are missing from the 

Bibliography, a problem that occurs on more than a few occasions. For example, 

although Crawfurd (1856) is in the Bibliography, Crawfurd (1820) is not. Fraser’s 

Journey into Khorasan is quoted in the entry for martaban (1886: 429; 1903: 560), 

however, that book does not appear in the bibliography, though two other works by 

Fraser are listed in in the 1886 edition (xxxv, xxxviii), and three in the 1903 edition 

(xxxiv, xxxvii). Another title missing from the bibliography is one that is variously 

referenced in the citations as an extracts of a lately discovered MS. of The Travels of Sir 

John Mandevill or Maundeville (1886: 24, 65, 456, 482; 1903: 33, 86, 595, 629). The 

text of these citations appears to be written in Middle English, but the citations are dated 

as 1860. According to Teltscher, these quotations are taken from a mock medieval 

manuscript penned by Yule himself (2013b: xv). Despite the inherent problems entailed 

in referencing one’s own writing as examples of lexis being defined in one’s dictionary 

(i.e. there is nothing to stop a lexicographer merely writing text that illustrates faux 

words or meanings and then placing them in his or her dictionary), the source should 

have still been included in the bibliography with full details of author and publication. 

Again, a citation in the entry for peri, the mythological being, is from a text entitled 

‘Thalaba,’ dated 1800 (1886: 530; 1903: 699), but this source cannot be found in the 

Bibliography. The citation is actually taken from a poem by Robert Southey (1801). The 

entry for sherbet has a citation from ‘Waddell, 29 Years in the W. Indies’ (1886: 626; 
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1903: 826) which is also omitted from the Bibliography.  

 Crooke also added citations or otherwise made reference to works that are omitted 

from the Bibliography, for example the edition of Bernier’s travels used by Crooke, 

namely Constable (1891), is not listed in the Bibliography. Similarly, at the entry for 

pinang, the Malay word for areca (1903: 711), a citation is given from ‘E. Scott,’ but 

that source does not appear in the Bibliography. Crooke also quoted from a variety of 

Rudyard Kipling’s works, including, in chronological order (according to the dates 

assigned by Crooke), The City of Dreadful Night (1889) [actually not printed until 

1891]; In Black and White (1889a); The Story of the Gadsbys (1889c); Departmental 

Ditties (1890a); The Jungle Book (1895); The Seven Seas (1896), and Barrack-room 

Ballads and Other Verses (1898). None of these are listed in the Bibliography, which is 

problematic as Kipling’s works appeared in so many editions, primarily published in 

India, London, and New York, that without proper bibliographic details, the page 

numbers supplied in the citations are meaningless. The importance of proper 

bibliographical information is brought to the fore here when it is remembered that 

different editions of Kipling’s works altered the text to either add in Indian English 

terms, or to omit them and replace them with core English synonyms. For instance, in 

the entry for kitmutgar, a butler, a citation for the colloquial abbreviation khit is given 

from Kipling’s The Story of the Gadsbys and dated 1889. However, the original edition 

published in Allahabad (1888) does not have the term khit, but instead has ‘man’ (20). 

Whereas later editions regularly use the Indian English word (e.g. 1890: 48; 1899: 43). 

Crooke’s date of 1889 matches another edition of the Allahabad printing, but whether or 

not this has the word khit is unknown as I have not been able to gain access to a copy. 

Nevertheless, due to the lack of consistency and accuracy in the citations and 

references, Crooke’s citation and dating of khit cannot be accepted, and must be 

independently verified. 

 Finally, a great number of the dictionaries of non-English languages, including 

Indian languages, used in the discursive text of entries are omitted from the 

Bibliography. Missing dictionaries include Badger (1881), Fennell (1892), Howison 

(1801), Jansz (1876), Jäschke (1881), Kowalewski (1844), Maffei (1883), Monier-

Williams (1889), Mousset and Dupuis (1873), Redhouse (1880), Steingass (1882), 

Thompson (1846), Williams (1896), and Winslow (1862). Also omitted from the 

Bibliography is Shakespear’s Dictionary of Hindūstānī, and therefore it is not known 

which edition, or editions, were used by Yule and Burnell. This is a significant omission 

as Shakespear is referred to 25 times in various entries throughout Hobson-Jobson, and 

was also the source that provided the transliteration system used by the editors for 

rendering words from Indian languages. In summary, the listing of sources, in both the 

citations and the Bibliography, shows a relatively high level of inconsistency and 
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inaccuracy and involves many omissions.  

 Problem (j): the citation is not lexicographically pertinent. Occasionally a citation is 

included, it appears, merely to give some information that the authors thought would be 

of interest to readers. For example, the entry for the term kaul defines the word through 

its Hindi etymon kāl, which is glossed as both ‘death,’ and ‘popularly the visitation of 

famine’ (1886: 363; 1903: 476). It is not clear to whom the word ‘popularly’ is 

referring. It may mean in common Anglo-Indian use, or it may mean in common Hindi 

use (an example of the problems caused by defining through etymologies). The entry 

has a solitary citation, but the text of that citation does not contain the word kaul (or kāl) 

at all, in any form whatsoever. Nor does the citation record a synonymous term. The 

citation is in fact a paragraph taken from Drummond (1808), a combined grammar of 

Gujarati and Marathi, which contained an entry for the word kaul. Drummond’s text 

reproduced in Hobson-Jobson is as follows: 

 

Scarcity, and the scourge of civil war, embittered the Mahratta nation in A.D. 

1804, of whom many emigrants were supported by the justice and generosity 

of neighbouring powers, and (a large number) were relieved in their own 

capital by the charitable contributions of the English at Bombay alone. This 

and opening of Hospitals for the sick and starving, within the British 

settlements, were gratefully told to the writer afterwards by many Mahrattas 

in the heart, and from distant parts, of their own country. (Drummond, cited in 

Yule and Burnell 1886: 363; 1903: 476) 

 

It is clear that this text does not enlighten the reader in any way about the meaning or 

usage of the term kaul. Grammatically, the word ‘scarcity’ cannot simultaneously be the 

definition of the word kaul, and at the same time be the subject of the clause with the 

verb ‘embitter.’ Rather it appears that the citation has been included solely as a cogent 

instance of the benevolence of the British colonisers towards the colonised, at least in 

the particular case cited. Other than British Empire apologetics, there seems to be no 

reason to include the quotation. Certainly, there is no clear lexicographical reason. 

 Problem (k): not all the citations are in English. Table 4.8 provides the number of 

citations by language.  

 

Table 4.8: Language of citations in Hobson-Jobson (1903) 

 

Language Citations Percentage* Average length* 

English 10318 88.8% 40.3  

French 599 2.7% 41.5  
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Latin 282 1.3% 37.6 

Portuguese 170 <1% 38.6 

Italian 138 <1% 38.8 

Ancient Greek 55 <1% 28.0 

Spanish 31 <1% 26.2 

Dutch 17 <1% 12.0 

German 13 <1% 37.5 

* Percentages and average length (in words) are rounded to one decimal place 

 

It is clear from Table 4.8 that the majority of citations are in English. This includes both 

extracts from texts originally written in English, extracts from texts translated into 

English, and extracts that have been silently translated into English by Yule and Burnell 

(i.e. where there is no English-language original source). The English-language citations 

account for approximately 88.8% of all citations. French-language citations account for 

approximately 2.7%, citations in Latin account for approximately 1.3%, and all other 

languages account for less than 1% of overall citations. These figures are based on 

citations that are solely in one language, or which have substantial blocks of text in a 

language other than English. For example, there are 119 citations that contain Greek 

script, but of these 64 are in English and contain only one, or sometimes two, Greek 

words. In such cases the Greek words are placed as glosses to English words. In the 

remaining 55 citations, the entire text is in Greek, without any English translation 

provided. Thus, for approximately 11.2% of citations in Hobson-Jobson (1903), the user 

is required to have sufficient knowledge of eight different non-English languages in 

order to fully comprehend the set of citations, and in the case of citations in Ancient 

Greek, a knowledge of the Greek alphabet is required. An exceptional case applies to 

the 39 citations from the Portuguese classic Os Lusíadas of Luís Vaz de Camões, for 

which the original Portuguese is given followed by the translation by Burton (1880), 

however, all other non-English citations have no accompanying translation. French-

language citations are on average slightly longer than citations in all other languages, 

including English. Dutch-language citations have a low average length because they are 

few in number and a third of them consist merely of a single word demonstrating the 

Dutch orthographical form of a certain borrowing from an Eastern language. In terms of 

Crooke’s additions, very few of the 1844 citations he added were from a language other 

than English. Crooke added two citations in Portuguese, and one each in French, Greek, 

Italian, and Latin.  

 In summary, the citations in Hobson-Jobson represent a vast array of original 

research by the editors, Yule, Burnell, and Crooke. In the 1903 edition, there are over 

11,500 citations from over 800 sources, and the citations make up the greater part of the 
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dictionary (approximately 58.8%). The citations range over two millennia, though they 

are unevenly distributed throughout the years, with the bulk from the sixteenth to the 

nineteenth centuries. Citations are also unevenly distributed between the entries, with 

some entries having more than 20 citations, even up to 50 citations, and others with only 

a few, or none. More than half the entries (approximately 55.1%) have three or less 

citations, including those with no citations. Approximately 17.0% of entries have no 

citation. Citations are given in eight languages other than English (Ancient Greek, 

Dutch, French, German, Italian, Latin, Portuguese, and Spanish). Approximately 11.2% 

of the citations are not in English. So, users who do not speak or read any of the other 

non-English languages cannot access all citations immediately, and must somehow 

obtain translations of the citations. The length of citations varies greatly, but is generally 

quite high, with the average length being 40 words. However, the citations also involve 

a number of deficiencies. The citations in Hobson-Jobson, in both the 1886 and 1903 

editions, are rendered not wholly reliable due to a number of factors. First, two systems 

of dating were used, and the one that was most frequently employed, dating by 

conjectured date of composition, provides potentially inaccurate dating of lexical items. 

Second, the use of both acknowledged and unacknowledged (silent) translations of non-

English sources, makes it difficult and sometimes impossible for users to determine if a 

certain term genuinely appeared in an English-language text at the date that the editors 

assign to it. Third, inaccuracies and inconsistencies in the Bibliography and the 

references to citations add further uncertainty. Combined, these aspects mean that 

citations cannot be trusted to be accurate all of the time, and thus each citation in 

Hobson-Jobson should be checked against the original sources in order to ensure 

accuracy. 

 

4.8.5.6. Etymologies and transliterations in Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 

Delineating the history and ultimate origin of the lexis covered in Hobson-Jobson is one 

of the chief objects of the dictionary. To this end, virtually every entry is given an 

etymology. Yule and Burnell devoted an impressive amount of scholarly endeavour into 

attempting to uncover the etymologies of many terms, both obscure and commonplace, 

frequently solving long unsolved questions. The fruits of their etymological labours fed 

into the OED, and many other later works. At times there are hints of perhaps 

overweening pride in their own achievements judging by the superior attitude 

occasionally expressed towards similar endeavours by others. For example, in the entry 

for trichies, a type of cheroot, they comment on an etymological suggestion by the 

Telugu scholar C.P. Brown by saying ‘[s]ome excellent practical scholars seem to be 

entirely without the etymological sense’ (1886: 715; 1903: 938). An etymology put 
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forward by Duff (1876) is dismissed with the comment that it came from someone ‘who 

ought to have known better’ (1886: 666; 1903: 877). At the entry for the Nerbudda 

River, of central India, they state that ‘Dean Vincent’s conjectured etymology of Nahr-

Budda, “River of Buddha,” is a caution against such guesses’ (1886: 477-478; 1903: 

623-624). Such statements imply conversely that Yule and Burnell themselves have 

etymological sense, do know better, and avoid etymological guesses. However, not all 

of Yule and Burnell’s (nor Crooke’s) etymologies are devoid of similar errors as those 

seen in the etymologies they chose to disparage. 

 The etymologies are often quite lengthy, making up the principle component of the 

dictionary entry. For example, the entry Macareo (1886: 402-403; 1903: 527-528) is 

1181 words long, of which approximately 60% (705 words) are discursive text, and 

40% are citations (476 words). Of the discursive text, only 94 words are devoted to the 

definition and other information. Thus, the etymology accounts for approximately 87% 

of the discursive text of the entry, and approximately 52% of the entire entry. However, 

a distribution such as this is not always the case. The entry for Hobson-Jobson (1886: 

319; 1903: 419) has 365 words of discursive text (approximately 41% of the total 

entry), and 530 words in the citations (59%). The etymology accounts for only 28 

words: less than 8% of the discursive text, and less than 4% of the entire entry. The long 

etymologies frequently discuss different theories and suggestions that have been 

proposed over the years regarding the origin of the term, citing evidence both for and 

against. Usually, though not always, these discussions result in one particular theory 

being nominated as the most probable. 

 An important feature of the etymologies is the transliteration system used by Yule 

and Burnell, and largely maintained by Crooke in the second edition. Hobson-Jobson 

does not provide original script forms for any word anywhere within the dictionary. All 

transliterations are in italic font and utilise a number of diacritics to indicate a number 

of non-English phonemes. According to Nota Bene C (1886: xxviii) and Nota Bene B 

(1903: xxvi): 

 

The system of transliteration used is substantially the same as that 

modification of Sir William Jones’s which is used in Shakespear’s Hindustani 

Dictionary. But — 

 The first of the three Sanskrit sibilants is expressed by (ś), and, as in 

Wilson’s Glossary, no distinction is marked between the Indian aspirated k, g, 

and the Arabic gutturals kh, gh. Also, in words transliterated from Arabic, the 

sixteenth letter of the Arabic alphabet is expressed by (ṭ). This is the same 

type that is used for the cerebral Indian (ṭ). Though it can hardly give rise to 

any confusion, it would have been better to mark them by distinct types. The 
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fact is, that it was wished at first to make as few demands as possible for 

distinct types, and, having begun so, change could not be made.  

 The fourth letter of the Arabic alphabet is in several cases represented by 

(th) when Arabic use is in question. In Hindustani it is pronounced as (s). 

 Also, in some of Mr. Burnell's transliterations from S. Indian languages, he 

has used (R) for the peculiar Tamil hard (r), elsewhere (r), and (γ) for the 

Tamil and Malayalam (k) when preceded and followed by a vowel. (Yule and 

Burnell 1886: xxviii; 1903: xxvi) 

 

It is important to note that the system used is only ‘substantially the same’ as that of 

Shakespear’s Hindustani Dictionary, not exactly the same. Yule and Burnell do not 

explicitly state which edition, or editions, of Shakespear they used. However, the 

transliteration system used by Yule and Burnell appears to be simplified from that used 

in the 1834 and 1845 editions of Shakespear, which have upwards of 15 characters that 

Yule and Burnell make no use of, or else use very minimally. For instance, Shakespear 

uses kh to represent the Persian guttural /x/ and the Arabic gutturals /x/ and /χ/, 

corresponding to the letter خ. Yule and Burnell, as noted in their Note Bene, only use 

kh, such as in their etymology at the entry caleefa, which gives the Arabic etymon as 

Khalīfa (1886: 112; 1903: 146), where the Arabic word begins with the guttural /x/. 

Therefore, in the transliterations in Hobson-Jobson the characters kh sometimes stand 

for the gutturals /x/ and /χ/, and at other times stand for the aspirated voiceless velar 

stop /kʰ/ common to Indian languages. The user needs to understand that for 

transliterated words from Arabic and Persian, kh will mean /x/ or /χ/, and for 

transliterated words from Indian languages kh will mean /kʰ/. In regard to Persian 

etymons, this information is not explicitly stated anywhere (Persian has no aspirated 

phonemes). 

 Appendix 3 (page 589) contains the Devanagari characters, their IPA equivalents, 

and the transcription characters used by Yule and Burnell (omitting the characters ॠ, ऌ, 

and ॡ, which do not occur in Yule and Burnell’s etymologies, nor in Shakespear’s 

transliteration system). The transliteration system attempts to match Hindi phonemes to 

the closest English phonemes using the corresponding letters of the Latin alphabet 

wherever possible, and with a minimum of diacritics. The major points of departure 

from the plain Latin alphabet are that long vowels are marked with macrons (ā, ē, ī, ō, 

ū), the retroflex stops (/ʈ/ and /ɖ/) are marked with the characters having dots below (ṭ 

and ḍ), and the two sibilants /ʃ/and /ʂ/ are signified by ś and ṣ, respectively. The 

retroflex flap /ɽ/, which in Devanagari is classed amongst the vowels, is represented by 

ṛ. The dental plosives (/t̪/ and /d̪/) are marked by plain Latin letters (t and d). Aspirated 

consonants (/kʰ/, /gʱ/, /ʧʰ/, /ʤʱ/, /ʈʱ/, /ɖʱ/, /t̪ʰ/, /d̪ʰ/, /pʰ/, and /bʱ/) are represented by a 
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simple Latin letter followed by an h: kh, gh, ch, jh, ṭh, ḍh, th, dh, ph, and bh, 

respectively. Velar /ŋ/, palatal /ɲ/, and dental /n̪/ are all represented by n. This 

transliteration is a sensible economy as only the dental nasal occurs initially, while the 

velar and palatal nasals occur only in consonant clusters with homorganic plosives, that 

is, having the same place of articulation. Velar /ŋ/ and palatal /ɲ/ occur in English as 

allophonic variants of /n/ in homorganic environments, the only real difference being 

that Devanagari uses different letters in order to signify the phonemes more precisely, 

whereas English spelling uses n for all three. Thus the transliteration system follows 

English spelling in this case. Retroflex /ɳ/, which occurs as a phoneme in some Indian 

languages (e.g. Hindi and Sanskrit), is represented by ṇ. Retroflex /ɳ/ occurs only as a 

homorganic allophone of /n/ in English. Nasalised vowels are represented by the 

character ṅ immediately following the vowel. The Devanagari letter व, which represents 

the labio-dental approximate /ʋ/, but is also realised as /v/ and /w/ in various phonetic 

situations, is transliterated either as v or w, by Yule and Burnell. The reason for 

selecting either v or w is not indicated anywhere, so it is unclear if Yule and Burnell are 

attempting to represent the pronunciation of Indian languages, or Anglo-Indian 

pronunciations. For example, at the headword walla the Hindustani etymon वाला is 

transliterated wālā (1886: 739: 1903: 968), though the Hindustani pronunciation is 

/ʋaːlaː/ and vālā is just as suitable a transliteration. The transliteration uses the initial w 

of the Anglicised pronunciation /ˈwɔlə/. 

 This is the general system for transliterating Indian languages in Hobson-Jobson, 

especially Sanskrit and Hindustani and its sister languages, but also for other Indo-

European languages, and the Dravidian languages. The same system is used for 

transliterating Arabic and Persian etymons. Ancient Greek etymons are given in the 

Greek alphabet without transliteration, on the assumption that educated readers of the 

era would be familiar with this alphabet. 

 The transliteration system described above is used fairly regularly throughout the 

entire dictionary. However, on occasion Yule and Burnell stray from this system. For 

example, in the entry for Lingait, a Shaivite sect, the etymon is given as Marathi Liñgā-

īt, where the ñ stands for velar nasal /ŋ/ (1886: 394; 1903: 517). However, at the entry 

for lungoor, any of various long-tailed monkeys of the genus Semnopithecus, now 

regularly spelled langur, the etymon is given as Hindustani langūr, where instead n 

stands for velar nasal /ŋ/ (1886: 400; 1903: 524). Thus, two different characters, ñ and 

n, have been used to transliterate the same phoneme. Such irregularities can only cause 

confusion. 

 Other anomalies exist. Occasionally a consonant with two dots below is employed, 

as in the Persian etymons fot̤adār and fot̤a in the entry for podár (1903: 717), a treasury 

officer. The Persian alphabet has two characters to represent the sound /t/, ت and ط. 
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These come from the Arabic alphabet where they represent different sounds, but in 

Persian they are pronounced identically, as /t/, and are only retained in writing for 

etymological reasons (similar to English kn in knight and knee) (St. Clair-Tisdall 1902: 

4). According to Johnson (1852: 939) the Persian word is وطه دار  and it ,(fūtah-dar) ف

appears that the t̤ character has been in used Hobson-Jobson to represent the ط 

character, in order to distinguish it from ت. In this instance, the t̤ character corresponds 

to the transliteration system used by Shakespear. Interestingly, in the original edition of 

Yule and Burnell the etymons are given as foṭadār and foṭa (1886: 844), but this was 

changed to fot̤adār and fot̤a by Crooke (1903: 717). Yule and Burnell mentioned in the 

Nota Bene that the character ṭ had been used to represent both the Arabic letter and the 

retroflex-t of Indian languages (which are phonologically different sounds), and that ‘it 

would have been better to mark them by distinct types’ (1886: xxviii). Apparently 

Crooke decided to do this by introducing the t̤ character. Unfortunately, Crooke did not 

make this explicit in the front matter, and left the text of the Nota Bene unchanged, so 

that it contradicts the changes he made to the entry for podár (1903: 717). Not only that, 

Crooke uses the t̤ character to mark a Persian plosive which is identical in pronunciation 

to that represented by the character ṭ as both are pronounced /t/ in Persian. A more 

reasonable plan would have reserved the t̤ character for Arabic words where it 

represents a real pronunciation difference. Also, the introduction of t̤ was not 

universally applied. At the entry for looty, meaning a homosexual man but 

euphemistically glossed as ‘blackguard,’ Yule and Burnell give the Arabic and Persian 

etymon lūṭīy (1886: 397). Crooke’s 1903 edition also has lūṭīy (520), even though the 

Arabic/Persian original is وطي  and so should have been (Johnson 1852: 1072) ل

tranliterated lūt̤iy. Similar to this case, Crooke changed the Hindustani/Persian etymon 

of the term cuscuss from khaskhas (1886: 219) to khaskhas (1903: 283), in order to 

denote the guttural consonant /x/. However, at the entry for khan, the Persian etymon is 

given as Khān (1903: 479), even though this word also begins with /x/, and should have 

been rendered Khan. In regard to kh, Crooke also left the text of the Nota Bene 

unchanged, retaining Yule and Burnell’s original statement that ‘no distinction is 

marked between the Indian aspirated k, g, and the Arabic gutturals kh, gh’ (1886: xxviii; 

1903: xxvi). Thus, once again, the changes made by Crooke at the entry for cuscuss 

contradict the statement in the front matter of the dictionary. The result of such 

inconsistency is that overall the transliterations cannot always be trusted as an 

absolutely accurate guide to the spelling or pronunciation of etymons from non-English 

languages.  

 However, not all of Crooke’s emendations to transliterations were of this type. At 

other times Crooke’s corrections improved the transliterations. At the entry for looty, 

Crooke changed the original chauki-auki and lakrī-akrī (1886: 397) to chaukī-aukī and 
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lakṛī-akṛī (1903: 521). As these are examples of words of native Indian languages, not 

words borrowed into English, the pronunciation would be that of the native vernacular 

language, not an Anglicised version which may alter vowels and employ alveolar 

articulations for retroflex ones. There is no Hindi word *cauki with a short final vowel, 

nor *lakrī with an alveolar approximate, as the 1886 edition incorrectly indicated. The 

Devanagari spellings explicitly indicate these features of the pronunciations: चौकी 
/ʧɔːkiː/ and लकड़ी /lʌkɽiː/.  

 Sometimes the phoneme indicated by a character in a transliteration is unknown. 

For instance, the entry for bamboo cites the Canarese (i.e., Kannada) etymon bămbŭ 

(1886: 40; 1903: 54). The phonetic signification of the vowels ă and ŭ is not known, 

and even though the breve diacritic (˘) usually indicates a short vowel, Yule and Burnell 

do not indicate this anywhere in the front matter of the dictionary. The transliteration 

method used throughout the dictionary generally distinguished between short vowels 

and long vowels by transliterating short vowels with a plain Roman letter (a, e, i, o, u) 

and transliterating long vowels with Roman letters with macrons (ā, ē, ī, ō, ū), thus 

rendering the use of breves unnecessary. The breve diacritic is used on more than one 

occasion. The entry for chop-chop, Chinese Pidgin English for quickly, has as a 

Cantonese etymon kăp-kăp (1886: 161; 1903: 209), and at the entry for Himalýa (sic), 

the mountain range, Yule and Burnell note that this is ‘properly Himālăya’ (1886: 315; 

1903: 414). From the latter comment, and the strange headword form Himalýa, we can 

assume that they are attempting to indicate the common Indian English pronunciation 

/hɪˈmaːləjə/ or /hɪˈmaːljə/, where the stress is on the second syllable and the third 

syllable is unstressed or elided. Thus, the character ă represents an unstressed vowel /ə/. 

Generally, it would be expected that the character ă would represent a short vowel such 

as /ɑ/ or /ʌ/, or the unstressed vowel /ə/, but in Hobson-Jobson there is no way of 

knowing, and in all likelihood it was used to represent different vowels on different 

occasions.  

 Apart from the problems with the transliteration system employed, there are a few 

other minor problems with the etymologies in Hobson-Jobson. Occasionally entries do 

not have etymologies. The original entry for Andaman (1886: 20), the islands in the 

Bay of Bengal, had no etymology, except to say that the name first appeared in ‘Arab 

narratives of the 9th century,’ which comment does not specifically state that the origin 

of the English name is Arabic, merely that the earliest references to the name that the 

authors could locate were from Arabic sources. Crooke added an etymology to his 

edition, stating that the Arabic ‘dual form is said to be from Agamitae, the Malay name 

of the aborigines’ (1903: 29). The entry for gyaul, a domesticated ox, also has no 

information as to which language the word is derived from, except to say the word was 

used in ‘the east of India’ (1886: 309). Crooke added ‘Skt. go, “an ox”’ (1903: 406), 
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which points towards a potential root for the word, but falls short of providing the direct 

source, which is Bengali গযাল্ gayāl (Mendies 1876: 100). 

 Another problem that sometimes occurs is that an etymon is given but the exact 

language of the etymon is not stated, thus omitting the immediate details of the 

transmission history. The entry for ayah, a maid or nursemaid, states that it is from the 

Portuguese aia which ‘has been adopted into most of the Indian vernaculars in the 

forms āya or āyā’ (1886: 31; 1903: 42). This information omits to state which particular 

vernacular languages the forms āya and āyā are from. Hindi has āyā but not āya 

(McGregor 1993: 91), as does Bengali (Haughton 1833: 362), Gujarati (Edaljí 1868: 

50), Marathi (Molesworth and Candy 1873: 578), and Telugu (Brown 1854: 9). 

Meanwhile, the form āya could not be located in any of several dictionaries of other 

major Indian languages consulted, and it appears that neither form is in Tamil (Pœzold 

and Simpson 1809; Ouchterlony 1851; [Knight and Spaulding] 1852; Percival 1861). If 

this word does not appear in Tamil, then it is reasonable to conclude that there are other 

‘Indian vernaculars’ where āyā, or some variant of it, does not exist. This highlights the 

lack of clarity introduced by using the imprecise expression ‘most Indian vernaculars,’ 

leaving the reader unsure of which vernaculars the word is present in, and which not. 

Similarly, the etymology of datura, the well-known poisonous plant, gives the ulterior 

etymon, Sanskrit dhattūra, and comments that it ‘has passed into the derived 

vernaculars’ (1886: 321; 1903: 298). Again, there is no precise information about which 

languages are involved in the transmission of the word to English. As the forms in the 

various ‘vernaculars’ are not given, their potential influence on the form of the word in 

English is left unknown to the reader and unknowable via the dictionary. At other times, 

the lack of a definite typographical scheme for the connection of language names and 

etymons causes uncertainty. The entry for mehaul, an estate, gives as the etymology 

‘Hind. from Arab. maḥāll, being properly the plural of Arab. maḥall’ (Yule and Burnell 

1886: 432; 1903: 566). Here it is unclear if the Hindustani form is meant to be mehaul 

or maḥāll. In actual fact, it is neither, as Hindustani has mahāl, where the medial 

fricative is a voiced glottal /ɦ/, not a voiceless pharyngeal /ħ/ as signified by the 

character ḥ. Other examples of giving an etymon from only one language when a 

number of donor languages are involved occurs with the terms naik (1886: 470; 1903: 

614) and pottah (1886: 550; 1903: 728). 

 Another aspect of the etymologies in Hobson-Jobson is that there is little 

consistency used in the abbreviated forms of languages, and to a lesser extent, of the 

language names used. Table 4.9 lists some languages for which there is more than one 

name or abbreviation used in the discursive text (that is, omitting variants found in 

citations).  
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Table 4.9: Names and abbreviations for languages in Hobson-Jobson (1903) 

 

Language Name/Abbreviation 

Arabic Arabic | Arab. | Ar. 

Dakhini Deccani | Deccani Hind. | Dec. Hindustani | Dekhani | Dekh. | 

Dekh. Hind. | Dakh. | Dakh. Hind. | Dak. | Dak. Hind. | Dak. H. 

Gujarati Gujarātī | Gujarāti | Guj. | Guzarātī | Guzaratī | Guzerati | Guz. 

Hindi Hindi | Hindī 

Hindustani Hindustani | Hindustāni | Hindūstānī | Hind. | Hind |  H. | Urdū 

Javanese Javanese | Javan. | Jav. | Malay-Javanese | Malay-Javan. | 

Malayo-Javanese 

Kannada Canarese | Canar. | Can.  

Malayalam Malayalam | Malayal. | Malayāl. | Mal.  

Marathi Mahratti | Mahr. | Mahr | Mah. 

 

As can be seen from Table 4.9, the language with the greatest variety of names and 

abbreviations is Dakhini, a variety of Hindi-Urdu spoken on the Deccan plateau, for 

which 11 different variants are used throughout the dictionary. As Yule and Burnell 

provide no list of abbreviations used, the burden is upon the dictionary user to 

understand that Deccani, Dekh., Dakh., and Dak. all refer to the same language. The 

language itself is defined in Hobson-Jobson under the headword Deccany (1886: 233-

234; 1903: 302), yet another form of the word. Therefore, a user looking up the word 

hing, asafoetida, will find the etymology ‘Skt. hingu. Hind. hīng, Dakh. hingu’ (1886: 

318; 1903: 418), but will not be able to find the meaning of the abbreviation ‘Dakh.’ by 

looking up the headwords beginning with ‘da’ as the necessary information is only 

under the headword Deccany. The omission of a list of abbreviations becomes 

problematic also with the languages Portuguese and Persian. These are frequently 

abbreviated to ‘Port.’ and ‘Pers.’, which is clear enough. However, the abbreviation ‘P.’ 

also is used throughout the dictionary. From the etymons it precedes we can deduce that 

the abbreviation ‘P.’ stands for Persian. But a certain level of knowledge of Persian and 

Portuguese on behalf of the user is necessary to make this deduction. Another problem 

occurs with the abbreviations ‘H.’ and ‘Hind.’ as at the entry for Hindee Yule and 

Burnell point out that Europeans usually distinguish between the terms Hindi and 

Hindustani by using Hindi to refer to ‘those dialects of Hindustani speech which are 

less modified by Persian vocables than the usual Hindustani, and which are spoken by 

the rural population of the N.W. Provinces and its outskirts’ (1886: 315; 1903: 415). 

Yule and Burnell usually use Hindustani in the discursive text of entries, but sometimes 

they use Hindi, from which it can be inferred that they are employing the same 
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distinction. However, the abbreviations ‘H.’ and ‘Hind.’ could stand for either Hindi or 

Hindustani, therefore obscuring the distinction between the two languages.  

 At other times the name of the language is not stated, but rather the name of the 

people who use a particular word is given instead. For example, at the entry for googul, 

a type of gum resin, reference is made to ‘the muḳl of the Arabs’ (1886: 296: 1903: 

386), instead of employing the usual scaffold of language-name followed by etymon: 

Arabic muḳl. Again, at the entry for brinjaul, the eggplant, it is stated that ‘the Malays 

call it berinjalā’ (1886: 87; 1903: 115), instead of referring to ‘Malay berinjalā.’ While 

this is a further example of inconsistency in style, it places no particularly onerous 

burden on the dictionary user as it is clear that muḳl is from Arabic, and berinjalā from 

Malay. It does however create difficulties for computational analysis. 

 Finally, while the etymologies of Hobson-Jobson are generally quite sound, a 

number of fanciful or highly dubious etymologies are included in the dictionary, some 

of which are strongly asserted by the authors, and have been adopted, to greater or 

lesser extents, by a number of later lexicographers and writers on Indian English, a 

tribute to the impact of the dictionary on following lexicography and scholarship. One 

etymology strongly promoted by Yule and Burnell occurs in the entry for dam, a low-

value coin used in early Indian history (1886: 227-228; 1903: 293-294). Under this 

heading Yule and Burnell argue that the phrase I don’t care a damn originally arose in 

India as, literally, I don’t care a dam (the coin), thus being equivalent to I don’t care a 

farthing. They foreground this etymology in the Introductory Remarks, where it is 

presented as ‘reality’ (1886: xv; 1903: xvi). This etymology was originally suggested 

many years earlier by Grose (1785), who clearly thought the suggestion had little merit: 

 

DAM, a small Indian coin, mentioned in the Gentoo code of laws, hence 

etymologists may, if they please, derive the common expression, I do not care a 

dam, i.e. I do not care half a farthing for it. (Grose 1785: 48) 

 

Yule and Burnell cite as evidence in favour of this origin that (a) Anglo-Indians often 

used the phrase ‘I won’t give a dumree,’ referring to another low-value Indian coin, the 

damṛī, and (b) that Middle English had the expressions ‘ne raught he not a kers’ (he did 

not care a kers) and ‘not worthe a kerse’ (not worth a kerse) wherein they interpret the 

word kers(e) to mean curse, rather than cress, the edible cruciferous plant. This 

evidence is far from convincing. With regard to the former, in Hindi the phrase दर्ड़ी की 
(damṛī kī) is used to mean worthless, or worth a farthing (McGregor 1993: 479; Bahri 

2010: 804) and so presumably the Anglo-Indians who used the expression ‘I won’t give 

a dumree’ were doing so as a calque or loan translation of a current Hindustani 

expression. No direct connection between dam and dumree is indicated. As for the 
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connection of medieval kers, there is a gap of over 300 years between the Middle 

English expressions and the modern expressions ‘not care a curse’ and ‘not worth a 

curse’ (Murray 1893: 1272). This etymology was rejected by the OED (Murray 1897: 

18), and in the 1903 edition Crooke added a note stating Murray’s summation that the 

‘suggestion is ingenious, but has no basis in fact’ (1903: 294). Despite this censure, the 

etymology continued to find favour in other dictionaries (Farmer and Henley 1891: 249; 

Weekley 1921: 409; Partridge 1937: 205; Partridge 1950: 366), and with other writers 

(Gorrell 1994: 46-47; Rushdie 1985: 83). Others have been more circumspect in 

accepting the theory, but fall short of rejecting it outright (Barrère and Leland 1890: 

386; Rao 1954: 23; Lewis 1991: 98; Hughes 2006: 247). Hankin (2003: 74) mentions 

that ‘modern authorities do not accept an Indian origin,’ and most dictionaries that 

contain the expression not give a damn do not even mention the theory (e.g. Flexner and 

Hauck 1993; Macquarie Dictionary 1985; Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary 2006).  

 Another example where Yule and Burnell have promulgated a very unlikely 

etymology is the word cheese, in the slang sense of anything of first-rate quality (1886: 

143; 1903: 187). The claim is that Persian chīz ‘a thing’ is the origin for the slang sense 

of cheese. Yule and Burnell adopted this etymology from Hotten (1860: 114; repeated 

in the 1865 and 1874 editions), but while they quote Hotten’s definition, they do not 

explicitly indicate that the etymology was originally Hotten’s idea, and was based in 

Hotten’s implausible theory of the Angloromani influence on British criminal cant. 

Hotten claimed the slang sense of cheese was from ‘Gipsey and Hindoo’ (1860: 10) and 

also ‘Persian’ (114). Yule and Burnell forewent the Romani connection, but furthered 

the connection with India by stating that: 

 

the most probable source of the term is P. and H. chīz, ‘thing.’ For the 

expression used to be common among [young] Anglo-Indians, e.g., ‘My new 

Arab is the real chīz’; ‘These cheroots are the real chīz’ i.e. the real thing. The 

word may have been an Anglo-Indian importation, and it is difficult otherwise 

to account for it. (Yule and Burnell 1886: 143; 1903: 187) 

 

They provide no citational evidence of Anglo-Indian usage such as the anecdotal ‘My 

new Arab is the real chīz,’ but even if such expressions were common they may merely 

be examples of the slang sense of cheese. It is also interesting that Crooke deleted the 

word ‘young’ from the entry. Here Yule and Burnell describe this etymology as ‘the 

most probable’ and state that it ‘may have been’ Anglo-Indian. This mild hedging in the 

entry text suggests that they were at least somewhat circumspect. However, as with the 

etymology of not care a damn, in the Introductory Remarks, the derivation of cheese 

from chīz was presented as a ‘reality’ (1886: xv; 1903: xvi). This etymology was 
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tentatively accepted by the OED (Murray 1893: 316), and also tentatively by many 

other dictionaries (Maitland 1891: 63; Whitney 1895: 944; Partridge 1937: 144; Gove 

1961: 383; Lewis 1991: 83; Brown 1993: 380; Flexner and Hauck 1993: 353). 

However, it is presented as an etymological fact in a number of other dictionaries or 

linguistic sources on Indian English (Davidson 1903: 159; Partridge 1950; Rao 1954: 

49, 60; Hawkins 1984: 18; Shapiro 2001: 146; Hankin 2003: 91). Standing against Yule 

and Burnell’s etymology is a lack of Anglo-Indian evidence. Yule and Burnell provide 

no Anglo-Indian citations, and instead only give anecdotal evidence that ‘the expression 

used to be common among young Anglo-Indians’ (1886: 143; 1903: 187). Hotten did 

not mention an Anglo-Indian origin, and instead locates his earliest evidence in London, 

stating that the phrase ‘that is another cheese’ appears in the London Guide 1818 

(Hotten 1859: 19, and all later editions). Hotten, however, was in error, as the relevant 

text from the London Guide reads ‘C’est toute autre chose, French, quite a different sort 

of thing’ (1818: x). That is, the text has the French word chose, ‘thing,’ not the English 

word cheese. This error has been perpetuated by the OED (Murray 1893: 316) and 

others (Farmer and Henley 1891: 85; Partridge 1937: 144; Lighter 1994: 386), all of 

which apparently trusted the accuracy of Hotten and did not look up the original source. 

In the absence of early London evidence and early Anglo-Indian evidence, the slang 

term cheese appears to be originally American English. Farmer and Henley provide a 

citation for it from an American source in 1835, and provide the variants double gloster, 

pure limburger and stilton (1891: 85), indicating that the etymon is the English food 

item, not Hindustani or Persian. In addition, Lighter (1994) provides an American 

English example from 1841 where the form is cheshire, not cheese (386). It also 

appeared defined in Bartlett’s Dictionary of Americanisms (1877: 112) some time 

before Yule and Burnell first record it as Anglo-Indian in 1886. 

 Another etymology of this type is the derivation of bobbery, noisy disturbance, 

from the Hindustani exclamation Bāp re! Oh father! (1886: 76; 1903: 101). Yule and 

Burnell here conflate British dialect bobbery with the Anglo-Indian exclamation 

bobbery-bob. Bobbery is a term widely distributed throughout British dialects (Wright 

1898: 320), and is recorded from as early as 1796 (New-York Magazine, Jan.: 6). 

Bobbery-bob appeared over a century later, only as early as 1868 (Out of the Meshes: 

273), and is clearly modelled on the Hindustani expression Bāp re Bāp! Yule and 

Burnell’s etymology of bobbery, however, has become the accepted account (e.g. 

Farmer and Henley 1890: 269; Fennell 1892: 158; Whitney 1895; Davidson 1903: 103; 

Rao 1954: 123; Partridge 1937: 73; Gove 1961: 245; Hawkins 1984: 11; Lewis 1991: 

67; Muthiah 1991: 38; Brown 1993: 252; Flexner and Hauck 1993: 231; Lighter 1994: 

216; Collins English Dictionary 2000: 266; Hankin 2003: 40; Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary 2006: 229). 
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 Occasionally Yule and Burnell’s incorrect etymologies are at least plausible from 

the evidence they had to hand. Bolton (2003) has noted that Yule and Burnell’s 

etymology of chopsticks from Chinese Pidgin English is chronologically impossible 

since this word for the eating implements can be dated as far back as 1637, therefore 

antedating the existence of Chinese Pidgin English (139). However, Yule and Burnell’s 

earliest citation of the term is 1711, which is contemporaneous with early English 

trading on the south China coast when an incipient Chinese Pidgin English must have at 

least begun to develop, and given this dating their etymology appears more plausible. 

Yule and Burnell’s Chinese Pidgin English etymology of chopstick was followed by the 

OED (Murray 1893: 381), and has become the standard etymology since (Whitney 

1895: 979; Davidson 1903: 166; Weekley 1921: 298; Gove 1961: 398; Macquarie 

Dictionary 1985: 336; American Heritage Dictionary 1992: 338; Brown 1993: 394; 

Flexner and Hauck 1993: 366; Chambers Dictionary 1998: 291; Collins English 

Dictionary 2000: 286). The only current dictionaries that have adopted Bolton’s 

alternate etymology are the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006: 374), and the 

sixth edition of the Macquarie Dictionary (2013). 

 Not all of Yule and Burnell’s suspect etymologies have been as widely accepted 

and repeated as the previous examples. At the entry for nipa, a species of palm, and an 

alcoholic drink made from it, Yule and Burnell state that ‘[w]e think there can be little 

doubt that the slang word nip, for a small dram of spirits, is adopted from nipa’ (1886: 

480; 1903: 626). Crooke quite rightly questioned this etymological guess and inserted 

the comment ‘[b]ut compare Dutch nippen, “to take a dram”’ (1903: 627). By 1902 the 

OED had only published up to partway through the letter L (Cowan 2011), and so 

Crooke was not able to check etymologies against OED from the letter L onwards. The 

proposed Dutch etymon of nip had appeared in both Fennell (1892: 571) and Whitney 

(1895: 3998), either of which may have been the source of Crooke’s suggestion. The 

connection of nip with nipa is on par with many of the etymologies that Yule and 

Burnell criticise so roundly. There is no evidence of the word nipa in the sense of a 

small portion of spirits, and so the connection to the English word nip is very tenuous. 

Yule and Burnell’s etymology, in this case, was not taken up by other dictionaries.  

 An even more far-fetched etymology is the sole reason for including the term 

sponge-cake in Hobson-Jobson: 

 

Sponge Cake, s. This well-known form of cake is called throughout Italy 

pane di Spagna, a fact that suggested to us the possibility that the English, 

name is really a corruption of Spanish-cake. The name in Japan tends to 

confirm this, and must be our excuse for introducing the term here. 

   1880. “There is a cake called kasateira resembling sponge-cake ... It is said 
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to have been introduced by the Spaniards, and that its name is a corruption of 

Castilla.” — Miss Bird’s Japan, i. 235. (Yule and Burnell 1886: 651; 1903: 

859).  

 

Even if the Japanese word kasateira is a ‘corruption’ of Castilla, that does not mean 

that English sponge cake is a corruption of Spanish cake. Sponge cakes are spongy in 

consistency: that is the primary feature that separates them from other cakes. The 

supposition here is that, on the basis of the Japanese evidence, sponge cakes were 

originally called Spanish cakes the world over, or that they were introduced everywhere 

by the Spanish, and that the English name is a perversion of this original. This type of 

fragile connection between East and West is one of the aspects of the dictionary that has 

earned it accolades. While this is a good example of Hobson-Jobson’s ‘admirable 

discursiveness’ (Burgess 1985: vii), its ‘sprawling waywardness’ (Teltscher 2013b: xii), 

it is, nevertheless, not very good etymology. 

  At least one implausible etymology was added by Crooke, who attempted to 

derive old cat ‘for a shrewish hag,’ from the word catamaran, a type of boat: 

 

During the war with Napoleon, the word came to be applied to a sort of fire-

ship. ‘Great hopes have been formed at the Admiralty (in 1804) of certain 

vessels which were filled with combustibles and called catamarans.’— (Ld. 

Stanhope, Life of Pitt, iv. 218.) This may have introduced the word in English 

and led to its use as ‘old cat’ for a shrewish hag. (1903: 173).  

 

However, the OED, which Crooke had access to, provided evidence of the term cat in 

the sense of hag going back to the eighteenth century, clearly antedating the use of 

catamarans in 1804. 

 A final example of drawing a long etymological bow occurs at the entry for pelican 

(1886: 526; 1903: 694-695). After noting that the word pelican ‘is habitually misapplied 

by the British soldier in India to the bird usually called Adjutant,’ a type of crane that in 

no way resembles a pelican, Yule and Burnell proffer this explanation: 

 

We may remember how Prof. Max Muller, in his Lectures on Language, tells 

us that the Tahitians show respect to their sovereign by ceasing to employ in 

common language those words which form part or the whole of his name, and 

invent new terms to supply their place. “The object was clearly to guard 

against the name of the sovereign being ever used, even by accident, in 

ordinary conversation.” Now, by an analogous process, it is possible that 

some martinet, holding the office of adjutant, at an early date in the Anglo-
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Indian history, may have resented the ludicrously appropriate employment of 

the usual name of the bird, and so may have introduced the entirely 

inappropriate name of pelican in its place. (Yule and Burnell 1886: 526; 1903: 

694-695) 

 

This is more than discursiveness or waywardness, and cannot even be counted an 

educated guess. Instead, it is nothing more than unfounded speculation. 

 Of special interest is the etymology of the term Hobson-Jobson, the flagship term 

of the dictionary. Significantly, Yule and Burnell’s etymology is incorrect in a number 

of aspects. Yule and Burnell claim that the term is ‘in fact an Anglo-Saxon version of 

the wailings of the Mahommedans as they beat their breasts in the processions of the 

Moharram — “Yā Hasan! Yā Hosain!”’ (1886: 319; 1903: 419). Yule and Burnell 

present this etymology as ‘fact,’ but their derivation entails a number of problems. To 

begin with, the phrase Yā Hasan! Yā Hosain! has six syllables whereas Hobson-Jobson 

has only four, a fact that prompted Rushdie (1985: 82) to comment that ‘I don’t quite 

see how the colonial British managed to hear this as Hobson! Jobson!, but this is clearly 

a failure of imagination on my part.’ Actually, Yā Hasan! Yā Hosain! is only one of 

many various formulations that are cried out during the Moharram (Muslim ceremonies 

religious practices connected with the death of Husayn). Herklots (1832) notes also:  

 

Ya Allee! Ya Allee! (Oh Allee! Oh Allee!), Shah Hussun! Shah Hussun! (noble 

Hussun! noble Hussun!) Shah Hosein! Shah Hosein! (noble Hosein! noble 

Hosein!); Doolha! doolha! (bridegroom! bridegroom!); Haee dost! Haee dost! 

(alas, friend! alas, friend!); Ruheeo! Ruheeo! (stay! stay!). (Herklots 1832: 

173) 

 

In addition to these, one of the most common formulations is the chanting of the two 

names Hasan! Husayn! in that order. This is attested to in Yule and Burnell’s own 

citations (see 1653 and 1883), and widely elsewhere (Herbert 1634: 167; Picart 1737: 

130; Connolly 1834: I. 269; Wilson 1906: 38; Singh 1962: 24; Bachchan 1989: 77; 

Courtauld 1990: 128; Narayan 2009: 28). Here there is a direct match of four syllables 

with four syllables. Once the yā’s are removed from the equation, it does not require as 

much imagination as Rushdie claims is necessary to convert one phrase into the other. 

This phonetically closer etymon has been occasionally noticed elsewhere (Bellew 1842: 

81; Argus 1886: 4; Hyder 2006: 54). That Yule and Burnell tried to match Hobson-

Jobson with Yā Hasan! Yā Hosain! rather than with the phonetically closer Hasan! 

Husayn! suggests that they were not themselves very familiar with the Muharram in 

India.  
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 Another misleading point in Yule and Burnell’s etymology is that the form 

Hobson-Jobson is not simply a phonetic reshaping of Hasan! Husayn! but is clearly 

modelled on the English surnames Hobson and Jobson. Nagle (2010) reveals that these 

surnames were deliberately chosen in order to belittle the Indian religious practices. 

Nagle’s argument is threefold. First, in English, as opposed to Indian languages, 

rhyming reduplicatives are either infantilising, such as Humpty-Dumpty, or disparaging, 

as namby-pamby. Second, the name Jobson had long existed in English as a pejorative 

name for a yokel, and that the paired names Hobson and Jobson were used in Victorian 

times as stock comic characters of little sense. Finally, the imposition of a medial -b- in 

Hobson-Jobson ‘seems an unlikely pattern’ unless it involves a deliberate allusion to 

the pre-existing folk names (2010: 122). To Victorian ears, the names Hobson and 

Jobson were as comically sounding as Tweedledee and Tweedledum. Hence, rather than 

being the result of mishearing and assimilation, the application of Hobson-Jobson to the 

Muharram was intentionally disparaging. There was a conscious agency involved in 

selecting the names Hobson and Jobson to render the names Hasan and Husayn chanted 

in the Muharram. Hence, the famous title of the dictionary is, at base, derogatory. Nagle 

also provides evidence that Yule and Burnell were well aware of this derogatory aspect 

of the term they chose for the title of their dictionary. Further detailed evidence strongly 

supporting this thesis is provided in Lambert (2014a). 

 As an adjunct to their etymology, Yule and Burnell also claim that their citational 

evidence shows the term Hobson-Jobson ‘in the process of evolution’ (1886: 319; 1903: 

419). If this is so, the citations should demonstrate intermediate forms between Ya 

Hasan! Ya Husayn! and the term Hobson-Jobson. However, the case for such evolution 

is weak. First, not all the citations are English: one is in Italian, two are in French, while 

two others are silent translations from Portuguese (dated 1710), and Dutch (dated 1726). 

These non-English citations could not have contributed to the evolution of the term in 

English unless borrowing was involved. Second, five of the English-language citations 

(for c.1630, 1773, 1830, 1832, 1883) are merely Romanisations of Hasan and Husayn, 

and thus show no phonetic alteration, while two have the final form Hobson-Jobson (for 

1829, 1902). This leaves only four citations that could show intermediate forms. Two of 

these have alteration of the second /h/ to /g/: Hosseen Gossen and Hossy Gossy. Yet, 

there is no phonetic progression /h/ > /g/ > /ʤ/, and the latter entails loss of the final 

nasal, and so cannot have contributed to a final Hobson-Jobson. Another two, Hassein 

Jassein from 1763, and Hossein Jossen from 1861, show a change of /h/ to /ʤ/ in the 

second element. However, the 1861 citation post-dates the appearance of Hobson-

Jobson, so cannot be regarded as a precursor, and, in both cases, the intromission of a 

medial /b/ is unaccounted for. Importantly, none of the citations actually record the 

phrase ‘Yā Hasan! Yā Hosain!’ given by Yule and Burnell as the etymon. 
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 Yule and Burnell’s etymological error has been uncritically copied in other 

dictionaries (Barrère and Leland 1889: I. 466; Davidson 1901: 435; The Century 

Dictionary Supplement 1910: 592; Funk and Wagnalls 1912: 397; Partridge 1937: 394; 

Gove 1961: 1076; Burchfield 1976: 111; Kirkpatrick 1983: 596; Lewis 1991: 126; 

Brown 1993: 1243; Flexner and Hauck 1993: 909; Hankin 2003: 201; Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary 2006: 984) and is the standard etymology given by 

commentators on Hobson-Jobson (e.g. Birdwood 1887: 148; Wallace 1895: 133; Cox 

1909: 39; Goldberg 1938: 282; Rao 1954: 16; Jacobs 1958: 130; Shah 1977: 219; 

Burgess 1985: vi; Paxton 1991: 231; Chaudhuri 1994: vi; Kachru 1995: 521; Room 

1999: 577; Majeed 2006: 18; Mishra 2009: 388; Purcell 2009: 60; Sailaja 2009: 128; 

Teltscher 2013b: xi), indicating an enduring lack of further scholarly investigation and a 

sole reliance upon the information provided by Yule and Burnell. 

 In summary, the etymologies in Hobson-Jobson were generally of a very high 

quality and many were adopted by following lexicographers. A number of minor 

inconsistencies, overlaps, and other problems occur with the transliteration system used. 

Crooke’s amendments at times improved the transliterations, but at other times 

introduced inconsistencies. However, on the whole, the transliterations provide a 

reasonably accurate account of the original form and pronunciation of borrowed lexis. A 

number of other aspects of the etymologies, such as using multiple names and 

abbreviations for the same language, using abbreviations that could stand for more than 

one language, and failing to include a list of abbreviations used in the dictionary, all 

contribute to making some etymologies less accurate or more ambiguous than they 

could be. Yule and Burnell, and also Crooke, may have expected a certain level of 

familiarity with the major languages involved by a majority of the intended users when 

the dictionary was first published, but such an expectation would no longer be 

warranted, thus making the etymologies in Hobson-Jobson less clear to modern 

audiences. A number of the etymologies are based on etymological guesswork and can 

now, with the benefit of further research, be shown to be in error. Some of these 

erroneous etymologies have been widely accepted and repeated. 

 

4.8.5.7. Pronunciations in Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 

There is very little information in Hobson-Jobson regarding pronunciation, and what 

information is given, is generally cursory in nature, often ambiguous, and very 

sporadically supplied. The default position is that the headword is meant to supply the 

pronunciation. This is made explicit in the entry for shooldarry, a type of ‘small tent 

with steep sloping roof,’ where Yule and Burnell comment that the word ‘is in familiar 

use, and is habitually pronounced as we have indicated’ (1886: 629; 1903: 831). The 
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only indication they give is the headword spelling. Unfortunately, it is unclear whether 

this is intended to be /ʃuːlˈdɑri/ or /ʃuːlˈdæri/, or, given that no stress is indicated, 

perhaps even /ˈʃuːldɑri/. Over 95% of entries rely on headword spelling to indicate 

pronunciation. For common words such as banana and elephant, this presents no 

problem, but for many entries the headword spelling suggests a multitude of plausible 

variant pronunciations. A number of different situations occur. For polysyllabic words, 

the fall of stress in unknown, for instance Doorsumund, kedgeree, sicleegur, and 

Siwalik. For some words ending in a final ‘e’ it is plausible that the final vowel should 

be pronounced, for example cerame, Melinde, Mone. Certain words have the same 

vowel sequence, but it is not known if they should be pronounced with the same vowel 

sound, e.g. cael and tael. At the entry for stridhana, streedhana, the two lemmas 

provided differ only in the first vowel, but while in the second lemma the vowel is 

clearly /iː/, it is unclear if the first vowel in the first lemma should be /ɪ/ or /iː/. Overall, 

in many cases the spelling of headwords is ambiguous as a guide to pronunciation.  

 A number of other entries mention the pronunciation of etymons in the 

etymological discussion within the discursive text, but few make any explicit mention 

of Anglo-Indian pronunciation. Information on pronunciation is generally given in two 

ways: either by (a) diacritics on lemmata in the headword field, or (b) direct comment 

on pronunciation in the discursive text. In the 1903 edition, only 97 entries use diacritics 

for lemmata in the headword field, and only 20 entries make explicit reference to 

Anglo-Indian pronunciation, with an overlap of two entries that do both. Thus only 115 

of 2467 entries give any indication of pronunciation (approximately 4.7% of total 

entries). The front matter of the dictionary makes no mention of the use of diacritics in 

headwords, nor of how or whether pronunciation is to be dealt with. The diacritics on 

headwords have to be interpreted by the individual user, a task which requires some 

familiarity with orthographical conventions of linguistic texts of the Victorian era. 

 In the case of diacritics on headword and variant lemmata, the diacritics fall into a 

number of categories. Macrons are used to indicate long vowels in 28 entries, including 

bākir-khānī, a type of cake (1886: 38; 1903: 50), Darjeeling, Dārjīling, a region in 

north-west India (1886: 229; 1903: 297), deva-dāsī ‘the official name of the poor girls 

who are devoted to dancing and prostitution in the idol-temples, of Southern India 

especially’ (1886: 237; 1903: 307), and Malayālam, the language (1886: 417; 1903: 

546). These are not meant to represent orthographical forms. With the entry Darjeeling, 

Dārjīling, the first lemma represents the usual English spelling, but the second lemma is 

presumably attempting to render the Bengali দার্জি র্ িং (dārjīliṅ), and also the Hindi and 

Nepali दािीललङ (dārjīliṅ). Examples of the form Dārjīling used as an English spelling 

could not be located. Clearly the pronunciation indicated by the second lemma is 

/dɑ:ˈʤi:lɪŋ/, but as this is identical to the pronunciation of the first lemma, Darjeeling, it 
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is unclear why Yule and Burnell included the form Dārjīling at all. In the case of 

Malayālam, the spelling with the macron had been used in English contexts before 1886 

(e.g. Wilson 1855), but it was not common. Again, the spelling chosen by Yule and 

Burnell reflects the pronunciation with a long third vowel and three other short vowels, 

but the stress in not indicated. A number of other entries in which macrons are used on 

forms in the headword field are words that are not English, but rather Hindustani. 

Examples include āg-gāri, a railway train (Yule and Burnell 1886: 5; 1903: 8), lāt, lāt 

sahib, ‘a popular corruption of Lord Sahib or Lārd Sāhib, as it is written in Hind.’ 

(1886: 389; 1903: 509), lāṭ, lāṭh, ‘an obelisk’ (1886: 817; 1903: 509), and mā-bāp, 

literally ‘mother and father,’ part of ‘an address from a native, seeking assistance, or 

begging release from a penalty, or reluctant to obey an order, which the young sahib 

hears at first with astonishment, but soon as a matter of course’ (1886: 820; 1903: 526). 

The spelling of lāṭ, lāṭh with the dotted t (ṭ) signifying the retroflex stop, appears to 

indicate that Yule and Burnell did not believe these words to be fully naturalised. If they 

had been Anglicised in pronunciation, the retroflex consonant would have been replaced 

by an alveolar consonant. However, the use of macrons alone presumably does not 

mean that a certain term had not been naturalised, for certainly Darjeeling and 

Malayalam were words that were in constant use in Anglo-Indian English. 

 There is also a lack of systematic application of the macron sign. For example the 

headword talookdār, an estate holder or revenue collector (1886: 680; 1903: 894), has a 

macron on the last vowel. The last syllable of this word corresponds to a productive 

suffix in Hindustani -दार (-dār), an agential suffix ultimately from Persian. However, 

although there are 28 other headwords which end in the same suffix, all of them are 

spelled -dar (e.g. aumildar, havildar, jemadar, tahseeldar, zemindar), while talookdār 

is the only one spelled -dār. There is no accounting for this inconsistency. 

 The acute diacritic is used to indicate stress on a syllable in a word. Examples 

include, achár, pickles, indicating /ɑˈtʃɑːɽ/ (1886: 2; 1903: 3), Afghán, indicating 

/ɑfˈgɑːn/ (1886: 5; 1903: 7), budmásh, ‘one following evil courses,’ indicating 

/bɑdˈmɑːʃ/ (1886: 93; 1903: 122), nabób, indicating /nɑˈbɒb/ (1886: 467; 1903: 610), 

nirvána, indicating /nɪɽˈvɑnə/ (1886: 480; 1903: 627). These are not meant to represent 

orthographical forms. On two occasions a dieresis is used to indicate that two adjacent 

vowels are to be pronounced separately. These are bilayut, billaït, Europe (1886: 70; 

1903: 93), and koël, the cuckoo Eudynamys scolopaceus (1886: 374; 1903: 490). Again, 

these are not meant to represent orthographical forms. 

 Some diacritics are difficult to interpret. The entry eysham, ehshâm, ‘[o]ne of the 

military technicalities affected by Tippoo’ (1886: 262; 1903: 345), has a circumflex 

over the a of the second headword. As the given Arabic etymon is aḥshām, it can be 

assumed that the circumflex is indicating a long vowel, but if this is so, then it is unclear 
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why the circumflex was used instead of the usual macron. Another example is the oddly 

spelled headword Himalýa (1886: 315; 1903: 414). The spelling with an acute accent on 

the letter y (ý) is not meant to represent an orthographic form, but instead indicate stress 

on the last syllable. However, since stress on the ultimate syllable is unlikely, the 

precise pronunciation this is meant to indicate is difficult to discern. It seems to indicate 

/hɪmɑːlˈjɑ/, though perhaps they were attempting to render /hɪˈmɑːljə/. Yule and Burnell 

go on to say that ‘[t]his is the common pronunciation of the name of the great range […] 

properly Himālăya’ (1886: 315; 1903: 414). By ‘properly’ they perhaps mean according 

to the Sanskritic pronunciation /hɪˈmɑːləjə/. In any case, the lack of a proper systemfor 

indicating pronunciation makes it very unclear. 

 Himalýa is one of two entries that both discuss pronunciation and mark primary 

stress in the headword. The other is the entry Afghán, which comments on the 

pronunciation of both Afghan and Afghanistan. Yule and Burnell write that in England 

‘one often hears the country called Afguníst-un, which is a mispronunciation painful to 

an Anglo-Indian ear, and even Af’gann, which is a still more excruciating solecism’ 

(1886: 5; 1903: 7). Here it seems that Afguníst-un is indicating stress on the penultimate 

syllable, giving /afgəˈnistən/. The form Af’gann is presumably an indication of the 

pronunciation /æfˈgæn/, instead of /ɑfˈgɑːn/, though the absence of any systematic way 

of representing pronunciation in Hobson-Jobson makes it is impossible to be certain. Of 

interest is that Yule and Burnell are decrying the spelling pronunciations of speakers 

back in Britain, as opposed to Anglo-Indians.  

 Aside from these two entries, a further 18 entries make explicit mention of the 

Anglo-Indian pronunciation of terms. For instance, following the headword 

cantonment is the parenthetical statement ‘Pron. Cantoonment, with accent on penult.’ 

(1886: 121; 1903: 158). That is, /kænˈtuːnmənt/, or with unstressed first syllable, 

/kənˈtuːnmənt/. There is good evidence for this pronunciation in British English. Both 

Todd (1828: 52) and Murray (1893: 83) list both /kænˈtonmənt/ and /kænˈtuːnmənt/ as 

British English pronunciations. Murray also states that the verb canton, meaning ‘to 

quarter (soldiers)’ was pronounced both /kænˈton/ and /kænˈtuːn/ in British English 

(1893: 83). Walker (1791) has only /kænˈtuːn/ for canton, indicating that the 

pronunciation goes as far back as the eighteenth-century. Contrary to this, Whitney 

(1895) specifically states that the pronunciation ‘in India’ was ‘kan-tön′me̤nt’ (799), 

which equates to /kænˈtonmənt/. The current Hindi form is कंटोनर्ेंट (kanṭonmenṭ) or, 

less commonly, कैनटोनर्ेंट (kainṭonmenṭ), both of which have /o/ as the vowel in the 

second syllable, not /uː/ (furthermore, the forms कंटुनर्ेंट (kanṭunmenṭ) or कंटूनर्ेंट 

(kanṭūnmenṭ) could not be located in Hindi sources). Etymologically, the French 

cantonnement also has /o/ as the vowel in the second syllable. The British English 

pronunciation /kænˈtuːnmənt/ is difficult to account for since the spelling does not 
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suggest a /uː/ vowel, and it is not etymological. It may have been prevalent among the 

British residents of colonial India, but there is no direct evidence that cantonment was in 

every case exclusively pronounced /kænˈtuːnmənt/ as Yule and Burnell state. Certainly, 

Whitney (1895) must have had some evidence to the contrary. 

 Other than with Afghan, Yule and Burnell claim only one other pronunciation to be 

a mispronunciation. In the entry for babool, a type of mimosa, they note is ‘often 

mispronounced babul,’ that is, /ˈbɑːbəl/, instead of /bæˈbuːl/ or /bəˈbuːl/ (1886: 33; 

1903: 44). Though a similar value judgement is hinted at in the entry for balcony: 

 

It may be noted as to the modern pronunciation that whilst ordinary mortals 

(including among verse-writers Scott and Lockhart, Tennyson and Hood) 

accent the word as a dactyl (bālcŏny̆), the crême de la crême, if we are not 

mistaken, makes it, or did in the last generation make it, as Cowper does 

below, an amphibrach (bălcōny̆): “Xanthus his name with those of heavenly 

birth, But called Scamander by the sons of earth!” (Yule and Burnell 1886: 

39; 1903: 52) 

 

That is, the modern pronunciation is /ˈbælkəniː/, while the former preferred 

pronunciation was /bælˈkoʊniː/. The literary quotation is a heroic couplet from Pope’s 

Iliad (1715-1720), and draws a distinction between the perfection of heaven and the 

imperfection of earth, reiterating the disapproval of the modern pronunciation, though in 

a light-hearted manner. A few other entries make a distinction between popular and, 

presumably, preferred pronunciations, though Yule and Burnell are never quite clear 

about this. At the entry for jagheer, jaghire, ‘an assignment of land and of its rent as 

annuity,’ Yule and Burnell comment that ‘[w]e believe the traditional stage 

pronunciation in these passages is Jag Hire (assonant in both syllables to Quag Mire); 

and this is also the pronunciation given in some dictionaries’ (1886: 341; 1903: 446-

447). They stop short of stating that this pronunciation is to be deprecated. At other 

times, the information provided is not very helpful. For example, at the entry for 

bazaar, they comment that the ‘popular pronunciation is băzár’ (1886: 56; 1903: 76), 

which could indicate /bəˈzɑːr/, or perhaps /bæˈzɑːr/, or /bɑˈzɑːr/, but do not explicitly 

state what the ‘unpopular’ or ‘correct’ pronunciation is, nor what pronunciation is 

intended by the headword spelling. Other pronunciation discussions provide some 

historical information. The entry for tea has a discussion of the change from the earlier 

pronunciation /teɪ/ to the more recent /tiː/, a change evidenced in the citation record of 

the entry (1886: 688; 1903: 905). Similarly, the entry for zemindar, a type of 

landholder, gives some historical and geographical information (1886: 747; 1903: 980). 

But even when such information is provided, it is very cursory. Moreover, it is only 
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provided in a very few cases, even though changes and differences in pronunciation, 

both diachronic and regional, must pertain to a great deal of the lexis covered by Yule 

and Burnell. 

 In summary, information on pronunciation in Hobson-Jobson is very sporadically 

and inconsistently supplied. Less than 5% of headwords have any pronunciation 

information provided. The use of diacritics to mark vowel length and primary word 

stress is often unclear and no table or explanation of the diacritics used is supplied in the 

front matter of the dictionary. For the remaining 95% of entries, the headword spelling 

is not a reliable indicator of pronunciation. In the few cases where specific comment is 

made on pronunciation by the authors, the comments are not very extensive and 

occasionally involve value judgements. 

 

4.8.5.8. Subject categories in Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 

In order to assess the content of Yule and Burnell (1903) every definition was labelled 

according to semantic field, following the work of Baumgardner, Kennedy and Shamin 

(1993), and Kachru (1983). For the sake of clarity, the names of individual categories or 

subcategories are given in small capitals in the following discussion. Category labelling 

was added to each of the 4332 definitions in the dictionary (that is, all definitions 

including nested entries). Each label was a field beginning with <CAT> and ending with 

</CAT>, in between which were category names separated by a vertical bar (|). No 

categories were mutually exclusive. For example, the entry for Eed, ‘[a] Mahommedan 

holy festival’ (Yule and Burnell 1886: 259; 1903: 336), was given the following label: 

 

  <CAT>religion|Islam|festival</CAT> 

 

This means that all definitions that were concerned with RELIGION can be tallied, as can 

all definitions concerned with ISLAM, as can all definitions for FESTIVALS. In cases when 

there are more than one category, the first is a primary categorisation and the following 

ones are subsidiary. 

 The two most significant primary categories in Yule and Burnell (1903) were 

PEOPLE, which accounted for approximately 20.2% of total definitions, PLACE, which 

accounted for approximately 17.6% of total definitions, FLORA AND FAUNA, which 

accounted for approximately 9.5% of total definitions, FOOD, which accounted for 

approximately 8.0% of total definitions, and RELIGION, which accounted for 

approximately 5.8% of total definitions. Together they account for 60.8% of all 

definitions in the dictionary. No other primary category was over 5%. The next most 

frequent categories were CURRENCY (approximately 4.1%), ARTICLES OF USE 
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(approximately 4.1%), CLOTH (approximately 4.1%), BUILDING (approximately 4.1%), 

MILITARY (approximately 3.4%), COMMERCE (approximately 3.1%), TRANSPORT 

(approximately 3.0%), WEIGHTS AND MEASURES (i.e. weights, distances, time periods, 

approximately 2.9%), and SLANG (approximately 2.0%). 

 Of the PEOPLE category, 488 definitions classify people according to their 

OCCUPATION. This type of definition accounts for approximately 11.3% of entire 

definitions. Examples include amah, ‘[a] wet nurse’ (1886: 11; 1903: 17), baboo, ‘a 

native clerk who writes English’ (1886: 32; 1903: 44), bheesty, ‘the domestic 

(corresponding to the saḳḳā of Egypt) who supplies the family with water’ (1886: 69; 

1903: 92), Jack-Sepoy, ‘in former days a familiar style for the native soldier’ (1886: 

335; 1903: 440), jancada, ‘certain responsible guides in the Nair country who escorted 

travellers from one inhabited place to another’ (1886: 810; 1903: 450), kittysol-boy, ‘[a] 

servant who carried an umbrella over his master’ (1886: 372; 1903: 487), and puggy, 

‘[a] professional tracker; the name of a caste, or rather an occupation, whose business is 

to track thieves by footmarks and the like’ (1886: 557; 1903: 736). Included in this 

semantic field category was the subclass LEADER, which was used to label any sense 

that was defined as having a position of authority over others, such as ruler, sovereign, 

king, queen, prince, prime minister, minister, commissioner, superintendent, officer in 

charge, chief, headman, elder, etc., excepting for religious authorities which were 

labelled HOLYMAN. These were common in Yule and Burnell’s definitions, occurring 

119 times (approximately 2.7% of entire definitions). If coupled with the 30 definitions 

for the HOLYMAN category, this amounts to 148 definitions approximately 3.4% of 

entire definitions, and 30.5% of the PEOPLE category). This reveals a definitional bias 

towards Indians (and, to a lesser extent, British residents) who held positions of 

authority. 

 The other primary way of categorising people in the definitions in Yule and Burnell 

(1903) is by communal group. Definitions used a number of terms to define communal 

groups, such as ‘caste,’ ‘clan,’ ‘class,’ ‘community,’ ‘race,’ and ‘tribe’. In addition, a 

number of terms defined people according to the region they came from or occupied. 

The numbers of each category are as follows, in descending numerical order, with 

rounded figures of percentage of overall definitions: RACE 65 (1.5%), REGIONAL 59 

(1.4%), and CASTE 45 (1.0%). The terms TRIBE, CLASS and SECT each accounted for less 

than 1% of overall definitions. Together, these communal groups occupied 

approximately 4.8% of Yule and Burnell’s total definitions.  

 Women did not make up a large proportion of definitions, with 48 definitions 

relating in some way to women. This accounts for 1.1% of total definitions. Definitions 

relating to women included beebee, ‘[a] lady’ (1886: 58; 1903: 78), beegum, ‘[a] 

Princess, a Mistress, a Lady of Rank’ (1886: 59; 1903: 79), burra-beebee, ‘“Grande 
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dame.” This is a kind of slang word applied in Anglo-Indian society to the lady who 

claims precedence at a party’ (1886: 101; 1903: 132), daye, dhye, ‘[a] wet-nurse’ 

(1886: 232; 1903: 300), ranee, ‘[a] Hindu queen’ (1886: 574; 1903: 757), and the 

Anglo-Indian slang term spin, an ‘unmarried lady; popular abbreviation of “Spinster”’ 

(1886: 651; 1903: 859). The term missy used to refer to unmarried European women 

appears only as a nested entry (1886: 220; 1903: 284). Yule and Burnell seem to have 

paid particular attention to what they refer to as a ‘Hindu dancing-girl’, including five 

separate terms: bayadère (1886: 56; 1903: 75), cunchunee, (1886: 217; 1903: 280), 

dancing-girl, and dancing-wench (1886: 229; 1903: 295), deva-dāsī, (1886: 237; 1903: 

307), and nautch-girl, (1886: 475; 1903: 620). Along with these goes the term rum-

johnny, which is a term used ‘[a]mong soldiers and sailors’ for ‘a prostitute’, derived 

from ‘Hind. rāmjanī, Skt. rāmā-janī, “a pleasing woman,” “a dancing-girl”’ (1886: 584; 

1903: 774). Another five terms refer to the practice of secluding women from public: 

gosha, ‘[u]sed in some parts, as an Anglo-Indian technicality, to indicate that a woman 

was secluded, and cannot appear in public’ (1886: 298; 1903: 390), purdah, ‘a curtain 

screening women from the sight of men’ (1886: 564; 1903: 744), gosha-nishīn (1886: 

298; 1903: 390) and parda-nishīn, both meaning ‘a woman of position who observes 

such rules of seclusion’ (1886: 564; 1903: 744), and zenana, ‘the apartments of a house 

in which the women of the family are secluded’ (1886: 748; 1903: 981). In addition to 

burra-beebee, missy and spin, terms referring to British or European women include 

grass-widow and mem-sahib.  

 A less significant subcategory of people was for people of MIXED parentage, such as 

the Sri Lankan term burgher, ‘any persons who claim to be of partly European descent’ 

(1886: 100; 1903: 130), castee, an obsolete Indo-Portuguese term for ‘children born in 

India of Portuguese parents’ (1886: 132; 1903: 172), Eurasian (1886: 262; 1903: 344), 

half-caste (1886: 312; 1903: 410), and mustee, defined as ‘a half-caste’ (1886: 463; 

1903: 604). There were 12 definitions of this type. 

 In terms of RELIGION, there were 235 definitions related to the subject area, 

accounting for approximately 5.4% of total dictionary definitions. The definitions are 

skewed towards Islam and Hinduism, respectively. The proportion of definitions for 

various religions, in descending order, is given in Graph 4.5. 
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Graph 4.5: Definitions for religions in Hobson-Jobson (1903) 

 

 

As can be seen from Graph 4.5, there is a bias towards definitions relating to Islam in 

Yule and Burnell (1903). Islam accounted for approximately 39.1% of definitions 

relating to different religions, sects or denominations, and approximately 2.1% of total 

definitions. After Islam, definitions relating to Hinduism and Buddhism are the only 

other significant categories, accounting for approximately 30.6% and 11.5% 

respectively of the total material relating to religion. Together these three religions 

account for approximately 81.3% of definitions relating to different religions, sects or 

denominations. Buddhism was accorded over twice the recognition of Zoroastrianism, 

Christianity, Sikhism, Jainism, and the Syrian Church in southern India. Terms relating 

to Christianity include burra-din, Christmas day (1903: 132), covil, a French term for a 

church in south India, a term found ‘also among the uneducated English’ (1886: 207; 

1903: 268), kissmiss, a ‘[n]ative servant’s word for Christmas’ (1886: 370; 1903: 486), 

the Malabar rites, ‘certain heathen and superstitious practices which the Jesuits of the 

Madura, Carnatic, and Mysore Missions permitted to their converts, in spite of repeated 

prohibitions by the Popes’ (1886: 413-414; 1903: 542-543), and padre (1886: 496; 

1903: 651).  

 Yule and Burnell do not seem to have been interested in recording names of Hindu 

or other Indian gods and goddesses. However, other common themes in the RELIGION 

definitions included HOLYMAN (30 definitions), though no terms for female religious 

leaders were given, RELIGIOUS FESTIVALS (23 definitions), and RELIGIOUS TEXTS (18 

definitions). There were 14 definitions devoted TEMPLES or other places of worship, and 

a further 14 definitions for RELIGIOUS MONUMENTS.  
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 Terms relating to FLORA AND FAUNA account for approximately 9.5% of entire 

definitions of Yule and Burnell (1903). There were 252 definitions relating to FAUNA, 

and 168 to FLORA. FAUNA consisted principally of MAMMALS (108 definitions), of 

which 36 were for DOMESTICATED animals, BIRDS (82 definitions), FISH (26 definitions), 

REPTILES (20 definitions), of which 9 were for SNAKES, and INSECTS (10 definitions). Of 

FLORA, TREES and PLANTS accounted for 170 of the definitions (approximately 67.5% of 

FLORA). Only 19 definitions were for CROP plants.  

 Terms relating to FOOD account for approximately 8.0% of entire definitions of 

Yule and Burnell (1903). There were 348 definitions relating to FOOD, consisting 

principally of FRUIT (88 definitions), DRINKS (77 definitions), DRUGS (76 definitions), 

DISHES (34 definitions), SPICES AND CONDIMENTS (26 definitions), and VEGETABLES (22 

definitions). A further 13 definitions related to SMOKING. 

 As Whitworth, Yule and Burnell highlighted the Anglo-Indian aspect of their 

dictionary in their title. They also highlighted the colloquial nature of the lexis 

contained within the dictionary. These are two separate aspects of lexis and thus need to 

be examined separately. In terms of the Anglo-Indian content in Hobson-Jobson, we 

have already seen that approximately 10.4% of the total definitions do not relate to India 

is any way. This implies that approximately 89.6% of the lexis covered relates to 

Anglo-India. However, Yule and Burnell are not always explicit on this point. For 

instance, the entry for nowshadder, sal-ammoniac, merely states that the term comes 

from Persian, then offers three citations, one from a Spanish source, one in Italian, and 

one referring to Baluchistan (1886: 482; 1903: 630). Nothing in the entry convincingly 

indicates that this term was in Anglo-Indian usage, though as Persian was a widespread 

and common language in India’s history, it may be that nowshadder was used in early 

Indian English. Alternatively, it may have been a term used in Persia and Central Asia 

only. On other occasions, Yule and Burnell are explicit that a term was used by Anglo-

Indians. For example, the entry for pawnee, water, notes that the word ‘is used 

extensively in Anglo-Indian compound names, such as bilayutee pawnee, “soda-water,” 

brandy-pawnee, Khush-bo pawnee (for European scents), &c., &c.’ (1886: 522; 1903: 

689). Similarly, the entry for Arab states that this term, ‘in Anglo-Indian always means 

“an Arab horse”’ (1886: 24; 1903: 33). The name Lomballie, a ‘wandering tribe of 

dealers in grain, salt, etc.,’ is noted as being ‘now obsolete’ as ‘an Anglo-Indian word’ 

(1886: 383; 1903: 502), which implies that it was formerly part of Anglo-Indian 

English. Definitions for which Yule and Burnell made explicit reference to Anglo-

Indian usage were coded ANGLO-INDIAN. There were 194 such definitions, accounting 

for approximately 4.5% of total definitions. Whitworth employed a different meaning 

for the term Anglo-Indian, specifically reserving it for native English words that had a 

sense peculiar to Anglo-India, or to new coinages involving native English words or 
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bound morphemes. All terms that had headwords that were native English words, or that 

specifically noted a meaning or usage restricted to Anglo-Indians, were coded as 

ANGLO-INDIAN2. There are 605 such terms in Hobson-Jobson, accounting for 

approximately 14.0% of all definitions. Terms based on Indian words or names and 

terminating with an English bound morpheme include Buddhism, Buddhist, Carnatic, 

Dravidian, Paulist, and Singalese. Terms that were hybrids of a native English word and 

a local Indian-origin word include bo tree, boxwallah, a ‘native itinerant pedlar’ (1886: 

83; 1903:109), brahminy bull, cobra lily, ‘[t]he flower Arum campanulatum, which 

stands on its curving stem exactly like a cobra with a reared head’ (1886: 173; 1903: 

225), and ticca doctor, ‘a surgeon not in the regular service but temporarily engaged by 

Government’ (1886: 699; 1903: 919). Newly formed compound words include British 

Burma (1886: 100; 1903: 131), Butler-English, the ‘broken English spoken by native 

servants in the Madras Presidency’ (1886: 102; 1903: 133), Ceded Districts, ‘the 

territory south of the Tungabhadra river, which was ceded to the Company by the 

Nizam in 1800’ (1886: 137; 1903: 180), piece-goods, ‘the technical term for 

Manchester cottons imported into India’ but ‘originally applied in trade to the Indian 

cottons exported to England’ (1886: 535-536; 1903: 705-709), and pig-sticking, ‘Anglo-

Indian hog-hunting’ (1886: 536; 1903: 709). Unlike Whitworth, Yule and Burnell did 

not provide many terms associated with the British administration of India. There are 

entries for a number of administrative positions, including collector, commissioner, 

chief commissioner, covenanted servants, factor, and law-officer. This is a very 

minimal selection, and the text frequently omits details regarding the provenance, 

authority, and duties associated with the positions. The various grades of such positions 

(e.g. deputy collector, sub-collector, etc.) are absent from Hobson-Jobson.  

 Calculating the amount of colloquial material in Hobson-Jobson is no simple 

matter. The word colloquial refers to the language of ordinary conversation as opposed 

to formal or elevated speech. However, in Victorian times, the boundaries of what was 

acceptable as formal English differs that of today and many words or expressions that 

were considered informal in the Victorian era are today essentially unmarked (e.g. Yule 

and Burnell point out that bus was considered slang in their day (1886: 124; 1903: 

161)). Whitney (1895: 1106) points out that while the word colloquial technically 

means ‘appropriate to the language of common or familiar conversation,’ it was ‘often 

especially applied to common words and phrases which are not admissible in elegant or 

formal speech.’ In other words, colloquial language was considered more or less 

equivalent to slang, or thought to consist primarily of vulgar, taboo, and slang 

expressions. The modern and Victorian meanings are two quite distinct senses. It is in 

the latter sense that the word colloquial is most commonly understood today, which 

may lead to confusion in understanding the title of Hobson-Jobson. Some commentators 
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have clearly been misled by the subtitle, ‘A Glossary of Colloquial Anglo-Indian Words 

and Phrases,’ and have thence described Yule and Burnell’s book as being a dictionary 

of colloquial language (e.g. Shah 1998: 316; Lerer 2007: 259). Partridge (1950) states 

that Hobson-Jobson’s ‘treatment of the slang and colloquialism of the British residents 

in India is very comprehensive and well-documented’ (283). This is not a very accurate 

summation. The first ten words defined in Hobson-Jobson are: abada (rhinoceros), 

abcaree (a tax on liquor), abihowa (climate), Abyssinia (the country), Achanock 

(proper name of a certain station), achar (relish), Acheen (now Aceh, district in 

Sumatra), Adam’s apple (a certain citrus fruit), adati (a type of cloth), and, adawlut (an 

Islamic court) (Yule and Burnell 1886: 1-4; 1903: 1-4). None of these can reasonably be 

described as ‘colloquial’ terms in the sense of being informal, taboo, vulgar, or slang. 

They are, however, ‘colloquial’ in the sense of being part of ordinary day-to-day 

conversation of Anglo-Indians. The speech and writing of Anglo-Indians was frequently 

recognised, and derided, for its abundance of lexis which was unfamiliar to English-

speakers unacquainted with India. Complaints about this aspect of Anglo-Indian English 

appear as early as the seventeenth century (viz., the quotation added by Crooke to the 

mottos, Yule and Burnell 1903: ii), and continued to appear, sometimes by prominent 

personages, for example, Sir Charles Napier who hyperbolically characterised Anglo-

Indian language as ‘Hindoostanee larded with occasional words in English’ (see Yule 

and Burnell 1886: 318-319; 1903: 417-418). One outraged columnist asked ‘Am I to sit 

down to my Times, with a Tamil lexicon on one side and a Teloogoo on the other?’ 

(Hamilton 1857: 321), and Edward Lear penned a satirical poem on the subject, entitled 

‘The Cummerbund,’ for the Times of India in 1874 (Lear 1899: 37-38). This Anglo-

Indian style of language, interlarded with terms largely unknown outside India, is what 

Yule and Burnell mean by the term ‘colloquial’ in their title. That is, such language was 

normal in the conversations of Anglo-Indians. In this sense, adawlut, ‘a Court of 

Justice’ (1886: 4; 1903: 4), was part of Anglo-Indian colloquial language, in that the 

term was regularly used when speaking (and writing) about the Indian legal system. 

That this was the intended sense of the term ‘colloquial’ in the subtitle of Hobson-

Jobson, is made clear by some of the terms that Yule and Burnell specifically mention 

as being part of Anglo-Indian colloquial usage. There are 33 entries where Yule and 

Burnell specifically use the term colloquial. At the entry for furlough, ‘a soldier’s 

leave,’ Yule and Burnell state that the term ‘has acquired a peculiar citizenship in 

Anglo-Indian colloquial, from the importance of the matter to those employed in Indian 

service’ (1886: 274; 1903: 359). The rains, is defined as ‘common Anglo-Indian 

colloquial for the Indian rainy season’ (1886: 572; 1903: 753), and station, the ‘place 

where the English officials of a district, or the officers of a garrison (not in a fortress) 

reside,’ is noted as ‘word of constant recurrence in Anglo-Indian colloquial’ (1886: 561-
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562; 1903: 859). It is difficult to view such terms as informal, and they are certainly not 

taboo, vulgar, or slang. The term bandicoy is defined as the ‘colloquial name in S. India 

of the fruit of Hibiscus esculentus’ (1886: 44; 1904: 59). Yule and Burnell record many 

names of fruits, ananas, bael, blimbee, Goa plum, hog plum, jack, jamboo, jamoon, 

mango, plantain, prickly-pear, shaddock, soursop, etc., but none of these are explicitly 

stated as being colloquial, but, if bandicoy is colloquial, as the authors state, then surely 

other names for fruits should also be colloquial. Hence, it is clear that by ‘colloquial,’ 

Yule and Burnell mean, ‘used in conversation,’ as opposed to ‘informal.’ In this sense, 

nearly all the Indian vocabulary of the dictionary can be classified as colloquial, and 

thus justify the descriptive subtitle. 

 At the same time, this does not mean that Hobson-Jobson contains no slang at all. 

A total of 87 definitions were classified as SLANG, accounting for approximately 2.0% 

of all definitions. Some terms that Yule and Burnell designate as colloquial are quite 

informal. For example, the term dhoby, a washerman, is noted as being in ‘Anglo-

Indian colloquial use all over India’ (1886: 242; 1903: 313), and would have been 

viewed as slang by Victorian standards of formal writing, even though in modern Indian 

English it may not be seen as such. Indeed, it is listed in two Victorian-era slang 

dictionaries (Hotten 1864: 121; 1874: 145, and Barrère and Leland 1889: 314). Other 

terms clearly belong to the slang register. For instance, Yule and Burnell record that 

anna, one sixteenth of a rupee, was ‘applied colloquially to persons of mixt parentage,’ 

citing the example that ‘[s]uch a one has at least 2 annas of dark blood’ (1886: 22; 

1903: 32). They also record that the word jawaub, ‘besides this ordinary meaning’ of 

dismissal, also ‘is especially used for a lady’s refusal of an offer; whence the passive 

construction “to be jawaub’d”,’ that is, to have a proposal of marriage rejected (1886: 

349; 1903: 456). Crooke added to this entry the term Jawaub Club, which apparently 

‘consisted of men who had been at least half a dozen times “jawaub’d”’ (1903: 456). 

However, even in cases where a term is clearly slang, Yule and Burnell do not 

necessarily state this. The entry for Mull, ‘applied as a distinctive sobriquet to members 

of the Service belonging to the Madras Presidency,’ does not mention that the term is 

slang or even colloquial (1886: 456; 1903: 595), and neither does the entry for griffin, 

‘[o]ne newly arrived in India’ (1886: 303; 1903: 395), or spin, ‘popular abbreviation of 

“Spinster”’ (1886: 651; 1903: 859). 

 One little known, or at least little noted, fact about Hobson-Jobson is that not all the 

terms included in the dictionary are English. A total of 193 definitions were categorised 

as NON-ENGLISH (approximately 4.5% of entire definitions). These include borrowings 

of English or Portuguese words into Hindustani, or words from European languages, 

especially Portuguese, that have never been part of English. The Portuguese words were 

included because of their importance in the narratives and accounts of early travellers to 
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the East, even though they do not occur in English. Examples include bengala, a term 

‘applied in Portuguese to a sort of cane carried in the army by sergeants’ (1886: 65; 

1903: 86), and madrafaxao, ‘the name of a gold coin of Guzerat’ appearing in ‘old 

Portuguese works’ (1886: 406; 1903: 532). The Indian terms, on the other hand, were 

included as part of Yule and Burnell’s recognition that the flow of vocabulary in the 

multilingual language-contact environment was not only one-way, that is, not only from 

Indian languages to English, but also from English to Indian languages (though their 

examples are entirely of English or Portuguese borrowings into Hindustani). The French 

word ticky-tock, ‘an unmeaning refrain used in some French songs’ (1886: 700; 1903: 

919), is included on the flimsy etymological conjecture that it might be ‘of Indian 

origin’ because of a similar onomatopoeic term, ‘tickytaw,’ noted by Ives (1773: 75) in 

Tamil Nadu. 

 Of the 99 Hindustani terms, 33 are words from the technical jargon of lascars, all 

taken from Roebuck (1811), or one of the later revised editions of that work, such as 

Small, Smyth, and Roebuck (1882). The 1882 edition was retitled A Laskari Dictionary 

by the new editor George Small. The word Laskari is an Anglicised form of the Hindi 

लशकरी (laśkarī) which can be used as an adjective meaning ‘of or relating to sailors,’ 

and as a noun meaning ‘the slang of sailors’ (see McGregor 1993: 888). Yule and 

Burnell do not use this term, preferring for the most part to refer to such language as 

‘sea Hindustani’ (variously as ‘Sea H.,’ ‘Sea-H.,’ ‘Sea Hind.,’ and ‘Sea-Hind.’), but 

also by other designations, including ‘Lascar dialect,’ ‘Lascar’s Hind.,’ ‘marine Hind.,’ 

‘nautical H.,’ ‘sea dialect,’ and ‘ship Hind.’ The principle vocabulary of Laskari 

consisted of specialised technical uses of Hindustani words (see Roebuck 1811), but 

these are not included in Hobson-Jobson. Instead, all the terms Yule and Burnell 

extracted from Roebuck are English or Portuguese words that had been borrowed into 

Laskari. Examples include bolta, ‘a turn of rope,’ from Portuguese volta (1886: 76; 

1903: 102); brandul, ‘a backstay,’ from Portuguese brandal (1886: 85; 1903: 112); 

brass, ‘a brace,’ from English brace (1886: 86; 1903: 113); caxsen, ‘a coxswain,’ from 

English coxswain (1886: 110; 1903: 143); silmagoor, ‘a sail-maker,’ from English sail-

maker (1886: 634; 1903: 837). While it may be possible that a deal of this nautical 

terminology was known and used by British sailors who worked with lascars, there is no 

direct evidence that these terms were used in wholly English contexts, or were part of 

Anglo-Indian English. Certainly, Yule and Burnell supply no citations of these words in 

use, which is consistent with the words being used in Laskari and not English.  

 The other 66 Indian words were mostly borrowings of English words by Indians 

who worked as household servants for the British, which Yule and Burnell refer to as 

‘domestic Hindustani,’ or borrowings of English words by Indians who worked in the 

British military, which Yule and Burnell refer to as ‘sepoy Hindustani.’ Examples 
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include cartooce, ‘a cartridge,’ from English cartouche (1886: 128; 1903: 166); durjun, 

‘a dozen,’ from English dozen (1886: 793; 1903: 333); ekteng, ‘a substitute or fill-in,’ 

from English acting (1886: 794; 1903: 337); kissmiss, ‘Christmas,’ from English 

Christmas (1886: 370; 1903: 486); and machis, ‘lucifer matches,’ from English matches 

(1886: 406; 1903: 531). One of these borrowings, cartmeel, ‘a mail-cart,’ from an 

inversion of English mail-cart (1886: 127; 1903: 166), is recorded as occurring ‘in the 

Punjab,’ and so may have been a borrowing into Panjabi rather than Hindustani (though 

I could not locate this word in any Panjabi dictionary). In the case of sirdrárs, 

underwear, no specific Indian language is mentioned, just that it is a term used by 

‘native valets’ (1886: 638; 1903: 841). In any case, Yule and Burnell simplified the 

transmission situation as a number of the English words were also borrowed into Indian 

languages other than Hindustani (e.g. Panjabi also has ਕਾਰਤੂਸ (kārtūs), from English 

cartouche (Lodiana Mission 1854: 98)). As with the Laskari terms, it is probable that 

some of these terms were used in British households when speaking to servants, or by 

British soldiers when conversing with sepoys and Indian camp followers. As with the 

sea Hindustani words, Yule and Burnell supply no citations of these Hindustani terms in 

use in English contexts. The one exception to this is the term simkin, a borrowing of the 

word champagne (1886: 634; 1903: 836), which in particular appears to have been 

widely known. Yule and Burnell supply a single citation (‘Punjabee’ 1853: II. 127), but 

other examples, spelled either simkin or simpkin, are common in colonial texts (e.g. 

‘Rendrag’ 1829: 67; Bellew 1842: 53; ‘Stocqueler’ 1848: 209; Parkes 1850: I. 278; 

Trevelyan 1864: 24; Allardyce 1877a: 546). However, references to the word are 

usually accompanied by a statement such as ‘as the natives call it’ (‘Rendrag’ 1829: 67), 

or some other notification that the word is not a natural part of English. 

 One final set of terms identified are HOBSON-JOBSONISMS. A total of 32 definitions 

were labelled as HOBSON-JOBSONISMS, less than 1% of total definitions, but they are 

significant in that Yule and Burnell are the originators of the linguistic application of 

the term ‘Hobson-Jobson’ (for the later history of this sense see Lambert 2014a). For 

the remainder of this section, the term ‘Hobson-Jobson’ will be enclosed in single 

quotation marks so as to distinguish it from the short title of the dictionary which 

appears in italics (Hobson-Jobson). Prior to the publication of Yule and Burnell’s 

dictionary in 1886, the term ‘Hobson-Jobson’ had only been applied to the Islamic 

religious practices discussed above. Yule and Burnell not only borrowed the term for 

the title of their dictionary, but also gave it a new meaning by using it to describe the 

linguistic phenomenon of assimilation of borrowed lexis. Yule and Burnell have rarely 

been given due credit for the coining of this sense. Also, it has rarely been explicitly 

pointed out that Yule and Burnell used the term Hobson-Jobson themselves in various 

definitions in their dictionary. In the first edition, nine terms were identified as 
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examples of linguistic Hobson-Jobson: Balasore (1886: 760), cow-itch (208), 

dumbcow (254), Falaun (265), jackass copal (339), sirris (639), summerhead (857), 

upper roger (732), and urz (732). Crooke added another three examples in the 1903 

edition, Mahratta (537), nacoda (612), and snow rupee (849), but deleted the reference 

at Balasore (1903: 51-52), apparently having decided to silently improve upon Yule and 

Burnell’s original etymology. As described by Yule and Burnell, cases of linguistic 

‘Hobson-Jobson’ involve a foreign word taken as a loanword into a language, but, as a 

result of mishearing, the word is phonetically (and orthographically) altered to the form 

of a pre-existing word or words in the language of the borrower. An example of a term 

‘modified in Hobson-Jobson fashion’ is the Hindustani kewānch, the plant Mucuna 

pruriens, which has stinging hairs on its seedpods, which was converted in Anglo-

Indian English to cow-itch (1886: 208; 1903: 268), with the idea of the Anglicised form 

being that the stinging hairs would make cows itch if they brushed against it. Of special 

interest here is that the text of the entry notes that this modification came about as a 

result of ‘striving after meaning’ (1886: 208; 1903: 268). This is an expression that Yule 

appears to have coined himself, as he cites a passage from an article he had written for 

the Oriental Quarterly of 1883 in which he explains that an ‘acting’ officer in the Civil 

Service was called by ‘the natives’ the ‘ek-tang’ officer because in Hindustani ek-tang 

means ‘one-leg,’ as if ‘the temporary incumbent had but one leg in the official stirrup’ 

(1886: 794; 1903: 337). Yule explains that this is an example of ‘striving after meaning 

in syllables which leads to so many etymological fallacies’ (1886: 794; 1903: 337). The 

phrase ‘striving after meaning’ is used 17 times in Hobson-Jobson to refer to the same 

linguistic phenomenon. To ‘strive after meaning’ suggests an attempt to link the 

phonetic and semantic content of an unfamiliar word or phrase to the phonetic and 

semantic content of a known word or phrase. For the phonetic aspect, there has to be a 

similarity, but for the semantic aspect, the separate senses in the two languages do not 

have to match. The verb ‘strive’ carries a sense of strenuous effort or opposition to 

some type of resistance. In this case, effort is needed to overcome the lack of semantic 

knowledge. That is, there has to be a certain lack of understanding of the meaning of the 

term in its original language, which is why meaning has to be striven for. At the same 

time, the new ‘corrupted’ form must have some semantic logic. Yule and Burnell note a 

clear example of striving after meaning with the word safflower: 

 

The name is a curious modification of words by the ‘striving after meaning.’ 

For it points, in the first half of the name, to the analogy with saffron, and in 

the second half to the object of trade being a flower. But neither one nor the 

other of these meanings forms any real element in the word. Safflower appears 

to be an eventual corruption of the Arabic name of the thing, ’uṣfūr. (Yule and 
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Burnell 1886: 588; 1903: 779) 

 

However, a close examination of the Yule and Burnell’s examples reveals a very murky 

picture of exactly what the terms ‘Hobson-Jobson’ and ‘striving after meaning’ mean. 

One example where striving after meaning is evident is the Anglo-Indian verb 

dumbcow, which displays an excellent parallel between its sense ‘to brow-beat, to cow’ 

(1886 254; 1903: 330) in both of its component parts, as it utilises the pre-existing 

English verb to cow, while the adjective dumb suits the sense since one can be brow-

beaten into silence. This contrasts with the term summerhead, an umbrella, for which 

Yule states ‘I make no doubt that it is a corruption (by ‘striving after meaning’) of 

Sombreiro, and it is a capital example of Hobson-Jobson’ (1886: 857; 1903: 851). 

Sombreiro is Portuguese for sombrero. Here the semantics are clear: an umbrella is a 

protection for the head from the heat of summer (and the rains of the summer 

monsoon), but the phonetics are considerably dissimilar, with only the first syllable 

having any similarity. If summerhead is an alteration of sombrero (ignoring the fact 

that it does not seem wholly plausible), then the striving after meaning has almost 

completely overridden the usual concern with the phonetic similarity. Striving after 

meaning is also less clear in the entry for falaun where Yule and Burnell discuss the 

nickname Forlorn, used by Lord Elphinstone and his friend Edward Strachey for Sir 

Barry Close (1886: 265; 1903: 348). According to Yule and Burnell, this was an 

alteration of Arabic falān, which means ‘a certain one.’ For this term to be a case of 

striving after meaning we must conjecture that Close was habitually sad or lonely, 

though there is no mention of this when the term is explained in the original text 

(Colebrooke 1884: 56). Alternately, it is possible that the name could have been 

bestowed ironically. Nevertheless, the nickname Forlorn seems to just be a punning in-

joke between friends, and does not involve any misunderstanding of the Arabic. It 

appears instead that Elphinstone and Strachey knew the meaning of the Arabic word, 

otherwise they would have never used it, and so did not need to ‘strive’ after meaning. 

The term jackass copal, a type of gum resin used to make varnish, we are told by Yule 

and Burnell, is a ‘capital specimen of Hobson-Jobson’ (1886: 339; 1903: 444). It is 

apparently a corruption of the foreign word chakāzi. Yule and Burnell do not state 

which language the word chakāzi comes from, though Burton (1872: 357) says that it is 

a local name in Zanzibar. In any case, the phonetic similarity is close, but there can be 

no semantic reason for using the word jackass as a classifier for a type of resin. Here the 

phonetic similarity is dominant, to the exclusion of any striving after meaning. A similar 

absence of semantic reason lies behind a number of other examples of linguistic 

‘Hobson-Jobson’ that Yule and Burnell highlight. Under the headword sirris, the name 

of a certain indigenous Indian tree, Yule and Burnell note the subspecific name of a 
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‘closely kindred’ species is Julibrissin, which ‘affords a specimen of scientific Hobson-

Jobson’ as it is a corruption of Gulāb-reshm, ‘silk-flower’ (1886: 638; 1903: 842).
3
 The 

term julibrissin is, however, merely a Latinisation of the term gulāb-reshm and not a 

pre-existing word in Latin or any other language. When creating neo-Latin binomials in 

the biological sciences, it is common practice to assimilate non-Latin words to Latin 

phonological patterns, but there is no striving after meaning with pre-existing Latin 

words. Again, under the headword urz, a petition, we are told that the word is ‘used in a 

very barbarous form of Hobson-Jobson below’ (1886: 732; 1903: 959). Presumably 

Yule and Burnell are referring to the citation of 1606 which has the form ars, which is 

very close to the English word arse, a word considered quite vulgar in Victorian times. 

However, here also there seems to be no semantic reason to refer to a petition as an arse, 

nor does the citation itself indicate that any indecent meaning is necessarily intended, 

and thus no striving after meaning is at play. Hence, on the one hand, Yule and Burnell 

link ‘Hobson-Jobson’ (in the linguistic sense) and ‘striving after meaning’ together as 

part and parcel of the one phenomenon, yet, at the same time, they do not seem to 

strictly adhere to any particular meanings of the terms. Instead both terms seem to be 

used rather loosely in Hobson-Jobson for a range of different borrowing and 

assimilation situations.  

 In terms of the overall coverage of lexis in Yule and Burnell (1903), the content 

analysis reveals a number of subject areas with very few items recorded. These include 

types of HEALTH AND MEDICINE (36 definitions), ADMINISTRATION (27 definitions), 

MUSIC (8), of which 7 were musical instruments, and EDUCATION (1 definition). These 

figures become more significant when compared to the fact that there are 150 

definitions for different COINS, 76 definitions for types of NARCOTICS AND INTOXICANTS 

(not included in HEALTH AND MEDICINE), and 62 definitions for various WEIGHTS AND 

MEASURES. 

 

4.8.6. Crooke’s contribution to Yule and Burnell (1903) 

 

Crooke’s additions to Hobson-Jobson have never been fully evaluated, and thus his 

contribution to the dictionary has remained essentially unknown. The result of this lack 

of evaluation has been that Crooke’s contribution has either been undervalued (e.g. 

Nagle 2010: 118), or worse, as is often the case, left entirely unmentioned. Most 

references to Hobson-Jobson tend to cite Yule and Burnell as the authors, though citing 

Yule as sole author/editor has also been a common practice (e.g. Birdwood 1887; 

Birdwood: 1888: 427; Temple 1893: 112; Birdwood 1908: 322; Chaudhuri 1994; 

Mishra 2009: 389). However, though Crooke’s name is on the title page of the 1903 

edition and all subsequent reprints, is it mentioned only infrequently when the work is 
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cited in academic texts (usually only in the bibliography), and only very rarely in more 

popular works. Many writers fail to give Crooke any credit at all, either in inline 

citations or in the bibliography (e.g. Partridge 1937; Mishra 2009; Purcell 2009; 

Shurtleff and Aoyagi 2010). This is partially a result of poor referencing, but also 

perhaps a result of a lack of knowledge of Crooke’s actual contribution to the 1903 

edition. Fortunately, assessing Crooke’s contribution is made considerably easier by the 

fact that, for the most part, he specifically marked it out. It was part of Crooke’s remit to 

preserve the integrity of Yule and Burnell’s 1886 text verbatim, or as close to verbatim 

as possible. To this end, Crooke more or less assiduously indicated additions he made to 

the entries by placing all new material in square brackets [    ] (1903: xi). However, 

Crooke’s use of square brackets was inconsistent. For example: 

 

CHAWBUCKSWAR, s. H. from P. chābuk-suwār, a rough-rider. 

   [1820.—“As I turned him short, he threw up his head, which came in 

contact with mine and made my chabookswar exclaim, Ali mudat. ‘the help 

of Ali.’”—Tod, Personal Narr. Calcutta rep. ii. 723. 

[1892.—"A sort of high-stepping caper is taught, the chabuksowar (whip-

rider), or breaker, holding, in addition to the bridle, cords tied to the fore 

fetlocks."—Kipling, Beast and Man in India, 171.] (1903: 186)  

 

Here there are two opening square brackets matching only one, final, closing square 

bracket. At other times, the second opening square bracket is omitted: 

 

MOTURPHA, s. Hind. from Ar. muḥtarafa, but according to C.P.B. 

mu’tarifa; [rather Ar. muḥtarifa, muḥtarif, ‘an artizan’]. A name 

technically applied to a number of miscellaneous taxes in Madras and 

Bombay, such as were called sayer (q.v.), in Bengal. 

[1813.—“Mohterefa. An artificer. Taxes, personal and professional, on 

artificers, merchants and others; also on houses, implements of agriculture, 

looms, &c., a branch of the sayer.”—Gloss. 5th Report, s.v. 

1826.—“...for example, the tax on merchants, manufacturers, &c. (called 

mohturfa)....”—Grant Duff, H. of the Mahrattas, 3rd ed. 356.] (1903: 592) 

 

Once these irregularities were removed from the datafile, by the addition of missing 

square brackets, it became possible to programmatically separate the text and citations 

of the 1886 edition from that of Crooke’s 1903 edition. Crooke himself was modest in 

describing his own contribution:  
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No attempt has been made to extend the vocabulary, the new articles being 

either such as were accidentally omitted in the first edition, or a few relating 

to words which seemed to correspond with the general scope of the work. 

Some new quotations have been added, and some of those included in the 

original edition have been verified and new references given. (Crooke 1903: 

xi) 

 

However, this explanation belies the extent of Crooke’s additions, which are far more 

substantial than has previously been recognised. 

 In terms of entries, Crooke added an additional 91 complete entries to the 

dictionary (contradicting his statement that he had not ‘extended the vocabulary’). As 

there are 2467 entries, this amounts to approximately 3.7% of the total entries. Amongst 

Crooke’s additions were some important Indian English lexis, including bhoot ‘the 

common term for the multitudinous ghosts and demons of various kinds by whom the 

Indian peasant is so constantly beset’ (1903: 93), bismillah ‘a pious ejaculation used by 

Mahommedans’ (96), bora ‘a kind of cargo-boat used in the rivers of Bengal’ (105), 

burra-din ‘the term applied by natives to a great festival of Europeans, particularly to 

Christmas Day’ (132), haddy ‘[a] grade of troops in the Mogul service’ (408), oord ‘[a] 

variety of dāl or pulse’ (639), poligar dog ‘[a] large breed of dogs found in S. India’ 

(719), pug ‘the footmarks of an animal, such as a tiger’ (735), puttee ‘[a] piece or strip 

of cloth’ (747), and rais ‘a native gentleman of respectable position’ (753-754). He also 

added entries for Islam (439) and sheik (825), and, as ‘an excellent example of a 

corruption of the “Hobson-Jobson” type’ (849), the term snow rupee, meaning a 

genuine rupee, wherein the word snow is a ‘corruption’ of the Telugu word tsanauvu. 

Finally, while Yule and Burnell had included an entry for Shia (1886: 624, 1903: 824), 

it was left to Crooke to insert one for Sunni (1903: 871). The failure to comprehend that 

Crooke added certain entries to the 1903 edition can result in Yule and Burnell being 

given credit for entries that they had nothing to do with, such as Rushdie does with 

snow rupee (1985: 82). However, in addition to 91 complete entries, Crooke also added 

numerous citations and additional comments to the original discursive text and the 

original citations provided by Yule and Burnell. Table 4.10 summarises the amount of 

material Crooke added to Yule and Burnell’s original 1886 text. As discussed above, 

Crooke added 91 completely new entries. In addition, of the 11,619 citations in the 1903 

edition, 1,844 (approximately 15.9%) were added by Crooke. In terms of word count, 

Crooke’s new entries, new citations, and additional comments amount to 95,633 words, 

added to the 696,545 words in the original edition. This amounts to approximately 

12.1% of the entire dictionary text of the 1903 edition. 
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Table 4.10: Crooke’s additions to Hobson-Jobson (1903) 

 

 Total 1886 Total 1903 Additions Percentage*  

Entries 2376 2467 91 3.7% 

Citations 9775 11619 1844 15.9% 

Word count 696545 792178 95633 12.1% 

*Percentages have been rounded to one decimal place 

 

Crooke also furnished citations for a number of entries where Yule and Burnell had 

provided none. These additions are summarised in Table 4.11. 

 

Table 4.11: Citationless entries in Hobson-Jobson (1886) and (1903) 

 

 1886 1903 

Total entries 2376 2467 

Citationless entries 584 419 

Percentage* 24.6% 16.9% 

*Percentages have been rounded to one decimal place 

 

As can be seen from Table 4.11, in the 1886 of Hobson-Jobson edition there were 2376 

entries, of which 584 had no citational evidence, which amounts to 24.6% of total 

entries. Crooke provided citations for 175 (30%) of these citationless entries. However, 

of the 91 entries Crooke added, 10 did not have citations. Thus the overall amount of 

citationless entries in the 1903 edition is 419, which equates to 16.6% of entries. Thus 

Crooke reduced the rate of citationless entries in Hobson-Jobson from 24.6%, 

essentially a quarter of all entries, to 16.9%, a little over a sixth of all entries. Finally, in 

terms of comments to pre-existing entries, Crooke added 4471 comments or additional 

items of information to 1772 different entries. This amounts to approximately 74.6% of 

the original entries in Yule and Burnell. In other words, nearly three-quarters of the 

entries in the original Hobson-Jobson were augmented in some way by Crooke. Many 

of these comments were brief notes on references, often only a few words long, or 

additional page references to more modern and accessible editions of primary sources. 

However, other comments were extensive blocks of text, the longest individual 

comment being his additional notes on the origin of the name Madras (1903: 532-533) 

which runs to almost 700 words in total.  

 Quantitatively, it is clear that the 1903 edition of Hobson-Jobson, the one that is 

familiarly known and has been widely available in reprint since 1968, was substantially 
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added to by Crooke. However, a closer look is required to understand the nature of his 

contribution in greater detail. Additions by Crooke are in the spirit of the original 

edition in terms of style and content. Crooke made only two systematic changes to the 

formatting. First was the change from having headwords in bold with a singular capital 

letter (e.g. ‘Abada’ 1886: 1) to bold all caps (e.g. ‘ABADA’ 1903: 1). This does not seem 

to have been a totally necessary change as in the 1886 printing the headwords are clear 

enough, and there are running heads at the top of the page in large capital letters. 

Nevertheless, Crooke’s change definitely makes headword look-up easier, and this may 

have been a more significant consideration in the days before electric lighting was 

commonplace. The second systematic change to the formatting made by Crooke was the 

addition of em-dashes following the dates at the head of citations. Thus, ‘1514. “Mynes 

of Silver’ (1886: 1) became ‘1514.—“Mynes of Silver’ (1903: 1). Again, this improved 

the general readability of the text by making the date of the quotation stand out more. 

These changes, coupled with the subsuming of the 1886 Supplement information into its 

correct place in the alphabetical sequence of the dictionary proper, meant that the entire 

plates of the dictionary needed to be reset by the typesetter. However, from textual 

comparisons, it is evident that the typesetter of the 1903 edition had access to and made 

extensive use of the original set type, which would have lowered typesetting costs. In 

addition to these systematic changes, Crooke made numerous silent changes to the text, 

such as moving certain footnotes into the discursive text, and especially abbreviating 

commonly occurring words. For example, ‘This is properly, like the last word, an 

Arabic plural’ (1886: 486) became ‘This is properly, like the last word, an Ar. pl.’ 

(1903: 637). Yule and Burnell used both full and abbreviated forms of plural (pl.), and 

Arabic, (Arab. and Ar.) in the 1886 text. However, Crooke increased the amount of 

abbreviation (e.g. the word Arabic, spelt in full, occurs roughly 260 times in the 1886 

text, where as it occurs roughly 200 times in the 1903 edition). Perhaps it was part of 

Crooke’s brief to not add too many pages to the overall book which was already quite a 

thick and stocky quarto approaching the upper limits of single-volume binding 

possibilities. 

 More significant silent changes made by Crooke were to the diacritics of non-

English words. Yule claimed that non-English words were transliterated using a system 

that was, with a few minor exceptions, ‘substantially the same as that modification of 

Sir William Jones’s which is used in Shakespear’s Hindustani Dictionary’ (1886: 

xxviii). Thus long a /a/ was transliterated ā, while short a /ʌ/ or /ə/ was signified by a; 

long i /iː/ was transliterated ī, and so on. Retroflex consonants were indicated by having 

a dot below the letter, as opposed to dental consonants which were represented by 

simple Latin letters (e.g. retroflex ṭ as opposed to dental t). This was an ambitious 

editing, typesetting, and proofreading undertaking that added significant precision and 
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quality to the dictionary. A comprehensive review of the accuracy of the transliteration 

of non-English words in Hobson-Jobson has never been undertaken. However, it is 

clear that the 1886 text is not as accurate as it might have been. Perhaps the blame 

should here be more apportioned to Yule who was, according to his own lights, 

responsible for the final text. As Burnell, the more accomplished linguist of the pair, 

passed away in 1882, he would not have been able to proofread transliterations on the 

galleys which were produced mid-1883 (Teltscher 2013b: xxiv). Irrespective of who is 

to blame, where the 1886 text omitted necessary diacritics, Crooke silently added them 

in the 1903 edition. For example: 

 

The people of Shiraz are noted for a fondness for jingling phrases, common 

enough among many Asiatics, including the people of India, where one 

constantly hears one’s servants speak of chauki-auki (for chairs and tables), 

naukar-chākar (where both are however real words), ‘servants,’ lakrī-akrī, 

‘sticks and staves,’ and so forth. (Yule and Burnell 1886: 397) 

 

In the 1903 edition, chauki-auki is emended to chaukī-aukī, and lakrī-akrī is emended to 

lakṛī-akṛī (1903: 521). Crooke, thus added two macrons above the letter i, indicating the 

long vowel /iː/, and twice placed dots under the letter r to signify retroflex articulation. 

These may seem like minor changes, but are important indicators of the attention paid to 

phonological and etymological detail. As these are examples of words of native Indian 

languages, not English words, the pronunciation would be that of the native vernacular 

language, not an Anglicised version which may alter vowels and employ alveolar 

articulations for retroflex ones. There is no Hindi word ‘cauki’ with a short final vowel, 

nor ‘lakrī’ with an alveolar approximate, as the original 1886 edition transliterations 

incorrectly state. Nagari spellings explicitly indicate the correct pronunciations: 

चौकी/ʧɔːkiː/ and लकड़ी /lʌkɽiː/. Clearly Crooke did not feel the need to indicate that he 

had made these changes, and any attempt to typographically indicate that these changes 

had been made between the two editions (e.g. as by using parentheses or brackets) 

would have resulted more in obfuscation than clarity. The extent of this type of silent 

editing by Crooke could only be accurately assessed through a close line-by-line 

reading of both texts, which is a task beyond the scope of this thesis. However, two 

further examples of an unmarked alteration by Crooke have been noted. The entry for 

amah, a wet nurse, in the 1886 edition, states that the term is restricted to ‘Madras and 

Bombay’ (11), while Crooke’s edition states that it is used in ‘Madras, Bombay, China 

and Japan’ (1903: 17), and the original etymology in the entry for Balasore (1886: 760) 

was silently replaced by a completely different etymology by Crooke (1903: 51-52). 

Hence, it is clear that Crooke made many more changes to the 1886 edition than those 
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additions he indicated by square brackets.  

 Crooke’s additions are very much in keeping with the style of Yule and Burnell’s 

text. The following examples are of editorial practices that would not be acceptable in 

terms of modern-day lexicographical standards. Hence, the examples given here are not 

critical of the quality of Crooke’s work, but rather illustrate that his editorial practices 

closely followed that of the original edition. As with the Yule and Burnell text, citations 

added by Crooke are not always for the form used for the entry’s headword. Thus, under 

the headword devil, ‘a petty whirlwind’ (1886: 790, 1903: 307), for which there are no 

citations in the 1886 edition, Crooke adds two citations, one which has the word devil, 

and another which instead illustrates the term dragon in the same sense (1903: 307). 

The term dragon was then included in Crooke’s index (1903: 999). Crooke did not 

make changes to the headwords selected by Yule, even when he added citations that did 

not match the entry headword form. Thus, at the entry for the river Jumna, Crooke adds 

three citations, none of which illustrate the form Jumna, but rather the quite dissimilar 

seventeenth-century forms: Ieminy, Gemini, and Gemna (1903: 469). Therefore it is 

clear that Crooke did not find it requisite that the headword form should necessarily be 

displayed in the citations. Interestingly, the 1886 edition did have citations illustrating 

the form Jumna, though these were placed in different entries (e.g. 1886: 379, 633, 

860), and Crooke also added a citation to yet another entry that illustrated the form 

(1903: 117). At other points in the text, Crooke added cross-references to citations in 

other entries. For example, for the term sambook Crooke adds cross-references to the 

entries for areca, dhow and prow, where citations for sambook appear (1903: 788), 

though these are, respectively, for the forms zambucos, sambouk and zambuquo. As 

with Yule and Burnell, some of Crooke’s citations are for words that are a different part 

of speech to the headword. The term must, referring to a heightened sexual state of 

male elephants, is labelled ‘adj.’, but the sole citation, added by Crooke, is for a noun 

usage (1903: 604).  

 As with Yule and Burnell, Crooke also applies a less-than-precise attention to 

consistency in matters of referencing, dating, and source identification. Crooke added a 

total of four citations from a published account of the personal narrative of Elijah 

Hoole, a Wesleyan missionary who travelled through southern India visiting Protestant 

missions in the early 1820s. Hoole’s narrative was based on diaries he kept and 

prepared for press back in England in 1829 (Hoole 1844: xxii). Crooke variously lists 

this source as ‘Hoole, Missions in Madras’ (1903: 595, 827), ‘Hoole, Missions in 

Madras and Mysore’ (521), and ‘Hoole, Personal Narrative’ (713). Not only are these 

short titles inconsistent, the original title does not use the plural form Missions. Crooke 

did add a fuller and more correct title to the bibliography: ‘Madras, Mysore, and the 

South of India, or a Personal Narrative of a Mission to those Countries from 1820 to 
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1828. London, 1844.’ (1903: xxxvi). However, even this is not exactly correct. The 

exact title is: Madras, Mysore, and the South of India: Or, A Personal Narrative of a 

Mission to those Countries from MDCCCXX. to MDCCCXXVIII. Furthermore, Crooke 

makes no mention that the 1844 text is the second edition, information that should have 

properly gone into both the bibliography and the citations sources. This is especially 

pertinent in this case as the second edition contains ‘many additions, and some 

emendations’ (Hoole 1844: xxiii).  

 This example also highlights another aspect in which Crooke followed the lead of 

the 1886 editors, that of the dating of sources to the date of composition, or estimated 

date of composition. The citations from Hoole’s book are variously dated. One is dated 

1821, two 1823, and one is left undated. The two dates Crooke give correspond to the 

different years of Hoole’s travels as detailed in his account. However, there is no 

indication in Hoole’s book that his text is verbatim text of the diaries he kept for those 

years. In fact, the opposite seems to be the case, and thus it would have been more 

accurate to date all extracts from this book as from 1844, as that was when the text was 

published and made available to the public.  

 However, other changes made by Crooke to the bibliographical information of 

citations were done in order to make source texts more accessible to dictionary users, 

should they want to follow up citations. For example, a note in the Bibliography states 

that citations for the travels of the Dutch merchant Jan Huyghen van Linschoten were 

mostly taken: 

 

from the old English version: Iohn Hvighen van Linschoten, his Discours of 

Voyages into ye Easte and Weste Indies. Printed at London by lohn Wolfe, 

1598— either from the black-letter folio, or from the reprint for the Hak. Soc. 

(2 vols. 1885), edited by Mr. Burnell and Mr. P. Tiele. If not specified, they 

are from the former. (Yule and Burnell 1886: xxxviii; 1903: xxxviii) 

 

Obviously the 1598 black-letter edition is not an easily accessible book, and for the 

1903 edition Crooke appended, in square brackets, the volume and page references for 

the more accessible 1885 edition. Similarly, in the 1886 edition of Hobson-Jobson, 

references to the important early traveller Jean Baptiste Tavernier were all for the 

seventeenth-century folio edition (Phillips 1684), another scarce and largely 

inaccessible book. In the 1903 edition Crooke appended the volume and page references 

for the more accessible nineteenth-century edition by Ball (1889). 

 Despite the wealth of additional material added by Crooke, the original 1886 text 

was retained as it first appeared with very little evidence of editorial redaction. In a 

number of instances Crooke’s additions to an entry actually contradict the original 
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discursive text of the 1886 edition, but Crooke does not amend the discursive text to suit 

the new information he added. For example, at the entry for imaum, a caliph or 

vicegerent, the original edition stated: 

 

It is a singular thing that in an article on Zanzibar in the J. R. Geog. Soc. vol. 

xxiii. by the late Col. Sykes, the Sultan is always called the Imaun[.] (Yule 

and Burnell 1886: 329)  

 

In the 1903 edition Crooke adds the bracketed comment ‘of which other examples will 

be found below,’ and included two additional citations where the word is used in the 

sense of ‘sultan.’ This, of course, means that Sykes’ usage is not ‘a singular thing’ as 

Yule and Burnell stated. A similar case occurs at the entry for porgo, a type of canoe or 

open boat, where the 1886 admission ‘[w]e know this word only from its occurrence in 

the passage quoted’ (1886: 845) was retained in the 1903 edition (726) even though 

Crooke had added three extra citations to the entry. Here it may have been preferable to 

edit the original text in order to delete Yule and Burnell’s comments which while based 

on the evidence they had to hand were no longer appropriate in light of the fact that 

Crooke had adduced additional information. These examples reveal either how seriously 

Crooke took the task of retaining the original authorial text, or how restricted Crooke 

was in terms of what he was allowed to edit. 

 At times Crooke adds information that contradicts or otherwise corrects 

information provided in the 1886 edition. For example, the 1886 definition for jocoles 

reads ‘[w]e know not what this word is; perhaps “toys”?’ (351), giving a sole citation 

from Wheeler (1861: II. 32), but in the 1903 edition Crooke adds that: 

 

Mr. W. Foster writes: “On looking up the I.O. copy of the Ft. St. George 

Consultations for Nov. 22, 1703, from which Wheeler took the passage, I found 

that the word is plainly not jocoles, but jocolet, which is a not unusual form of 

chocolate.” (Yule and Burnell 1903: 461) 

 

Thus the entire entry is based on a typographical error or a transmission error made by 

Wheeler and it turns out that ‘jocoles’ is nothing but a ghost word. Here it might have 

been useful to omit the entire entry in the new edition, yet Crooke retained it. In the 

entry for Madras, the southern Indian city and former Presidency, Crooke retains the 

entirety of Yule’s entry which is largely devoted to the origin of the term, but then adds 

an extremely lengthy quotation which dissects and ultimately rejects Yule’s etymology 

(1903: 532-533). 

 By far the most extensive alteration made to any entry was with the entry for piece-
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goods, that is, textiles or woven materials traded between India and Europe. The 

original 1886 entry covered about one and a half pages (including two lengthy 

footnotes) (1886: 535-536, 843-844), whereas the 1903 edition covers four pages (1903: 

705-709).The original edition contained three separate lists of names of a total of 117 

different piece-goods (1886: 535-536), with a preceding note that ‘[i]t is not in our 

power to explain their peculiarities, except in very few cases, found under their proper 

heading’ (1886: 535). Crooke combined the three lists, re-arranged them alphabetically, 

and added considerable information for many of the items, though his modest claim is 

only that ‘[s]ome notes and quotations have been added’ (1903: 705). In fact, Crooke 

added etymologies for 55 of the items, supplied an additional 9 citations illustrating 

usage, and quoted from or made reference to 30 individual texts. In terms of word 

count, Yule and Burnell’s original entry ran to 1297 words, where Crooke’s entry is 

3677 words long. In so drastically redacting this particular entry, Crooke decided to do 

away with the typographical device of enclosing his additional material within square 

brackets. 

 Finally, a certain number of errors were either retained by Crooke, or appear to 

have crept into Crooke’s edition. The 1886 edition misspells the word loggia as ‘loggie’ 

(1886: 82), and this is retained in the second edition (1903: 109). Both editions mention 

the ‘word Masti-kalla used in Canara for a monument commemorating a sati’, and 

explain that ‘Kalla is stone and masti = maha-sati’ (1886: 859; 1903: 878), citing ‘Mr. 

Whitworth’s Dictionary.’ Whitworth actually has the headword ‘Mastikallu’ and ‘kallu 

stone’ in the etymology (1885: 200). Moreover, the Kannada word for stone is kallu 

(Sanderson and Reeve 1858: 63). While such minor textual errors may have been easily 

overlooked by Crooke, what is less satisfactory is the number of errors that seem to 

have occurred with the new typesetting of the dictionary. For example, ‘arrangemen’ is 

missing the final ‘t’ (1903: 299), ‘Goyerment’ (480) should be Government, ‘gerat’ 

should be great, and ‘Emp. Of Chian’ (484) should be ‘Emp. Of China’. None of these 

errors are in the 1886 edition. The 1903 edition also has the unlikely name ‘Gudelocr’ 

(707), clearly typographical error for the term ‘Gudeloor’ (1886: 535). Finally, in 

Crooke’s edition we find ‘It occurs in the Mahabharata and many other Sanskrit words’ 

(1903: 941), where the first edition has, more sensibly, ‘[…] and many other Sanskrit 

works’ (1886: 717). Occasionally citations were misdated, for example, a citation for 

John Company, a colloquial name for the East India Company, dated 1880 in the first 

edition (1886: 353), is mislabelled 1888 in the 1903 edition (462). 

 In summary, Crooke’s additions to the 1903 edition of Hobson-Jobson are far 

greater than has previously been recognised or reported. Crooke added 91 entries to the 

dictionary, which, while only accounting for approximately 3.7% of entries, still 

included some very important Indian English lexis. In addition to the new entries, 
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Crooke added 4471 separate comments or notes to 1772 entries, that is, approximately 

74.6% of Yule and Burnell’s original entries have been expanded to some extent by 

Crooke. Crooke added 1844 citations, thus accounting for approximately 15.9% of the 

total citations in the 1903 edition. Thus Crooke reduced the rate of citationless entries in 

Hobson-Jobson from 24.6%, essentially a quarter of all entries, to 16.9%, a little over a 

sixth of all entries. In terms of overall word count, approximately 12.1% of the 1903 

text is Crooke’s. The changes and additions made by Crooke were often signalled by 

being placed within square brackets [   ]. However, Crooke made numerous other 

changes that were not indicated. These include typesetting changes made to improve 

readability, the introduction of many abbreviations in order to reduce the page extent, 

and the correction of transliterations. Crooke did, however, also introduce a number of 

typographical errors that did not occur in the 1886 edition. Overall, Crooke’s additions 

were in keeping with the original edition, in style, content, and lexicographical method. 

With the exception of minor silent corrections, and the specific case of Crooke’s 

restructuring and amplification of the entry for piece-goods, the entirety of the 1886 

text was kept verbatim. 

 

4.8.7. Relevance of Yule and Burnell (1903) as a modern dictionary 

 

The wide availability of the 1903 edition of Hobson-Jobson in inexpensive facsimile 

printings since 1968, and the lack of any comparable lexicographical work of more 

recent date, has resulted in the dictionary still being widely used. Despite the existence 

of equally good, or often better, and certainly more succinct and accurate, definitions 

and etymologies in the OED for much of the lexis covered in Hobson-Jobson, modern 

scholars writing on Indian subjects continue to cite Hobson-Jobson as a source for 

definitions, etymologies, and historical references (e.g. Hogendorn and Johnson 1986: 

179; Jackson 1990: 1, 9; Edney 1997: 363; van Woerkens 2002: 228; Burton-Page 

2008: 61; Havholm 2008: 50; Gibson 2011: 269; Carton 2012: 76). It is clear that many 

modern users regard Hobson-Jobson as a reliable source of information. In contrast, 

references to Hawkins (1984), Lewis (1991), or Hankin (1992/2003), as sources for 

information on Indian English, appear to be non-existent. To some extent the fame of 

Hobson-Jobson is partly responsible for its continued use, but also the fact that Hobson-

Jobson continues to be reissued (e.g. Teltscher 2013a), while Hawkins, Lewis, and 

Hankin are out of print, must contribute to its continued popularity. In addition, the 

single-volume Hobson-Jobson is more affordable than the multivolume OED, and more 

easily kept at home or office, and thus can be consulted without a trip to the library. 

But, beyond these benefits, there are a number of aspects of Hobson-Jobson that reduce 

its effectiveness as a dictionary on Indian English. 



264 

 

 First, obviously, a great deal of the information in Hobson-Jobson is out of date, 

having last been edited in 1903, or, for roughly a quarter of entries, 1886. Clearly the 

dictionary does not deal with modern Indian English lexis, and for those terms covered 

by Hobson-Jobson that are still in use today, the information in the dictionary is long 

outdated. A great deal of the lexicon covers items that were long obsolete even in Yule 

and Burnell’s day, and so are only of historical interest. Biological names in Hobson-

Jobson are particularly unhelpful. For instance, the entry for paddy bird says that the 

term is ‘commonly given by Europeans to certain baser species of the family Ardeidae 

or Herons, which are common in the rice-fields, close in the wake of grazing cattle’ 

(1886: 496; 1903: 650), but then assigns the term to five different biological names: (1) 

Ardeola leucoptera, Boddaert; (2) Herodias alba, L.; (3) Ardea Torra, Buch. Ham.; (4) 

Herodias egrettoides, Temminck, and (5) Ardea putea, Buch. Ham. The names and 

abbreviations following each binomen refer to different zoological authors who 

described the birds in their works. Bird systematics were at the time very unsettled and 

different authorities employed their own nomenclature, which necessitated the provision 

of names or abbreviations for the taxonomist, natural historian, or ornithologist 

associated with each binomen (Boddaert = Pieter Boddaert; L. = Linnaeus; Buch. Ham. 

= Francis Buchanan-Hamilton; Temminck = Coenraad Jacob Temminck). Yule and 

Burnell nowhere provide a list of these abbreviations, and the scientific texts they refer 

to are not recorded in the Bibliography. In the case of paddy bird the scientific names 

have long since been superseded and are no longer in use. The three species involved 

are: the Indian Pond Heron, Ardeola grayii (= Yule and Burnell’s Ardeola leucoptera); 

the Intermediate Egret, Mesophoyx intermedia (= Herodias egrettoides); and the Eastern 

Great Egret, Ardea alba modesta (= Herodias alba, Ardea Torra, and Ardea putea). 

Modern field guides and popular works on ornithology, and biology in general, do not 

carry this type of information, and so, without these nomenclatural correspondences, the 

modern user must do a considerable amount of research in order to resolve the scientific 

names and discover which actual species Yule and Burnell are referring to.   

 Second, the foregoing analysis of the dictionary has identified a number of 

deficiencies arising from the lexicographical method upon which it was constructed. 

These were deficiencies in 1886, and in 1903, and have remained deficiencies ever 

since as no additional editing has occurred. The deficiencies identified cover most 

aspects of the dictionary. Citations are unreliable especially with regard to the dates 

assigned due to the reliance on dating by estimation of the date of composition. Also, 

the use of silent translations masks the important information as to which language 

citation texts were originally written in, whose translation was used, and what was the 

precise date of the translation. Headwords are not an accurate reflection of the lexical 

information contained in the citations. The bulk of variant spellings of headwords is 
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accessible only through the Index (only included since 1903), which is not complete and 

contains some errors. Transliterations are not entirely consistent and no explanatory 

table is given. Pronunciations are largely omitted and headword spellings are not a 

reliable indicator of pronunciation. Definitions are occasionally imprecise or difficult to 

locate within the discursive text of the entry. Names and abbreviations for languages are 

not consistent, and no table of abbreviations is supplied. There are a number of spurious 

etymologies. The Bibliography does not list all works referred to in the text, and 

contains a number of errors in terms of bibliographical details. All of these aspects of 

the dictionary render the information presented in it less than reliable. These aspects can 

be regarded as deficiencies irrespective of when the dictionary was used, formerly or 

presently.  

 Beyond these fairly straightforward problems, there are a number of further issues 

that can have a strongly adverse impact on the dictionary’s serviceability for modern 

users. First, the spelling employed in Hobson-Jobson is often far removed from 

contemporary spelling, making it difficult for users to locate information, either through 

alphabetical look-up, or through consulting the Index. Rushdie, in reviewing the 

dictionary, complained that the word Kaffir was missing (1985: 82). This is incorrect, 

but Rushdie’s mistake is understandable given that the entry for Kaffir is headed Caffer, 

Caffre, Coffree (1886: 108; 1903:140). These three spellings, common in the nineteenth 

century, are no longer recognisable to modern eyes. Table 4.12 contains a list of 

headword forms from Hobson-Jobson that are spelled sufficiently differently from 

current spellings to make look-up difficult. The first column has the headword text as it 

appears in Hobson-Jobson (1903), spelled in capital letters. The second column has the 

usual current spelling, and the third column the meaning. A tick () in the Index 

column of Table 4.12 indicates the presence in the Index (1903: 987-1021) of a form 

that is the same as, or similar to, the current spelling. 

 

Table 4.12: Headword forms in Hobson-Jobson (1903) versus modern spellings 

 

 Hobson-Jobson form Current form Meaning Index 

1 BANCOCK  Bangkok place  

2 CABUL, CAUBOOL   Kabul place  

3 CANDAHAR   Kandahar place  

4 CARENS   Karen ethnic group  

5 CAWNPORE   Kanpur place X 

6 COOTUB   Kutb Minar monument X 

7 CREASE, CRIS   kris weapon  

8 CAMEEZE   kameez item of clothing X 
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9 CHICKORE   chukar bird X 

10 CYRUS, SYRUS, 

SARUS  

 sarus crane bird  

11 CHUPATTY   chapatti item of food  

12 CHURRUS   charas drug X 

13 COLLEGE-

PHEASANT  

 kalij bird X 

14 DEWALLY   Divali festival  

15 DAWK   dak postal service  

16 DOOPUTTY   dupatta item of clothing X 

17 DOORGA POOJA   Durga Puja Hindu festival X 

18 DRUGGERMAN   dragoman occupation  

19 ECKA   ekka vehicle  

20 GOBANG   go Japanese game  

21 GOOJUR   Gujar ethnic group X 

22 GOORKHA   Gurkha ethnic group X 

23 GOOROO   guru occupation  

24 GOOZERAT   Gujarat place  

25 GOUR  gaur animal X 

26 GRUNTH   Granth religious text  

27 GUICOWAR   Gaekwar place X 

28 HADGEE   haji Muslim pilgrim X 

29 HATTY   hathi elephant  

30 HOOLY   Holi Hindu festival X 

31 HOONIMAUN   hanuman animal X 

32 HULWA   halva, helva item of food X 

33 JENNYRICKSHAW   jinrikisha, 

rickshaw 

vehicle  

34 KHUTTRY   Kshatriya one of the varnas X 

35 KOOKRI   kukri weapon  

36 LACK   lakh 10,000  

37 LANGASAQUE   Nagasaki place X 

38 LATTEE   lathi weapon X 

39 LOONGHEE   lungi item of clothing  

40 LUNGOOR   langur animal  

41 LUNKA   Lanka place X 

42 MOOLAH   mullah Muslim teacher  
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43 MOONAUL   monal bird X 

44 MOONSHI   munshi occupation  

45 MUCHAN   machan hunting platform  

46 MUGGUR   maggar animal X 

47 MUNGOOSE   mongoose animal  

48 MUNNEEPORE   Manipur place X 

49 MUNTRA   mantra Hindu prayer  

50 MUSSALLA   masala spice X 

51 MYDAN   maidan place  

52 OORDOO   Urdu language X 

53 PAWN   pan, paan masticatory  

54 PAWN-SOOPARIE   pan supari masticatory X 

55 PAWNEE   pani water  

56 KALLA PAWNEE   kala pani the ocean X 

57 PEER   pir Sufi saint  

58 POLLOCK-SAUG   palak-sag item of food X 

59 POORANA   purana religious text  

60 PUCKA   pukka proper  

61 PUTTUN   Pathan ethnic group  

62 RAJPOOT   Rajput ethnic group X 

63 RAMDAM   Ramzan, Ramazan Muslim month  X 

64 RUNN OF CUTCH   Rann of Kutch place X 

65 SAUL-WOOD   sal timber  

66 SEMBALL  sambal condiment X 

67 SHASTER   shastra Hindu text X 

68 SHEEAH   Shia Muslim sect  

69 SHAUB, SHOBB   sharab alcoholic drink  

70 SHULWAURS   salwars item of clothing X 

71 SIWALIK   Shivalik place X 

72 SOODRA   Sudra one of the varnas X 

73 SUNYASEE   sannyasi Hindu ascetic  

74 SURROW   serow animal X 

75 TEEK   thik good (adj.) X 

76 TEERUT   tirth, tirtha pilgrimage spot  

77 TEHR, TAIR   tahr animal X 

78 TELOOGOO   Telugu language X 

79 TUMASHA   tamasha spectacle  
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This list is not exhaustive, but is rather a selection demonstrating the types of spelling 

mismatches between Hobson-Jobson’s headwords and modern spelling conventions for 

the same lexical items. Of the 79 items in the list, only 39 items could be reasonably 

located through the Index by a modern user familiar only with twenty-first-century 

spelling conventions. The bulk of the discrepancies are the result of using c where 

modern spelling has k, using oo where current spelling prefers u for /uː/, using u where 

current spelling prefers a for /ʌ/, and using ee where current spelling prefers i for /iː/. 

However, if these differences were sufficient to mislead such a consummate wordsmith 

as Salman Rushdie, then it stands to reason that such spellings may be more widely 

confusing. 

 Second, the fact that approximately 11.2% of citations are in languages other than 

English again reduces the serviceability of Hobson-Jobson to a modern audience. In 

Yule and Burnell’s day Western education more strongly promoted the learning of 

French, Latin, and Ancient Greek. Moreover, a knowledge of Latin and/or French 

would assist with reading, or deciphering, texts in the related languages of Italian, 

Portuguese, and Spanish, even if those languages were not known. It is clear that 

Hobson-Jobson was directed towards an erudite Victorian audience, wherein at least 

some attainment of the languages of the untranslated citations was assumed. Modern 

English-medium Western education for the most part does not place the same emphasis 

on French or the classical languages as was the case formerly, and dictionary users who 

have no knowledge of European languages other than English are at a disadvantage with 

regard to a great many of the citations in Hobson-Jobson. For users with electronic 

versions of Hobson-Jobson, machine translators, such a Google Translate, will be able 

to assist to a certain extent. However, the accuracy of machine translation, while already 

widely known to be currently less than perfect, is further reduced by the fact that many 

of the citations are in early forms of the languages in question. For example, Dutch-

language citations from Van Twist, Valentijn, and Vermeulen, are in seventeenth-

century or early eighteenth-century Dutch, which differ from the modern Dutch that 

machine translation engines are geared towards. Of course, many users of Hobson-Jobson 

do not have electronic versions, nor necessarily easy access to machine translation. 

 Third, the level of erudition and assumed knowledge expected of users of the 

dictionary is not restricted solely to the language of citations. The following entry 

suffices as an example: 

 

Nerbudda R., n.p. Skt. Narmad, ‘causing delight’; Ptol. Νάμαδος; Peripl. 

Λαμναῖος (amended by Fabricius to Νάμμαδος). Dean Vincent’s conjectured 

etymology of Nahr-Budda, ‘River of Buddha,’ is a caution against such 

guesses. (Yule and Burnell 1886: 477-478; 1903: 623-624).  
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To fully comprehend this entry at first reading a good deal of prior knowledge is 

needed. First, as there is no definition, the reader needs to know that the headword 

Nerbudda is the name of an Indian river, which explains the ‘R.’ abbreviation, for 

River. Next a knowledge of Latin is needed to comprehend the abbreviation ‘n.p.,’ 

which stands for the Latin phrase nomen proprium and thus indicates that the term is a 

proper noun. Third, the reader must know that ‘Skt.’ is the abbreviation for the language 

Sanskrit. Next, knowledge of the Ancient Greek alphabet is needed to read the three 

Greek etymons. It is also necessary to understand that ‘Ptol.’ refers to Ptolemy, the 

Greco-Roman geographer who gave early descriptions of India, and that ‘Peripl.’ is 

short for Periplus Maris Erythraei (literally, Voyage around the Red Sea), a Greco-

Latin maritime narrative that describes the Indian coastline. There is a reference for 

Periplus Maris Erythraei in the Bibliography (1886: xli; 1903: xli), where it is noted 

that one of the editions used by Yule and Burnell was a German translation by Fabricius 

(1883). However, there is no entry for either Ptolemy or Fabricius in the Bibliography. 

Dean Vincent is also omitted from the Bibliography, but this name refers to William 

Vincent (who was a Christian minister, hence the title ‘Dean’), who wrote a book 

entitled The Commerce and Navigation of the Ancients in the Indian Ocean (Vincent 

1807). Once the reader is equipped with this knowledge, the entry is easy to decipher. It 

states that, according to Yule and Burnell, the English name of the river Nerbudda is 

from the Sanskrit name Narmad which literally means ‘causing delight,’ and that this 

name was mentioned in two Greco-Roman sources, for which the corresponding forms 

are given. In addition, the conjectured etymology in Vincent (1807) is incorrect and 

Vincent’s faulty etymologising ought to serve as a warning to others not to indulge in 

similar guesswork. What is left unsaid is that the ancient Sanskrit and Greek etymons 

predate the birth of Buddha by many centuries and therefore Vincent’s derivation must 

be incorrect, and so knowledge of the probable birth date of Buddha is also requisite.  

 From the lack of explanatory detail in the entry for Nerbudda River, we can gather 

that Yule and Burnell expected a certain level of background knowledge from their 

intended readership. However, the intended readers of the late Victorian era were 

schooled in an education system that placed emphasis and value on many topics that 

today are not accorded the same high position. Most of the background knowledge 

needed to easily read and comprehend the entry for Nerbudda River would today be 

considered arcane, and thus a reasonably extensive amount of research would be 

required to decode the dictionary entry. An example of how Yule and Burnell’s text 

might be read today is afforded by Karnad (2003). Karnad, a writer for the Guardian 

newspaper, reproduces the first part of Yule and Burnell’s discursive text for the term 

Hobson-Jobson, (1886: 319; 1903: 419), but then admits an inability to understand it, 

stating that it is an ‘entirely incomprehensible explanation.’ This is revealing, as the 
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discursive text of Hobson-Jobson is considerably more accessible to modern audiences 

than the entry for the Nerbudda River.  

 In summary, although Hobson-Jobson, in particular the 1903 edition, is still being 

used as a lexicographical resource for Indian English, many factors argue against its 

serviceability in this regard. Much of information in Hobson-Jobson has not been 

updated since 1886, and none of it has been updated since 1903. No new material has 

been added since 1903, thus no post-Independence Indian English lexis has been treated 

in the dictionary. The lexicographical method used to write the dictionary involves a 

considerable amount of inaccuracies and inconsistencies. The nineteenth-century 

orthography used for headwords has rendered a certain amount of headwords largely 

unrecognisable today, and for many of these there is no form in the Index that 

approaches the current spelling. Finally, much of the assumed background knowledge 

of the original intended audience is not part of the background knowledge of present-

day users of the dictionary. Taken together, these aspects of the dictionary severely 

diminish its usefulness and relevance as a contemporary dictionary of Indian English. 

 

4.8.8. Summary of analysis of Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 

Yule and Burnell’s Hobson-Jobson (1886; 1903), much reprinted and widely available 

today, is a unique lexicographical work in the annals of Indian English lexicography. Its 

fame rests on its vast coverage, its abundance of arcane knowledge, and the Victorian-

era enthusiasm that so obviously motivated the work. It stands apart from earlier 

lexicographical works on Indian English in its employment of the historical method and 

its extensive presentation of citational evidence. It also stands apart from the type of 

lexicon represented by Whitworth (1885) in that it is not a selection of foreign 

vocabulary, presented in original script or transliteration, useful for colonial 

administrators, but instead focuses on vocabulary that had, for the most part, been 

actually adopted into English at some point in history. The information in Hobson-

Jobson was used extensively by James Murray for the original edition of the OED, and 

also appears in a number of other following dictionaries. Crooke’s input to the 1903 

edition was substantial, with approximately 74.6% of the original entries expanded in 

some way by Crooke, but this has remained largely unrecognised. Approximately 

12.1% of the 1903 text is Crooke’s. Most of Crooke’s additions were placed within 

square brackets [   ], but numerous other silent changes were made, a small number of 

which introduced typographical errors. Reviews of Hobson-Jobson have been 

overwhelmingly positive, but do not appear to have been based on assessing the work in 

terms of metalexicography. Additionally, no quantitative analysis has been undertaken 

and consequently assertions about the dictionary’s contents, where they exist, have been 



271 

 

a matter of guesswork. 

 Despite the merits of Hobson-Jobson, there are a number of aspects which render 

the dictionary less reliable than has previously been recognised. Previous criticism of 

Hobson-Jobson, peripheral though it has been, has pointed to a lack of coverage of 

Indian religions (Lewis 1991: 4), imprecision in etymologies and poor transcriptions 

(Shapiro 1989: 474), imprecision in general (Rushdie 1985: 82), and whether or not 

terms included in the dictionary were ever really part of English (Görlach 1994: 49). 

These criticisms are borne out by the present analysis, but other more considerable 

deficiencies exist. 

 Headwords are not wholly reflective of the orthographical forms found in the 

citations, nor are they necessarily reflective of the most common nineteenth-century 

spellings. 52.2% of headword forms have no supporting citation, and Yule and 

Burnell’s method of selecting headword forms is unknown. Definitions are usually 

sufficient, though sometimes they are unclear or difficult to find in the entry. Citational 

evidence is abundant, but on the whole unreliable for a number of reasons. There are 

over 11,500 citations from over 800 sources, and the citations make up the greater part 

of the dictionary (approximately 58.8%). However, more than half the entries 

(approximately 55.1%) have three or less citations, and approximately 17.0% of entries 

have no citation. There is a slight bias towards certain source texts, with the 20 most 

frequently cited works accounting for approximately 19.8% of the total citations. These 

sources relate to early European travellers to the East, or to the East India Company. 

Citations frequently do not illustrate the headword or meaning of a term, and some 

citations illustrate terms not discussed in the discursive text of the entry. Numerous 

citations are not taken verbatim from the original source. Short-title source references 

for citations are poorly executed and inconsistent, and the full bibliography is 

incomplete and contains some errors. Translations of original non-English texts are 

inconsistently applied and not always indicated. The dating of citations inconsistently 

employs two different dating schemes, but most frequently uses the unreliable method 

of dating by conjectured date of composition. Approximately 11.2% of citations are in 

one of eight different languages, not English.  

 Pronunciation information in Hobson-Jobson is supplied sporadically and 

inconsistently, with less than 5% of headwords having any pronunciation information. 

Marking of vowel length and primary word stress is unclear and no explanation of the 

diacritics used is supplied. Headword spelling is not a reliable indicator of 

pronunciation. Etymologies are generally good, though the transliterations of etymons 

involve minor inconsistencies and overlaps, and no explanation of the transliteration 

system is provided. Inconsistencies arise from the use of multiple names and 

abbreviations for the same language, and the use of abbreviations that stand for more 
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than one language. A list of abbreviations used in the dictionary is lacking. Some 

etymologies are based on guesswork and appear to be erroneous. The Index is 

incomplete and has some errors, so that some terms cannot be located via look-up or 

Index search. This is especially the case with nested entries which account for 

approximately 34.8% of all lexical items in the dictionary. 

 In terms of content, over 90% of all definitions are for nouns, and approximately 

23.6% of the dictionary content is encyclopaedic material (i.e. proper nouns). Over 10% 

of material is not related to India in any way, though, the bulk of non-Indian material 

does relate to ‘the East.’ There is a bias towards the semantic fields of PEOPLE, which 

accounts for about a fifth (approximately 20.2%) of total definitions, and PLACE, 

accounting for approximately 17.6% of total definitions. Together PEOPLE and PLACE 

account for over a third of all definitions in the dictionary. With definitions relating to 

RELIGION, there is a bias towards ISLAM, HINDUISM, and BUDDHISM, which account for 

approximately 81.3% of definitions relating to different religions, sects or 

denominations. In contrast, Christianity, Jainism, Sikhism, the Syrian Church, and 

Zoroastrianism are all seriously underrepresented with each accounting for less than 1% 

of total definitions. Contra to the expected modern interpretation of the title (i.e. 

interpreting ‘colloquial’ to mean slang), the amount of SLANG in Hobson-Jobson only 

accounts for approximately 2.0% of all definitions. Other under-represented subject 

areas are HEALTH AND MEDICINE, ADMINISTRATION, MUSIC, and EDUCATION, while 

COINS, WEIGHTS AND MEASURES, and NARCOTICS AND INTOXICANTS are more extensively 

covered.  

 In terms of its usefulness as a present-day dictionary, Hobson-Jobson has many 

deficiencies. Most of the information in Hobson-Jobson has not been updated since 

1886, and none since 1903. The dated orthography of headwords renders certain 

headwords largely unrecognisable today, and for many of these there is no form in the 

Index that approaches the current spelling. Much of the assumed background 

knowledge of the original intended audience is not part of the background knowledge of 

present-day users of the dictionary.  

 Section 4.8 contained the analysis of Yule and Burnell (1886/1903). The following 

section (Section 4.9) contains the analysis of the Oxford English Dictionary (1888-). 
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4.9. Murray et al., The Oxford English Dictionary, 1888-present 

 

Section 4.9 contains the analysis of the Oxford English Dictionary (1888-). Figure 4.14 

is the title page of the New English Dictionary, Volume II (1893), before it was retitled 

the Oxford English Dictionary. 

 

 

Figure 4.14: Title page of The New English Dictionary, Volume II, 1893 
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4.9.1. Introduction to the Oxford English Dictionary (1888-)  

 

A great deal of metalexicography has been devoted to the Oxford English Dictionary 

(hereafter OED), yet no specific analysis of its coverage of Indian English has so far 

been undertaken. Unlike other dictionaries analysed for the present research, the OED 

has been in print since 1888 to present and thus spans both the pre-Independence and 

post-Independence periods. For the sake of cohesion, all editions are treated together in 

this section (Section 4.9). The following analysis is based on facsimile copies of the 

first edition and supplement, the Burchfield supplements (1972-1986), and the present 

online third edition (available at www.oed.com). The background information is based 

on Murray (1888b), Murray (1977), Berg (1993), Willinsky (1994), Winchester (2003), 

Mugglestone (2005), and information made available at the OED website 

(www.oed.com). The OED’s preferred citation method for the online edition of the 

OED is to cite each individual entry referred to, but as the following text refers to many 

terms this would result in a burdensome number of records in the bibliography, and so 

all references to individual entries are merely given ‘www.oed.com’ as the inline 

citation, with the understanding that it is referring to the online edition of the dictionary. 

References to print editions use the usual author/date/page format, based on the editor(s) 

of individual volumes. 

 The internationally famous Oxford English Dictionary was originally published as 

A New English Dictionary on Historical Principles. Accordingly, the original 

abbreviation NED was replaced by the now-familiar abbreviation OED. The NED 

abbreviation is still sometimes used today to refer specifically to the first edition, while 

the abbreviation OED covers all editions. The three major editions are given the 

shorthand designation OED1 (1888‒1928), OED2 (1989), and OED3 (2000‒; online 

and continually updated), while simple OED is used in a generalised sense to refer to all 

editions. The name change (from New English Dictionary to Oxford English 

Dictionary) occurred as early as 1 January 1895, on the second fascicle of the letter D. 

The original edition was published in 125 fascicles, the first of which (A-Ant) appeared 

in 1884, and the last (Wise-Wyzen) in 1928. As several editors worked on the project 

simultaneously, fascicles were not wholly published in alphabetical order. The fascicles 

were bound into 11 volumes, the first (A-B) published in 1888 (see title page contents 

above), and the last (V-Z) in 1928. Thus the entire first edition was not available until 

1928. It was reissued in 1933, bearing the new Oxford name, in a 12-volume set. The 

original editor-in-chief was James A.H. Murray, who was later joined by Henry 

Bradley, and later still by William A. Craigie, and C.T. Onions. Specific editors were 

responsible for different sections of the alphabet, and so the names on the different 

volumes are not uniform. A one-volume Supplement appeared in 1933, edited by 
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Craigie and Onions. Robert Burchfield produced a new four-volume set of Supplements 

(1972-1986), which included (most of) the material in the 1933 Supplement. A so-

called ‘second edition,’ OED2, of 20 volumes, combining the first edition and the 

supplements, was published in 1989. The first edition had 252,200 entries, the 

Burchfield supplements had 69,300 entries (a percentage of which were additional 

material to entries appearing in the first edition), and the second edition had 291,500 

entries (figures are approximate). The third (online) edition was launched on 14 March 

2000, and new material is added every three months, including revision of existing 

entries and the addition of new words, which makes the calculation of precise figures 

for the third edition impossible as it is not a static text. Between the publication of 

OED2 and OED3 three small volumes of additional entries and updates were published 

in book form, known as the Addition Series: volume 1 (1993), volume 2 (1993), and 

volume 3 (1997). The material from these has been taken into OED3. 

 The OED is a dictionary based on historical principles, and its goal was: 

 

to fix as accurately as possible, by means of appropriate quotations, the epoch 

of the appearance of each word in the language, and, in the case of archaisms 

and obsolete words, of their disappearance also; and the limits of the various 

phases of meaning exhibited by each individual will be defined, as far as 

possible, in like manner and by the same means. (Proposal 1859: 4). 

 

The period covered was from, approximately, the end of the reign of Henry III (1272) to 

the modern period. With regard to Indian English, the original plan of the dictionary 

was inclusive, as the following explanation makes clear: 

 

As to their citizenship in the language, words may be classed as Naturals, 

Denizens, Aliens, and Casuals. NATURALS include all native words like father, 

and all fully naturalised words like street, rose, knapsack, gas, parasol. 

DENIZENS are words fully naturalized as to use, but not as to form, inflexion, 

or pronunciation, as aide-de-camp, locus, carte-de-visile, table d’hote. ALIENS 

are names of foreign objects, titles, etc., which we require often to use, and for 

which we have no native equivalents, as shah, geyser, cicerone, targum, 

backsheesh, sepoy. CASUALS are foreign words of the same class, not in 

habitual use, which for special and temporary purposes occur in books of 

foreign travel, letters of foreign correspondents, and the like. There are no 

fixed limits between these classes, and the constant tendency is for words to 

pass upwards from the last to the first. But, while casuals and aliens from 

barbarous languages are readily and quickly naturalized, words from French 
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and the learned languages, especially Latin, which are assumed to be known 

to all the polite, are often kept in the position of denizens for centuries: we 

still treat phenomenon as Greek, genus as Latin, aide-de-camp as French. The 

words marked with || in the Dictionary comprise Denizens and Aliens, and 

such Casuals as approach, or formerly approached, the position of these. 

Opinions will differ as to the claims of some that are included and some that 

are excluded, and also as to the line dividing Denizens from Naturals, and the 

position assigned to some words on either side of it. If we are to distinguish 

these classes at all, a line must be drawn somewhere. (Murray 1888b: xix) 

 

From the examples given, it is clear that Indian English words, especially borrowings 

from Indian languages, would mostly be considered either ‘denizens’ or ‘aliens,’ though 

some may be ‘casuals,’ and some may be ‘naturals.’ The two vertical bars device (||), 

known amongst OED editorial staff as ‘tramlines’ (Ogilvie 2004: 651), is significant in 

that it signifies that, according to the OED1 editors, a certain word is not considered a 

‘natural.’ 

 

4.9.2. Physical description of OED (1888-) 

 

The first edition was a part-work released in fascicles. Bindings varied, but were 

commonly bound in maroon boards with three-quarter maroon leather and gilt-stamped 

spines (see Figure 4.15). Pages were large (c. 12" x 15"), with three columns per page, 

with large margins to allow users to add notes. Complete sets were usually bound into 

12 or more volumes, some of which were very hefty. The whole dictionary was 

exceedingly heavy and could not be easily transported. The 1933 and 1972-1986 

supplements followed the same page design, except that the Burchfield supplements did 

not capitalise headwords (Brewer 2007: 145). Later editions were generally bound in 

blue buckram boards. The plates from the original edition were used for reprints until 

1989 when the entire dictionary including the supplements were computerised and re-

typeset for the second edition. The page and entry layout of the first edition was 

preserved for the second edition. The original online edition presented entries on screen 

essentially following the layout of the printed book, though with some extra 

functionality that allowed some information to be supressed or expanded by the user. 

The on-screen interface has been changed for newly edited OED3 entries, but has not 

changed radically from the page design originally designed by Murray. 
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Figure 4.15: Cover of typical binding of OED 

 

4.9.3. Content description of OED (1888-)  

 

A great deal has been written about the structure and content of the OED, and a detailed 

explication need not be reproduced here (see Murray 1888b; Berg 1993; Durkin 1999). 

Suffice to say that a typical OED entry has a main headword, a part of speech label, a 

pronunciation, a chronologically ordered list of historical orthographic forms, a detailed 

etymology in square brackets, followed by definitions in historic order of sense 

development, each supported by a selection of citational evidence (chronologically 
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ordered) from the quotation collection amassed through the targeted reading program 

undertaken by the Philological Society and many volunteers. Compound forms and 

derivatives appear as nested entries, except when they have been treated as main words 

and given separate full entries. Entries for different grammatical classes for the same 

word are treated in separate entries. Words of different etymological origin are treated 

in separate entries. Homographs are differentiated by superscripted numbering.  

 Etymologies in the OED are frequently quite detailed. Moreover, in OED1 etymons 

of some foreign words were given in original script, but this practice was inconsistently 

followed. The 1933 Supplement also inconsistently gave original script etymons, but 

from the Burchfield Supplements (1972-1986) onwards these have been removed from 

all etymologies, and a policy of transcription only is now OED style. 

 In terms of Indian English, a footnote to the Preface of the first edition contained a 

note that: 

 

Col. Yule was […] good enough to put at our disposal the proofs of his 

Glossary of Anglo-Indian Colloquial Terms, as it was passing through the 

press. Quotations thence supplied are marked (Y.). (Murray 1888c: xvi) 

 

That is, the page proofs of Yule and Burnell’s Hobson-Jobson (1886) were provided to 

the OED editors so that they might make use of the material collected therein. Not only 

were citations taken from Yule and Burnell marked (Y.), for certain terms, definitions 

and etymological information were taken verbatim from Hobson-Jobson and duly 

marked (Col. Yule), or (Yule). It is important here to realise that Murray did not have 

recourse to the information in the 1903 second edition of Yule and Burnell edited by 

William Crooke. The editors of OED1 could only have had access to Crooke’s edition 

for parts of the letter L, and thence from the letter M onwards, excepting the first part of 

the letter O (O-Onomastic) and the letter Q (fascicles for which were published in 

1902). In fact, although it seems reasonable to assume from 1903 onwards the OED 

editors would have used Crooke’s updated edition of Hobson-Jobson, there is no direct 

evidence for this. Crooke’s new edition is not mentioned in the front matter to the 

various volumes of the OED, nor is there a listing for his edition in the OED 

bibliography, which lists only the 1886 edition (Sweatman and Bayliss 1933: 91). 

 The editorial policy towards the inclusion of encyclopaedic information has 

changed over the years. The first edition had no entry for Afghan, either as a proper 

noun meaning the people of Afghanistan, nor in any of its common noun uses; the 1933 

Supplement introduced an entry, with a single definition in the sense ‘a blanket or wrap 

of knitted or crocheted wool’ (9); the 1972 Supplement had three definitions, for the 

blanket, a carpet, and a breed of hound (35-36); the 1989 second edition added three 
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noun definitions, for the people, the language, and a type of coat, and a general 

adjectival definition; the third edition online, updated in September 2012, split the 

adjectival definition into two senses, one for the people, one for the language, and added 

an additional five compound nouns (Afghan carpet, Afghan coat, Afghan greyhound, 

Afghan hound, and Afghan rug). Thus, over the various editions, there was not only an 

increase in the number of senses covered (some of which only came into the language at 

a later date than the publication of various editions, so could not have been included 

earlier), but also a recognition that the names of peoples and languages, albeit proper 

nouns, fall within the scope of the OED dictionary. 

 Of importance for gauging the conceptualisation and observing the treatment of 

Indian English is the use of the tramlines device (||) preceding headwords to indicate 

that a word was not fully naturalised into English. According to Ogilvie (2008), OED 

editors ‘generally’ added tramlines to a headword if the word in the quotation was in 

italics, in inverted commas, was followed by parenthetic gloss, was spelled with 

diacritics or non-English letters, was marked for gender, had a non-English plural form, 

or had a ‘non-naturalized’ pronunciation (29-30). Of course, in many cases, some 

citations for a word will have one of the features and other will not, making these 

directions hard to apply. Murray was straightforward in admitting that there were no 

clear boundaries that could be easily drawn with regard to the Anglicity of many words, 

but that ‘practical utility has some bounds, and a Dictionary has definite limits: the 

lexicographer must, like the naturalist, “draw the line somewhere”’ and stressed that ‘no 

one man’s English is all English’ (1888b: xvii). 

 The greatest divergence from the original style of dictionary entries has taken place 

with the most recent edition, OED3: 

 

Although many small, and some larger, changes in scale, procedure, 

terminology and style were made as work progressed, Murray and his co-

editors were necessarily constrained to keep fairly closely to the style and 

approach of material already published. The same is true to an even greater 

extent of the four-volume Supplement of 1972-1986 and of the approximately 

5000 new entries or parts of entries added to the second edition of 1989, as 

this material all had to be accommodated within the existing structure of 

OED. For OED3 these constraints are far fewer, and it has been possible to act 

upon many of the suggestions made during extensive consultation with expert 

consultants, as well as to develop and refine more detailed points of style and 

procedure during the course of editorial work. (Durkin 1999: 5) 
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The web interface for OED3 provides a ‘Publication history’ for each entry. This states 

which edition the entry first appeared in and which subsequent editions it appeared in, 

along with corresponding dates. The interface also allows the user to see the ‘Previous 

version’ of the entry, that is, the 1989 entry from OED2. However, this information 

does not always supply the complete editorial history. For example, the ‘Publication 

history’ for Afghani states that it is an entirely new entry from 2012. This is not true. 

The second definition of the entry, ‘[t]he principal monetary unit of Afghanistan,’ 

appeared as afghani in the 1972 Supplement (36) and thence OED2 in 1989. Further, 

there is no clickable ‘Previous version’ button. Therefore, a user cannot know that part 

of the entry had been originally included in previous editions of the dictionary. 

 

4.9.4. Method of data extraction for OED (1888-)  

 

To assess the Indian English material in various editions of the OED a number of 

different strategies were employed. Since the OED is such a large and complicated text, 

it was necessary to curtail the material to be assessed. This was achieved by focussing 

on the letter A of the alphabet. A comparison of all entries for the letter A of Yule and 

Burnell (1886) was made with the first edition of the OED. These entries were then 

checked against the 1933 Supplement, the first volume of the Burchfield Supplements 

(1972), and against the online third edition. In addition, a systematic check was made 

for Indian English material in all editions. This was done by searching (in all parts of 

the entry) for the terms India, Indian, and Indies, the names of Indian languages 

Hindustani, Hindi, Urdu, Bengali, Marathi, Tamil, etc., and prominent Indian 

geographical names, Bombay, Calcutta, Ceylon, Himalaya, Hooghly, Kerala, Malabar, 

Madras, Surat, etc. These searches were conducted using the advanced search function 

of the online database, and on scanned and OCR’d versions (PDF) of the first edition 

and 1933 supplement. 

 There is an additional reason for restricting the analysis to the letter A, namely, that 

it appears as though the first edition of Hobson-Jobson (1886) was the only one 

consulted by the editors of the first edition of the OED, and for the 1933 Supplement. In 

addition, the letter A has been partly edited for the third edition, so it affords examples 

of the most recent improvements made by the OED editors to a number of Indian 

English items. 

 

4.9.5. Results of analysis for OED (1888-)  

 

The following section (Section 4.9.5. Results of analysis for OED (1888-)) is broken 

down into a number of subsections. These are: 
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4.9.5.1. Influence of Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) on OED (1888-)  

4.9.5.2. Indian English material in OED not from Yule and Burnell  

4.9.5.3. Etymologies in OED (1888-) 

4.9.5.4. Pronunciations in OED (1888-) 

4.9.5.5. Tramlines and Anglicity in OED (1888-) 

4.9.5.6. Labelling of Indian English lexis in OED (1888-) 

 

Following this section is Section 4.9.6 which summarises the analysis of the India 

English material in OED (1888-) presented in Section 4.9.5. 

 

4.9.5.1. Influence of Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) on OED (1888-)  

 

Section 4.9.5.1 discusses the influence of Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) on OED 

(1888-). The Indian English material in the first edition of the OED was heavily 

indebted to Yule and Burnell (1886). The following account takes as its starting point 

all the entries in Yule and Burnell (1886), even those that are not specifically Indian 

English, such as agar-agar, which is defined as ‘[t]he Malay name of a kind of sea-

weed’ (5). The letter A of Yule and Burnell (1886) contained 93 entries. Of these, 6 

were primarily concerned with detailing ancient Eastern roots to common English 

words. For these, the OED concurred with Yule and Burnell on 4 occasions (almanac, 

apricot, arsenal, and artichoke), and disagreed in 2 other instances (alcove, and 

average). However, no specific mention of Yule and Burnell is made in any of the OED 

entries, so it is not possible to say how much influence their ideas may or may not have 

had. Of the 87 remaining terms from Hobson-Jobson, 12 were for non-English words 

(mostly from Hindustani or Portuguese), and 18 were for proper nouns of the type that 

were not included in the first edition of the OED (e.g. Afghan, Apollo Bunder, Arakan, 

Assam). Thus for 57 entries Yule and Burnell’s information fell within the scope of 

OED1. Of these, 37 were included in the OED1, while 20 were omitted. Thus, 

approximately 65% of relevant terms in Yule and Burnell were included in the OED1, 

while approximately 35% of the Indian English terms in Yule and Burnell were not 

taken into OED1. This gives an idea of the overlap between the two works. However, 

the influence of Yule and Burnell is more considerable that this figure might suggest. Of 

the 37 entries which occur in both Yule and Burnell, 20 have the same earliest quotation 

as Yule and Burnell (taking into account the different dating schemes used by the two 

works, and omitting the numerous non-English quotations in Yule and Burnell). Thus, 

in approximately 54% of cases, Yule and Burnell furnished the OED1 editors with the 

earliest evidence of a term. An anomaly occurs with the word abcáree, a tax on liquor 

(Yule and Burnell 1886: 2), for which the earliest citation provided by Yule and Burnell 
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is dated 1790, but the earliest in OED1 is 1797. Yule and Burnell’s 1790 quotation was 

an additional citation added to the supplement (752), which suggests that the OED 

editors may have had access to the proofs of the main dictionary only, not the 

supplemental material included as an appendix to Hobson-Jobson (752-870). 

 Material in Yule and Burnell that was rejected by OED1 editors was generally not 

well evidenced in Hobson-Jobson. For example, in the entry for argus pheasant, Yule 

and Burnell note that it is a name normally used for the pheasant Argusianus argus, but 

in ‘Upper India’ is applied to Tragopan satyra (26). OED1 recorded only the regular 

sense of the word, not the specific Indian usage. This was probably a result of the fact 

that Yule and Burnell did not supply any citations to support their assertion. Another 2 

terms also lacked citations in Yule and Burnell: the abbreviation A.C. for ‘after 

compliments’ (752), and the term ala-ablaze pan, ‘a tinned-copper stew-pan, having a 

cover, and staples for straps, which is carried on the march by European soldiers, for the 

purpose of cooking in, and eating out of’ (754). These two lexical items were also 

omitted from OED1. A further 7 rejected terms had only a single citation, and 3 more 

terms were supported by only two citations. As none of these appeared in the first 

edition of the OED, it seems as though they were rejected on the grounds of paucity of 

evidence. However, the term ambaree, a howdah (Yule and Burnell 1886: 11), is 

supported by three English-language citations, and ameen, ‘applied to native officials 

employed under the Civil Courts’ (11), has four supporting English-language citations. 

It is unknown why such terms were not included in OED1. In addition, it appears that 

the OED1 editors were not always insistent upon citational evidence. One curious 

example was the inclusion of a note at the entry for anna stating that ‘Among Anglo-

Indians such expressions are common as “a 6-anna share (i.e. 
6
⁄16) in an indigo-

concern”; “4 annas of dark blood,” (to denote a quadroon), etc.’ (Murray 1888a: 338). A 

similar note was appended to Yule and Burnell’s entry for the same word, stating that 

‘[t]he term is also sometimes applied colloquially to persons of mixt parentage. “Such 

an one has at least 2 annas of dark blood”’ (Yule and Burnell 1886: 22). Neither work 

provided any evidence for such a usage, and although it does appear to be genuine 

(Braddon 1869: 339; Aberigh-Mackay 1881: 124; Croker 1898: 277), it is not very 

common in Indian English sources. Perhaps such expressions were known by the 

editors, or their informants, to be common in colloquial usage, contrary to the paucity of 

written evidence. 

 At the same time, it is clear that OED1 did not rely solely on Yule and Burnell 

(1886) for any entry. A total of 14 terms in Hobson-Jobson were ante-dated by the 

OED1 citations, and for 3 other terms the OED added citational evidence where Yule 

and Burnell had none. Moreover, the citational evidence provided in OED1 is 

significantly different to the quotations presented in Yule and Burnell (1886), revealing 
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that the OED1 editors had their own Indian English material resulting from the 

Philological Society’s extensive volunteer reading program, and this may have, in many 

cases, proved to be enough upon which to base an entry. OED1 also contains a small 

number of additional Indian English terms that are not included in Yule and Burnell 

(1886), such as aal, a plant yielding a red dye (4), and azedarac, a tree native to ‘the 

East Indies’ and also known as the ‘Pride of India’ (602). Nevertheless, the 

indebtedness of the Indian material in OED1 to Yule and Burnell is almost ubiquitous. 

For example, OED1 has an entry for argala, the adjutant stork (440). This does not 

appear as a headword in Yule and Burnell, but the first two citations in OED1 are the 

same as those in the entry for adjutant in Hobson-Jobson (1886: 4-5). 

 Of interest is the fact that none of the citations in OED1 that are identical to those 

in Yule and Burnell (1886) are marked with ‘(Y.),’ as per Murray’s stipulation in the 

Preface (Murray 1888c: xvi). In fact, the first time the ‘(Y.)’ notation is used in OED1 is 

for the first citation at the entry for bankshall, a warehouse or the office of a port 

authority (656). If Murray’s notation is to be trusted, this means that in the 21 cases 

OED1 and Yule and Burnell (1886) have the same earliest citation, the OED editors 

already had that identical citation in their files, or that they independently verified the 

information in the original source. While this is difficult to prove one way or the other, 

for some entries this seems to be probable, as the citations in question are from 

prominent English-language texts concerning early European explorers to the East, such 

as Dampier (1697), and Hakluyt (1589), and, moreover, multiple quotations from each 

source text appear in other entries in OED1. In other cases, it appears that the citation 

was independently verified. For example, the earliest citation for ayah, a ‘native nurse 

or maidservant, esp. of Europeans in India and other parts of South Asia’ (601) is from 

the India Gazette for 12 October 1782, as it is in Yule and Burnell (1886: 31). There are 

only 16 quotations from the newspaper in the entire OED1, most of which have ‘(Y.)’ 

appended to the source information, especially for the later letters of the alphabet, where 

continual pressure to keep up the pace of production may have meant that there was no 

time to check original sources (see Murray 1977: 267-78). That ‘(Y.)’ is lacking for the 

citation for ayah, presumably indicates that in this instance the original source was 

consulted to verify Yule and Burnell’s information. 

 Another indication of OED1’s indebtedness to Hobson-Jobson is the fact that for 

two definitions and five etymologies in the letter A, ‘Col. Yule’ is either acknowledged 

as the source of information (for the entries abkari, spirituous liquors (22), achar, 

pickles (76), anaconda (301), atoll (537), avadavat, a type of finch (577)), or directly 

quoted, as at anicut, an irrigation dam (332). 

 With regard to the question of naturalisation, of the 37 terms included in OED1 

from Yule and Burnell, 14 were marked as not fully naturalised. Another five terms not 
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from Yule and Burnell were also marked as not fully naturalised. In total 19 out of 45 

Indian English terms in OED1, approximately 42%, were marked as not fully 

naturalised. The marking clearly represents the linguistic situation in late nineteenth-

century as regards what constituted standard English, for amongst the words counted as 

not naturalised were atoll (537) and avocado (586), words which are now very much 

part of core English. Conversely, terms such as almadia, a ‘river-boat in India and 

Africa’ (244), ananas, the pineapple (306), and assagai, a ‘kind of slender spear or 

lance of hard wood, usually pointed with iron, used in battle’ (498), were counted as 

fully naturalised by Murray. A simplistic systematic method for making decisions on 

the Anglicity of words is not possible. The system used by the OED1 editors for 

assigning the tramlines device is unclear, especially so because two terms that are 

clearly limited to Indian English are considered fully naturalised. The term almirah, is 

defined as the ‘Anglo-Indian name for a cupboard, cabinet, press, wardrobe, or chest of 

drawers’ (245), and the Indian coin anna is defined as an ‘East Indian denomination of 

money; the 16th part of a rupee’ (338). To a certain extent this implies that Anglo-

Indian English was considered to have attained some level of standardisation or 

acceptability, at least in the opinion of the OED1 editors, in that certain India-restricted 

terms were labelled as having proper ‘citizenship in the language’ (Murray 1888b: xix). 

 Yule and Burnell (1886) continued to be used as a source of information in the 

1933 Supplement. A number of terms originally omitted from OED1 were included, but 

this number was not great. In the letter A only two words from Hobson-Jobson which 

had not made it into OED1 were included in the 1933 Supplement: agar-agar, a 

seaweed and the gelatinous substance obtained from it (10), and attap, ‘palm-fronds 

used in thatching’ (40). With both of these the earliest attestation in the Supplement 

corresponds with that of Yule and Burnell (1886). The 1933 Supplement also included 

atta, flour (40), which had appeared in Yule and Burnell under the headword otta, otter, 

though without English-language citations. In the latter letters of the alphabet, the 1933 

Supplement continued to use information from Yule and Burnell, apparently from both 

the 1886 edition and 1903 editions. Actually, this statement needs qualifying. First, the 

editing work of the 1933 Supplement was divided between the two principle editors: 

‘Onions edited A-K, S, and T, and Craigie edited L-R, U-Z’ (Ogilvie 2008: 30). This is 

interesting in light of the fact that all the references to Yule and Burnell made in the 

1933 Supplement belong to Onions’ letters. Second, the 1903 edition of Hobson-Jobson 

seems to have been used only intermittently. For example, the entry in the 1933 

Supplement for chokra, a young boy ‘employed as servant in a household or in a 

regiment’ (190), has the same earliest citation as Crooke’s edition of Hobson-Jobson 

(205). This citation did not appear in the 1886 edition of Yule and Burnell. However, 

the earliest citation in the 1933 Supplement for chamar, a member of a leather-working 
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caste (177), is 1858, but in the 1903 edition of Hobson-Jobson, Crooke supplies a 

citation from 1823 (218), albeit under the headword chumar. Other terms from Yule and 

Burnell that were not taken into OED1 but that were taken into the 1933 Supplement by 

Onions include bungy, ‘[i]n Bombay, a member of the low caste of sweepers’ (133), 

durzee, a ‘native tailor’ (314), and imambara, a ‘building in which Mohammedans 

observe the festival of the Moharram’ (494). There are specific references to ‘Yule’ in 

11 entries in the 1933 Supplement. Nevertheless, some terms from the letter A of Yule 

and Burnell (1886) that had been omitted from OED1, such as adawlut, ala-blaze pan, 

ameen, and aurung, were still excluded. 

 It appears that Onions was more lenient when it came to the necessity of primary 

evidence. The entry for bendy-tree in the 1933 Supplement merely states ‘See quot.’ 

and then supplies this single citation: 

 

1886 H. Yule & A. C. Burnell Hobson-Jobson, Bendy-tree, this, according to 

Sir G. Birdwood, is the Thespesia populnea. (Craigie and Onions 1933: 72) 

 

Yule and Burnell provide no supporting citations, and are themselves citing another 

secondary source. This is very flimsy evidence on which to base an entry. Onions may 

have included this entry on the assumption that it had something to do with the 

immediately preceding term in the 1933 Supplement, bendy, the okra plant and its 

fruit/vegetable (72), now more commonly known in Indian English as bhindi. However, 

despite the similarity of their spelling in Hobson-Jobson, the two words are unrelated, 

as are the two plants. The case becomes even flimsier when the original source is 

checked and it is revealed that Birdwood (1865) only lists the name as bendy, not 

bendy-tree (345). Further, Birdwood lists bendy as a Marathi word (346), whereas the 

previous bendy in the 1933 Supplement is from Hindi (72). Another example of 

recording an unsourced term from Yule and Burnell in the 1933 Supplement is Ditch, a 

slang term for Calcutta (296). Yule and Burnell note that this term is an abbreviation of 

Mahratta Ditch, a trench dug in 1742 as a defence against invading Mahrattas (1886: 

410; 1903: 537), but offer no citations illustrating the abbreviated slang usage.  

 The Burchfield Supplements (1972-1986) do not appear to have used Yule and 

Burnell very extensively, with the exception of those entries taken across from the 1933 

Supplement that already included Yule and Burnell material. This makes sense, as by 

now Yule and Burnell had been trawled twice over in order to find relevant material for 

the OED dictionary project. When re-editing the 1933 entries, Burchfield frequently 

added to the number of citations for Indian English items, especially with post-datings 

to bring the entry up to date, and not infrequently added a citation that ante-dated the 

earliest citation in the 1933 Supplement. For instance, the entry for agar-agar was ante-
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dated from 1820 to 1813 (40). However, the entry for attap remained the same (147). 

The same terms from the letter A of Yule and Burnell that Craigie and Onions did not 

include (adawlut, ala-blaze pan, ameen, and aurung) were also not included by 

Burchfield. 

 Of particular interest is the fact that Burchfield added an entry for the term Hobson-

Jobson (1976: 111-112), covering a number of senses. Unfortunately, Burchfield’s 

entry is based almost entirely on that of Yule and Burnell (1903: 419-420), and thus 

entails a number of erroneous points. First, Burchfield follows Yule and Burnell by 

including a number of seventeenth-, eighteenth- and nineteenth-century citations for 

unrelated lexical items: forms such as Hussun Hussun, Hossy Gossy, and húsen hásen. 

Each of these represents various attempted Anglicisations of the Arabic names سن  ح

(Hasan) and سُن  grandsons of the Prophet. Yule and Burnell claimed that ,(Husayn)  حی

these forms demonstrate an evolutionary process resulting in the final form Hobson-

Jobson, but there are serious phonetic impossibilities involved with this thesis. What 

Yule and Burnell did not say, and therefore Burchfield did not know, was that the 

names Hobson and Jobson were cognomens of two stock comic characters of the 

Victorian era, and it was the pejorative application of these names, which bear only 

mild phonetic similarity, to the chanted names of Hasan and Husayn that is the reason 

for the headword form. This pejorative etymological underpinning has been 

convincingly demonstrated by Nagle (2010), and Lambert (2014a). The previous 

Anglicisations have no bearing on the final form Hobson-Jobson. Thus, only the 1829 

and 1935 citations provided in Burchfield’s entry are examples of the headword. The 

other seven citations are incorrectly placed in the entry. Second, Burchfield’s first 

definition, ‘Anglicized form of the repeated wailings and cries of Muslims as they beat 

their breasts in the Muharram procession; hence this festal ceremony’ concatenates two 

senses, (a) representations of the Arabic names Hasan and Husayn as cried out during 

the Muharram, and (b) the Muharram observances. Burchfield’s definition is a direct 

paraphrase of Yule and Burnell, and the oddly expressed second part, ‘this festal 

ceremony,’ is a reflection of Yule and Burnell’s primary definition ‘[a] native festal 

excitement’ (419). It is unfortunate that Burchfield retained the adjective ‘festal’ 

because the characterisation of the Muharram as ‘festal’ is entirely incorrect: the 

Muharram is a time of mourning, not a festivity (see Jones 2011). Third, only the 1935 

citation actually shows the word Hobson-Jobson in sense (b), and that quotation is 

merely a paraphrasing of Yule and Burnell, not a genuine original use of the term. The 

1829 citation in Burchfield’s entry is the only relevant, and genuine, citation, but it only 

demonstrates sense (a). Finally, Burchfield’s etymology, again, lifted straight from Yule 

and Burnell, states that Hobson-Jobson is a ‘[c]orruption by British soldiers in India of 

Arabic Yā Ḥasan! Yā Ḥusayn! = O Hasan! O Husain!’ (111). This involves two 
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inaccuracies. Yule and Burnell claimed that the term ‘probably originated’ with ‘the 

British soldier’ (419), but the case for an army origin is not strong, and it was certainly 

not exclusive to the army. I have only located two pre-1886 sources that specify British 

army usage (Bellew 1842: 81; Raikes 1867: 74), while nautical use is evidenced from as 

early as 1830 (Ames: 167), and appears to have outlasted army usage (Goodrich-Freer 

1902: 581; Queensland Figaro 1903: 23; Cox 1909: 39; Argus 1931: 5). Burchfield was 

no doubt intemperate in removing Yule and Burnell’s hedging. Burchfield also follows 

Yule and Burnell by giving the ultimate etymon as ‘Arabic Yā Ḥasan! Yā Ḥusayn!’ 

(111). Salman Rushdie, when reviewing a modern reprint of Yule and Burnell, 

commented that ‘I don’t quite see how the colonial British managed to hear this as 

Hobson! Jobson!, but this is clearly a failure of imagination on my part’ (1985: 82). 

Rushdie is justified in querying this almost alchemical change of the six-syllable ‘Yā 

Hasan! Yā Hosain!’ into the four-syllable Hobson-Jobson. However, the six-syllable 

cry is only one of a number of expressions chanted in the Muharram. More common is 

the simple chanting of the two names Hasan and Husayn. This is attested to in Yule and 

Burnell’s own citations (see 1653 and 1883), and elsewhere (Herbert 1634: 167; Picart 

1737: 130; Connolly 1834: I. 269; Wilson 1906: 38; Singh 1962: 24; Bachchan 1989: 

77; Courtauld 1990: 128; Narayan 2009: 28). Here there is a direct match of four 

syllables with four syllables. Once the yā’s are removed from the equation, it does not 

require as much imagination as Rushdie claims is necessary to convert one phrase into 

the other. This phonetically closer etymon has been occasionally noticed elsewhere 

(Bellew 1842: 81; Argus 1886: 4; Hyder 2006: 54). 

 The second definition Burchfield offers has two sub-definitions, the first of which 

states that Hobson-Jobson was used ‘as the title of a famous collection of Anglo-Indian 

words’ (Burchfield 1976: 112). While this is true, it is hardly a lexical item, and appears 

only to have been introduced in order to explain the second sub-definition, which is for 

the phrase the law of Hobson-Jobson, defined as ‘a phrase sometimes used of the 

process of adapting a foreign word to the sound-system of the adopting language’ (112). 

While this is a very good explanation of the phrase, Burchfield incorrectly suggests that 

the phrase the law of Hobson-Jobson is so called from the name of the book. This is not 

strictly speaking correct. The phrase the law of Hobson-Jobson was coined by Morris 

(1898), and originated not in the title of Yule and Burnell’s dictionary, but rather owes 

its origin to how Yule and Burnell used the term within the pages of that dictionary. 

Apart from the entry for the term Hobson-Jobson, Yule and Burnell (1886) used 

Hobson-Jobson nine times to describe examples of highly assimilated lexis (for the 

entries Balasore, cow-itch, dumbcow, Falaun, jackass copal, sirris, sombrero, upper 

roger, and urz). Words from Indian languages that were assimilated to English forms 

were variously described by Yule and Burnell as ‘modified in the Hobson-Jobson 
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fashion’ (1886: 208), changed ‘by a process of Hobson-Jobson’ (265), ‘a specimen of 

scientific Hobson-Jobson’ (638), ‘a happy example of the Hobson-Jobson dialect’ 

(732), ‘a barbarous form of Hobson-Jobson’ (732), and ‘an example of Hobson-Jobson’ 

(760). Crooke added three more examples (under Mahratta, nacoda, and snow rupee) in 

1903. Yule and Burnell’s application of Hobson-Jobson to assimilated loanwords was 

taken up by a number of following scholars and writers (e.g. Morris 1892: 5; Temple 

1893: 112; Temple 1899: 161; Pall Mall Gazette 1899: 1; Crooke 1903: 849; Argus 

1909: 6; Temple 1918: 196; Rawlinson 1929: 79; Partridge 1937: 297; Cranfill 1959: 

285). It is this linguistic application of Hobson-Jobson that is the source of Morris’ 

coinage. Morris states that the term ‘is an adaptation from the expression used by Col. 

Yule and Mr. Burnell as a name for their interesting Dictionary of Anglo-Indian words. 

The law is well recognised, though it has lacked the name, such as I now venture to give 

it’ (1898: xv). Morris had earlier given a public lecture entitled ‘Hobson-Jobson: A Law 

of Language’ (Argus 1891: 9). Morris was not using Hobson-Jobson to refer to the type 

of Anglo-Indian English that is recorded in Yule and Burnell’s dictionary, but rather to 

a very small subset of it that entails linguistic assimilation.  

 Burchfield’s Hobson-Jobson entry also contains one derivative, Hobson-

Jobsonism, with a sole citation from 1934 (1976: 112). Not only can this be antedated 

to 1908 (Birdwood: 322), but Burchfield does not record other derivative forms such as 

the verb Hobson-Jobsonise (Birdwood 1908: 332), and the nouns Hobson-Jobson feast 

(Bayley 1859-60: 243) and Hobson-Jobson festival (Chambers’s Papers for the People 

1851: 15; Goodrich-Freer 1902: 589). These omissions are presumably due to a lack of 

evidence for these derivative terms, and must be excused. Dictionaries cannot publish 

what they do not know. Nevertheless, Burchfield’s entry for Hobson-Jobson is a good 

demonstration of the dangers inherent in relying too heavily on the work of previous 

lexicographers, in this case Yule and Burnell, without the benefit of further serious 

research into whichever term is being considered. 

 The third edition of the OED (OED3) is an ongoing project to update the entire 

dictionary based on modern scholarship, including the addition of much new material 

never before published in OED. The updating process began in 2000 halfway through 

the alphabet with the letter M, and had proceeded through to the letter Q by 2008. In 

2008 it was decided to begin updating ‘words from across the alphabet, along with the 

other words which make up the alphabetical cluster surrounding them’ (‘March 2008 

Update’). Parts of the letter A have been updated, other parts have not. This continual 

revising of entries makes it difficult to quantify the amount of material from Yule and 

Burnell as this amount is changing. Nevertheless, Yule and Burnell is still being used by 

the current OED editors.  
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 In the letter A, four entries from OED1 that directly cite ‘Yule’ or ‘Col. Yule’ 

(namely, amadavat, anaconda, anicut, and atoll) have not yet been updated in OED3, 

and so remain the same as the 1888 edition. However, the entry for abada was updated 

in 2011, and the entry for achar was updated in 2009. In both cases, the reference to 

Yule (and Burnell) was removed. In addition, a greater number of citations have been 

added to each entry, and both earliest citations from OED1 have been ante-dated. This 

reveals that while in the 1880s Yule and Burnell contained the best information 

available to the OED1 editors when drafting their entries, the same cannot be said for 

the twenty-first century. However, this does not mean that the information from Yule 

and Burnell is completely redundant. Of 13 updated entries that were originally 

indebted to Yule and Burnell in OED1, 8 have been ante-dated in OED3, but 5 still have 

the same earliest citation originally supplied by Yule and Burnell (1886). In addition, 3 

Indian English words that were entries in Yule and Burnell (1886), but were omitted 

from OED1 and both Supplements, have been added as new entries to OED3. These are 

adigar, a ministerial or honorary title, Akali, ‘member of a conservative Sikh movement 

of South Asia,’ and aloo, the potato. With these, adigar shows some indebtedness to 

Yule and Burnell since the earliest citation is identical to that in Hobson-Jobson (1886: 

4; 1903: 7), while the entry for aloo actually cites Yule and Burnell (1886: 10) as an 

early example of the Hindustani word used in an English context. Conversely, the entry 

for Akali shows no indebtedness to Yule and Burnell at all, either in terms of citations or 

its discursive text. Time will tell if entries for adawlut, ala-blaze pan, ameen, and 

aurung, and similar words in Hobson-Jobson will eventually be included in OED3. 

 

4.9.5.2. Indian English material in OED not in Yule and Burnell  

 

Section 4.9.5.2 discusses the Indian English material in OED that was not in Yule and 

Burnell (1886/1903). The letter A of OED1 contained only 5 terms that were not in 

Yule and Burnell (1886). These were aal ‘a species of Morinda allied to the madder’ 

(4), abassi, ‘a silver coin [formerly] current in Persia’ (9), agrom, a medical condition 

wherein the tongue becomes ‘rough and cracked’ (192), arango, a type of bead (424), 

and azedarac, a tree native to ‘the East Indies’ and also known as the ‘Pride of India’ 

(602). These show that the volunteer reading program for OED1 had covered Indian 

English to a certain extent, independent of Yule and Burnell. Yet, compared to the 37 

terms ascribed to or overlapping with Yule and Burnell, the extra Indian English 

material in OED1 is not extensive. At the same time, OED1 also contained the term 

accommodation boat as an undefined illustrative example of the attributive use of the 

noun accommodation (59). The illustrative citation for this was from an Anglo-Indian 

source. This term accommodation boat was not a headword in Yule and Burnell, but it 
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did occur as part of the definition for the headword boliah (1886: 76), though, this can 

hardly be considered to have had any influence on the OED1 entry. Of these Indian 

English terms, 4 were marked as not fully naturalised (that is, all except for 

accommodation boat and azedarac).  

 The 1933 Supplement did not add a great deal of Indian English material to the 

OED, and such Indian English material as it did include was very unevenly distributed 

throughout the alphabet. As mentioned above, Onions was more willing to include 

words from non-Anglo-American Englishes. However, this inclusive attitude towards 

world Englishes was not held by everyone involved in the project: 

 

[D]uring their compilation of the 1933 Supplement, there was pressure from 

both inside and outside OUP for the editors to diminish their coverage of 

World Englishes and loanwords. In 1933, just before the dictionary was 

published, an advisor on words relating to India, Colonel H.G. Le Mesurier, 

wrote to Kenneth Sisam, Assistant Secretary to the Delegates of OUP, 

complaining that Onions was including too many regional and obscure Indian 

terms such as daye, a wet-nurse in Northern India; and two other words, 

chauki, a soldier or official, and lunkah, a type of cigar. Onions’ superiors 

passed on the message that these words were ‘strays that have got in merely 

because some writer in search of local colour picked them up’. Because of the 

pressure and complaint from Le Mesurier, Onions was forced to drop chauki 

and lunkah from the final publication, but daye stayed in. (Ogilvie 2008: 31) 

 

Given this pressure it is not surprising that the letter A of the 1933 Supplement, which 

was edited by Onions, contained only 8 additional Indian English terms, 2 indebted to 

Hobson-Jobson (discussed above), and 6 new entries. These were Afghan, ‘a blanket or 

wrap of knitted or crocheted wool’ (9), ambary, ‘[t]he fibre of an Indian plant’ (18), 

Anglicist, ‘one who advocated the use of English in Indian schools’ (22), arhat, a 

Buddhist saint (33), Anglo-Indian (22), a term that was widely used in OED1 but never 

defined, and Anglo-vernacular, ‘[c]onsisting of English and an Indian vernacular’ (23). 

The 1933 Supplement also had an entry for atta, flour (40), which had appeared in Yule 

and Burnell under the headword otta, otter, though without English-language citations. 

According to an analysis by Ogilvie, ‘Onions included over five times more loanwords 

than Craigie’ (2008: 38), and when assessed by ‘the proportion of World Englishes and 

loanwords per page per letter of the alphabet per editor, Charles Onions included […] 

121% more than William Craigie’ (35). Thus for the letter ranges L-R and U-Z, there 

should be even less Indian English than in the letter A. This appears to be the case, and 

so for the letters L and M in the 1933 Supplement, there are only two terms relating to 
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India, leep ‘[t]o wash with cow-dung and water’ (10), and Madrassi ‘[o]f or pertaining 

to Madras, […] [a] native or inhabitant of Madras (28). Similarly, in the letters prepared 

by Craigie there are only 2 etymologies from Sanskrit, while in the letters prepared by 

Onions there are 52. At the same time, the selection process used by Onions is difficult 

to determine. For example, Onions decided to include the term fursa ‘[a] small very 

poisonous viper of arid sandy regions, Echis carinata’ but the only citation provided is 

‘1885 G.C. Whitworth Anglo-Ind. Dict.’ (401). This is the only quotation from 

Whitworth (1885) in the entire 1933 Supplement, and is an example of using a 

secondary source, rather than a primary source, as the sole evidence of the existence of 

a term. What is unfathomable, however, is what selection process Onions used to 

choose this one term out of the thousands of similar terms in Whitworth (1885). Even if 

we restrict ourselves to ophidians, there are 30 snakes defined in Whitworth (1885), 

most of which are not recorded in the OED, which raises the question, if fursa is 

eligible for inclusion in the OED, why not ghanas, halhallia, kandur, manyar, naneti, 

rath, and so on? Whatever selection process Onions was using, it does not appear to 

have been consistent. This is not to say that fursa should not be in the OED, but that its 

mere inclusion in Whitworth (1885) hardly demonstrates that the word was genuinely 

used in Anglo-Indian English.  

 The low level of Indian English lexis in the 1933 Supplement was continued into 

the second set of Supplements. This is contrary to statements made in the Introduction, 

where Burchfield assured users of the new Supplements that ‘the written English of 

regions like Australia, South Africa, and India have been accorded the kind of treatment 

that lexicographers of a former generation might have reserved for the English of 

Britain alone’ (Burchfield 1972: xv). Apparently by ‘lexicographers of a former 

generation’ Burchfield was referring to Murray, Bradley, Onions, and Craigie, editors of 

OED1 and the 1933 Supplement. Ogilvie has documented how Burchfield touted his 

new Supplements as taking ‘a new democratic attitude towards language’ (2008: 25): 

 

Promoting the completed Supplement in 1986, Burchfield toured the globe 

and told the media in numerous countries that his treatment of vocabulary 

from outside Britain was unprecedented. Not only did he claim to bring a 

fresh focus on lexical items from around the world that were neologisms and 

adaptations of existing English forms, but he also claimed to bring a new 

emphasis on loanwords. He presented to the media a new democratic attitude 

towards language, in which words from Chinese and Russian were as 

welcome in English as words from Romance and Germanic languages. 

(Ogilvie 2008: 25) 
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In addition to touting his own achievements, Burchfield also represented his 

predecessors at the OED as having a typically ‘Victorian’ view of language. In 1986 he 

stated that ‘Murray preferred to fend off overseas words until they had become firmly 

entrenched in British use’ (quoted in Ogilvie 2008: 26). The analysis above of the type 

of Indian English that did appear in OED1 and the 1933 Supplement, readily disproves 

such claims. Obviously, Burchfield’s predecessors were more inclusive than he claims. 

However, a case study undertaken by Ogilvie determined that ‘Burchfield deleted 17% 

of all World Englishes and loanwords in the 1933 Supplement’ (2008: 40), and that 

Onions has included ‘45% more World Englishes and loanwords than Burchfield’ (36). 

 Ogilvie’s figures are surprising and revealing, however, it must be borne in mind 

that they are looking at the picture only from one perspective: what was taken out by 

Burchfield. What her figures do not report is the amount of new world Englishes lexis 

and loanwords that Burchfield added that was not in the 1933 Supplement. Also, Ogilvie 

treats all world Englishes, not just specifically Indian English. None of the Indian 

English words in letter A of the 1933 Supplement were removed by Burchfield (though 

the word fursa was, presumably due to the lack of primary evidence discussed above). 

The letter A of Burchfield’s 1972 Supplement contained 14 Indian English terms not 

found in Hobson-Jobson, OED1, or the 1933 Supplement. Of these, 5 were ethnonyms 

(as adjectives and/or nouns) Afridi (37), Andaman (85), Andamanese (85), Arakanese 

(117), and Assamese (135), the last three of which are also language names. The 

remaining 9 terms were achkan, ‘[a] long coat worn by men in India’ (14), afghani, 

‘[t]he principal monetary unit of Afghanistan coin’ (36), ahimsa, the ‘doctrine of non-

violence or non-killing’ (45), akasha, ‘[o]ne of the five elements’ (53), ankus, ‘an 

elephant-goad’ (93), ashram, ‘a place of religious retreat, sanctuary, or hermitage’ 

(133), atman, ‘[t]he self or soul’ (144), and Ayurvedic, ‘[o]f or pertaining to the 

traditional Hindu science of medicine’ (166). Two of these, ahimsa and atman were 

marked as not fully naturalised. Also, Burchfield expanded the entry for Afghan by 

adding an additional two definitions: ‘[a] coarse-woven rug or carpet,’ and ‘[a] swift 

hunting dog of the Near East resembling a shaggy greyhound’ (35).  

 While this new Indian English material shows that Burchfield was including some 

Indian English as part of the OED project, the number of entries is still very small and 

leaves much Indian English lexis unrecorded. In the 1972 Supplement there are 25 

Indian English terms in the 166 pages of letter A, which is approximately one Indian 

English entry every 5 pages. According to Burchfield’s calculations (xvii) the letter A 

has somewhere between 2120 and 2245 entries.
4
 Clearly Burchfield did not open his 

arms very wide to Indian English lexis. The low importance given to Indian English 

lexis is revealed also by observing that even for the smattering of entries that were 

included, many associated terms were omitted. Thus, Ayurvedic is included, but not 
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Ayurveda, Ayurvedism, or Ayurvedist; Anglo-Indian is included, but not Anglo-India, 

Anglo-Indianism, the abbreviation Anglo-Ind., or the colloquial shortening Anglo. Along 

similar lines, ashram is recorded, but not the variant ashrama, and Burchfield did not 

provide definitions for Afghan meaning a person from Afghanistan, or the language they 

speak.  

 The second edition of 1989 also added new material, but only about 5000 words 

across the range of the alphabet (Willinsky 1994: 11). The letter A included the Indian 

English terms Adivasi, ‘[a] member of the aboriginal tribal peoples of India,’ and alap, 

‘the improvised introductory section of a raga’ (www.oed.com). Also, the term Akela, 

‘[t]he adult leader of a pack of Cub Scouts’ was added, which is derived from ‘Hindi 

akelā single, solitary’ and owes its existence in English to the leader of the Seonee wolf 

pack in Rudyard Kipling’s Jungle Books (www.oed.com). Not especially Indian 

English, but derived from an Indian word. Again, not a great deal of material. 

 Of the Additions Series (1993-1997), the only Indian English word added to the 

letter A appears to be arjun, ‘[a]n evergreen tree of southern India and Sri Lanka’ 

(www.oed.com).  

 Finally, OED3 has updated some of the Indian English entries in the letter A, 

including Anglo-Indian. This update is typical of the type of expansion that is 

undertaken when entries are updated. The 1933 Supplement had an adjective definition 

and two noun sub-definitions: 

 

A. adj. Of, pertaining to, or characteristic of India under British rule, or the 

English in India. Also, Indian-Eurasian. B. sb. a. A person of British birth 

now or formerly resident in India, b. A Eurasian of India. (Craigie and Onions 

1933: 22) 

 

There were eight illustrative citations, ranging from 1857 to 1929. Burchfield kept this 

substantially unchanged, slightly rewording the definition (changing ‘now or formerly 

resident’ to ‘resident, or once resident’), and deleting the adjectival synonym ‘Also, 

Indian-Eurasian’ (1972: 89). Burchfield’s citations were different. He deleted four of 

Craigie and Onions’ citations, and replaced them with four antedatings ranging from 

1826 to 1847, and two postdatings from 1934 and 1941. In contrast, the reworked entry 

in OED3 is substantially different. It has three noun definitions and three adjective 

definitions, one of which is divided into two sub-definitions. There are 43 citations, 

more than quadrupling the amount provided by Burchfield. The earliest citations now 

reveal the term to have been originally used as early as 1805, and also illustrate that it is 

still current in all senses with citations from the 1990s and 2000s for each definition. 

The chief addition to the entry has been the inclusion of a new sense: 
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Originally: the form of English used by British people resident in India (esp. 

during British rule), characterized by frequent adoption of words and phrases 

from Indian languages. Later also: the English language as used in India or by 

native speakers of Indian languages; Indian English. (www.oed.com: 2008) 

 

Appended to this definition, but set in a smaller typeface, is a note stating that ‘Anglo-

Indian is also sometimes distinguished by the absorption of informal British terms 

(originating for example in Army or school slang) into wider, even standard use’ 

(www.oed.com: 2008). There is also a corresponding adjective sense. This entry is a 

considerable improvement on the earlier entries for the same word. Yet, despite the 

achievements made in this area, the entry still has some deficiencies. First, there is no 

definition for the sense ‘of or relating to Britain and India’ (e.g. Universal Magazine 

1804: 287; Allen’s Indian Mail 1870: 577; Basi 2009: 91). Second, the earliest evidence 

for the adjective sense 2.a. ‘[d]esignating a person of British descent born or living in 

India’ is 1810, but this occurs much earlier and can be dated to 1787 (Gilchrist: v). 

Third, the earliest evidence for the noun sense 2 ‘[a] person of mixed British and Indian 

descent’ is given as 1826, but this occurs earlier (Lawson et al. 1818: 44), and the 

earliest evidence for the corresponding adjective sense 2.b. ‘[d]esignating a person of 

mixed British and Indian descent’ is 1830, but this occurs slightly earlier (The 

Australian 1828: 2). Fourth, one of the citations for noun sense 3 is incorrectly 

assigned:  

 

A certain Colonel Montenegro, when ‘jawáb'd’, as the Anglo Indian says, 

taunted her with preferring a poor ‘man who wrote books’. (www.oed.com) 

 

Here ‘Anglo Indian’ does not refer to the language, but rather the user of the language, 

and thus this quotation belongs with noun sense 1. In addition, the quotation given in 

OED3 has some elided text that has not been indicated. The original sentence is:  

 

A certain Colonel Montenegro, when ‘jawáb'd’, as the Anglo Indian says, 

taunted her with preferring to a ‘gentleman of fortune and position,’ a poor 

‘man who wrote books’ (Burton 1869: I. 364).  

 

Text elided by the editors is normally marked with two periods (..) in order to 

distinguish it from the normal three ellipsis points (…) that may occur in a quotation 

from an original source. Why the elision is not marked in this case is a mystery, though, 

it is in all probability an oversight. However, the incorrect placement of this quotation is 
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a more serious error and indicates a misreading of the original text. Finally, the note 

appended to noun definition 3 (i.e. Anglo-Indian = Indian English) is not only difficult 

to understand, but also does not seem to be illustrated by any of the citations given. 

According to the note, Anglo-Indian English is ‘sometimes distinguished by the 

absorption of informal British terms (originating for example in Army or school slang) 

into wider, even standard use’ (www.oed.com). I believe this statement is trying to 

convey the notion that certain terms that are considered informal or slang in British 

English are widely used, or even considered standard, in Indian English. It is not clear 

whether this note is intending to say that this is how the term Anglo-Indian is sometimes 

used, or whether the OED editors believe that this is a defining feature of Indian 

English. As none of the citations proffered illustrate this meaning, it is presumably the 

latter. If that is the case, then it reveals a very limited knowledge of the characteristics 

of Indian English. There is some truth in the statement that, for example, words such as 

bag ‘to obtain (a prize, etc.)’, nab ‘to apprehend or arrest (a criminal, etc.)’ and posh 

‘luxurious, befitting the upper class’ are used in formal contexts in Indian English, or 

are at least not so far down the informal end of the continuum as they are in British 

English. However, words such as these are not excessively common. At the same time, 

certain terms that are exceedingly formal, or out-datedly formal, in British English, such 

as felicitate ‘to congratulate,’ infructuous ‘fruitless,’ reside ‘to live (at a place)’, retire 

‘to go to bed,’ and the phrase to breathe one’s last ‘to die,’ are commonplace in Indian 

English, and would not be considered non-standard. So, the characterisation of Indian 

English (or Anglo-Indian) in terms of its usage of certain slang terms of British English 

represents a very constrained and mistaken reductionism. 

 As with previous editions, new Indian English material has been added to letter A 

of OED3. Examples include academics, ‘[r]eading, thinking, and study as opposed to 

technical or practical work,’ accomplish, ‘to fit out or equip,’ which is labelled as ‘Now 

chiefly Indian English,’ airdash, ‘to make a quick journey by air,’ which is labelled 

‘Indian English,’ ajowan, a ‘plant native to North Africa and India, Trachyspermum 

copticum,’ a borrowing from Hindi, and the colloquialism Anglo, ‘[a] person of mixed 

British and Indian descent’ (www.oed.com). Again, the amount of Indian English 

material added is not great. For example, there is no entry for aarti, a ceremonial 

offering to a god in which a lamp of burning ghee is moved in a series of circles in front 

of the god; Adam teaser, a woman who sexually harasses a man; Adi-Dravida, the 

original inhabitants of southern Indian; agama, a sacred text or Veda; age-bar, the 

exclusion of people below a certain age; Aghori, a member of a certain Shaivite sect; 

alpana, a type of Bengali rangoli; nor ashoka, the tree Saraca asoca. The term aloo, 

potato, has been given a definition in OED3, and so has aloo chaat, ‘a spicy potato 

snack served as salad, light meal, or side dish,’ and aloo ghobi, ‘a dish of potatoes and 
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cauliflower cooked with onions, garlic, and spices’ (www.oed.com), but not aloo 

mutter, aloo parantha, aloo palak, or aloo tikka/tikki: all of which are common in 

Indian English. The term all-American is given a separate entry, whereas the terms all-

India and all-Indian are only given as examples of the combining form all- 

(www.oed.com). The term along with is defined as a phrase, but the common Indian 

English form alongwith, where it takes on the form and function of a preposition, is not 

recorded (for examples, see Desh and Kashyap 1982: 53; Gandhi 1993: 21; Verma 

2001: 239). Similarly, the common Indian English spelling of in spite of as inspite of 

has a long history (e.g. Sircar 1867: 287), and may even go as far back as the 

eighteenth-century (see Kindersley 1938: 31), and the spelling of up to as upto dates 

back in the historical record to the nineteenth-century (see Lambert 2012a: 301-302), 

but neither form is given space in OED3. The word advice is given a count noun 

definition, ‘a piece of advice,’ in OED3, with the label ‘Now chiefly Caribbean and S. 

Asian’ (www.oed.com), but the transitive verb sense, ‘to give advice to someone’ is not 

given, though it has long been a feature of Indian English (for examples, see c.1890 J.: 

158; Kanuga 1993: 13; Nwobi 2006: 107; Basu 2008: 214). OED3’s entry for abuse 

labels the countable sense ‘a verbal insult’ as being in use only ‘formerly’, with 

citations from 1616, 1687 and 1759. However, its use in this sense has long standing in 

Indian English and continues to the present (for examples, see Report of the 

Commissioners 1920: 875; Ranade 1933: 299; Indian Express 1935: 6; Kindersley 

1938: 29; Ram 1979: 139; Singh 1979: 153; Pandey 1989: 197; Times of India 

(Mumbai) 2010: 3). Lambert (2014c: 124) reports that of 14 Indian English verb senses 

that have been in continual use since the 1930s to the present, only 4 are recorded in 

OED3.  

 Moving away from the letter A, there are a number of other aspects of the OED3’s 

treatment of Indian English that reveal a lack of in-depth coverage of Indian English. In 

particular, many terms of Indian English lexis that are covered by OED3, and that have 

been updated since 2000, can be significantly antedated. Table 4.13 provides a selection 

antedatings of the earliest citations for terms in recently edited OED3 entries, that is, 

entries that have been updated some time since the year 2000. The ‘Term (and sense)’ 

field lists the headword in OED3 and the sense number when relevant. The ‘OED3’ 

column lists the date of the earliest citation in OED3, and the ‘Antedating’ column lists 

references for an earlier example of the word. The ‘Gap’ column lists the extent of the 

antedating in years. 
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Table 4.13: Antedatings of OED3 Indian English entries 

 

Term (and sense) OED3 Antedating Gap 

Anglo-Indian A.2. 1826 Baptist Mag. (1818 XI. 44) 8 

Anglo-Indian B.2.a 1805 Gilchrist (1787: I. v) 18 

desi 1885 Muir (1860: 60) 15 

go phut 1888 Allardyce (1877b: II. 140) 11 

Indianism 2.a. 1672 Collection of Voyages (1664: 196) 8 

Indianism 2.b. 1924 Littell’s Living Age (1861: 119) 63 

mahaseer 1854 Meerut Universal Mag. (1836: 310) 18 

mango bird (b) 1834 Latham (1787: I. 89) 47 

Marwari 2. 1885 Stevenson (1842: 105) 43 

mem 1890 Oriental Herald (1828: 347) 62 

morcha 1885 Outram (1860: 370) 25 

paddy bird 2. 1843 Ives (1758: 240) 85 

Pahari A.1. 1837 Jacquemont (1834: I. 317) 3 

pariah kite 1877 Jerdon (1839: 71) 38 

pisaca 1885 Wilson (1839: 299) 46 

pond heron 1887 Jerdon (1864: 751) 23 

rock pigeon 1834 Sykes (1832: 154) 2 

 

Table 4.13 lists antedatings ranging from only 2 years up to 85 years difference. This 

may be an endemic problem for all OED3 entries rather than just specific to Indian 

English, nevertheless, judging from the sample presented here, it is clear that for much 

Indian English lexis the earliest date supplied by OED3 is not a good indicator of when 

the term entered English.  

 Finally, the OED3 entry for nigger, updated in 2003, has specific definitions for the 

Australian English use for an Indigenous Australian, and the New Zealand use for a 

Maori, but does not have a definition for the Anglo-Indian use where it was applied 

derogatorily to any of the indigenous peoples of India. This dates back to as early as 

1622 (in the form neger; see Sainsbury 1878: 75), and was common in the nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries (e.g. [Gleig] 1828: 124, 126; Bevan 1839: 89; Acland 

1847: 129; Moses 1850: 191; Bomanji 1863: 124; Grant 1868: I. 1; Kipling 1889b: 271; 

Forster 1924: 181, 235; Letters of an Indian Judge 1934: 227; Orwell 1934: 20, 21, 28, 

47). The Indian English application of this racist term was thought sufficiently 

significant by other lexicographers to warrant an entry, it is recorded in Yule and 

Burnell (1886: 479; 1903: 625), and also in the Century Dictionary (Whitney 1895: 

3989), but OED3 does not cover the usage, except to provide a sole citation from 1934, 
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which gives the false impression that the term was never very common in the Indian 

context. In terms of Indian English this usage is of obvious interest as it is a significant 

lexical element in the history of race relations between colonisers and colonised, and it 

is important to have some knowledge of how common it was, how widespread, how 

long it has been used for, and what its current status is. None of these questions can be 

answered by OED3 which barely notices that the term exists in Indian English. The 

OED3 entry for nigger gives an exceedingly nuanced explication of the use of the word 

in American English, which is entirely appropriate given the history of the term there. 

But the fact that little specific attention is given to the use of the term in Indian English 

is an example of the fact that the primary focus of OED3, wherever it may be, is 

unmistakably not on Indian English. 

 It is clear that while OED3 has increased the amount of Indian English covered, and 

has provided a more in-depth account of such lexis as it does cover than any other 

dictionary past or present, it still is not aiming at a comprehensive coverage of Indian 

English. 

 

4.9.5.3. Etymologies in OED (1888-) 

 

Section 4.9.5.3 discusses the etymologies of the Indian English material in OED 

(1888-). In terms of etymologies, OED1 set a very high standard, and this has continued 

in all following editions. The most detailed etymologies were reserved for words of 

Anglo-Saxon origin, and these etymologies devoted a great deal of space to Germanic 

cognates, other Indo-European cognates, and frequently included hypothetical Teutonic 

and Indo-European roots, or reconstructed proto-forms, based on the prevailing 

extensive researches into Indo-European philology of the Victorian era. A similar 

treatment of cognates could have been adopted for words that had Sanskritic or Indo-

Aryan origins, but these were considered foreign words and not deserving of such 

detailed treatment.  

 Etymons which are from languages that do not use the Latin alphabet are given in 

transcriptions. However, there is no table or explanation of the transcription systems 

used in the front matter to any edition of OED, either printed or in electronic form. 

Thus, the reader has either to be familiar with the original language in question and the 

various transcription systems that are used for it, or simply guess. Hence, a reader 

confronted with the Persian and Arabic etymon ḥabba, which occurs in the entry for 

abas, a former Persian measure of weight for pearls (www.oed.com), has either to know 

that ḥ is a transliteration of the letter heth ح, and that this letter in Arabic represents the 

voiceless pharyngeal fricative /ħ/, but in Persian it corresponds to the voiceless glottal 

fricative /h/. A table of correspondences for transliteration symbols for the various 
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languages appearing in etymologies is necessary, especially since such letters are only 

known to linguists or other specialists in the relevant languages, and not known to the 

general public, or, importantly, to most native speakers of the language in question, who 

will instead be familiar with the original script. 

 In OED1, etymons were often given in original script, but only employed Greek, 

Hebrew, Cyrillic, Arabic, and a variety of Perso-Arabic scripts (the last used for 

Persian, Hindustani/Urdu, and Malay). Words from Chinese were not given in Chinese 

characters, nor were Sanskrit etymons in Devanagari (except for the isolated characters 

ध, ठ, and थ discussed at the entry for the digraph th (Onions and Murray 1919: 241)). 

Original script etymons were not given for other Indian languages such as Bengali, 

Gujarati, Malayalam, Marathi, Punjabi, Sinhala, Tamil, etc., and Hindustani etymons 

were only given in Person-Arabic, never Devanagari. Provision of original script 

etymons continued, and to a certain extent, expanded, in the 1933 Supplement. For the 

first time some Indian etymons were given in Devanagari, the first (in that it occurs 

earliest in the alphabetical order) being the original etymon of Gond, ‘[a] member of a 

Dravidian people, many of them jungle-dwellers, of the Central provinces of India’: 

 

[Hind. (Skr. गोण्ड goṇḍa fleshy navel, person having this, Gond).] (Craigie 

and Onions 1933: 422) 

 

The ṇ and ḍ characters stand for retroflex consonants. Devanagari etymons only 

appeared in entries edited by Onions, and even then were not universally given. The 

term Gondwana, the first part of which is derived from the same etymon as Gond, has 

only transliterations (422), and the etymon for Gujarati is ‘[Hind., f. Gujarāt (Skr. 

Gurjará).]’ (436). The next etymology with Devanagari is for hartal, defined as a ‘day 

of national mourning in India, during which shops are shut and no business transacted: 

used as a form of boycott’ (450), which uses Devanagari for the Hindi etymons, but not 

the Sanskrit: 

 

[Hindi िरताल hartāl for िटताल haṭtāl lit. ‘locking of shops’ (Skr. haṭṭa shop, 

tālaka lock, bolt).] (Craigie and Onions 1933: 450) 

 

It is curiously inconsistent to give original script for the Hindi but not the Sanskrit. That 

aside, the etymon ‘िरताल’ is incorrect, and should be िड़ताल (haṛtāl), with a retroflex r, 

as िरताल (hartal) means ‘yellow orpiment, arsenic sulphide’ (McGregor 1993: 1060). 

Again, on the same page is an etymology, for hathi, ‘elephant,’ which does not use 

original scripts: ‘[Hind, hāthī (also Marathi, etc. hattī), f. Skr. hastin elephant, f. hasta 
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elephant’s trunk, hand.]’ (450). Devanagari etymons continued to appear in a number of 

Onions’ entries, and were especially common in the letter S, occurring in 17 entries. 

 For the 1972-1986 Supplements, Burchfield made the sweeping decision to 

abandon transliterations throughout, with the exception of Greek. This involved 

removing the original script etymons from the 1933 supplemental entries when re-

setting them for incorporation into the new supplements. Burchfield gave no reason for 

this, or even acknowledged that there was a change of system, merely commenting that 

in the etymologies ‘the characters of all foreign languages except Greek have been 

transliterated (where necessary) into the Roman alphabet’ (Burchfield 1972: xvi). This 

practice of replacing original script etymons with transcriptions was transferred to all 

relevant etymologies in the main dictionary for OED2 in 1989, and has become the 

default dictionary style, even with the new OED3 entries. While this clearly represents 

an easing of typesetting and proof-reading demands, it also represents a loss of 

information that was thought important enough by the original editors to include in the 

first edition and 1933 supplement. 

 The etymologies in new and redrafted entries in OED3 do not use original script, 

but in general they have been given a greater depth of treatment than in previous 

editions. For example, for the word ahimsa, the doctrine of non-violence, the original 

etymology was: 

 

 [Skr., f. a without + himsa injury.] (Burchfield 1972: 45) 

 

whereas the 2012 update in OED3 has: 

 

Etymology: < Sanskrit ahiṃsā, ahiṉsā non-violence < a- UN- prefix
1
 + hiṃsā 

injury ( < hiṃs- to injure, harm, kill). (www.oed.com) 

 

Thus, the original Sanskrit etymon has been given, with its original Sanskrit meaning, 

which differs slightly from the modern English meaning; plus the Sanskrit prefix has 

been cross-referred to the entry for the prefix un-, a cognate morpheme, and a stem for 

the Sanskrit noun has been given. Furthermore, Burchfield’s poorly transcribed himsa 

has been replaced with hiṃsā, where the ṃ represents a nasalisation of the preceding 

vowel, and the ā represents a long vowel. Burchfield’s himsa corresponds to 

Devanagari हिम्स, but no such Sanskrit word exists, whereas the OED3 transcription 

matches the Sanskrit etymon हिसंा (Monier-Williams 1899: 1297). A further change was 

to do away with Murray’s complex system of categorising borrowings as denizens, 

aliens, and casual, in favour of a single formulaic code that expresses a ‘wide variety of 

derivational types’ (Durkin 1999: 8), namely, the symbol (<). The list of symbols on the 
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OED3 website states that the less-than symbol (<) simply means ‘from’ 

(http://public.oed.com/how-to-use-the-oed/key-to-symbols-and-other-conventions/). 

 At present, OED3 has a mixture of new and old etymologies, and this will remain 

so for many years to come as the process of updating the entire dictionary is a long term 

project. The process has taken essentially three years to do the letters M through Q. 

Some of the older etymologies have not been updated since the 1880s, and a few repeat 

information in Yule and Burnell (1886). For example, the etymology for bobbery, 

‘Noise, noisy disturbance’ says: 

 

According to Col. Yule, and others, an Anglo-Indian representation of Hindi 

Bāp re! O father!, a common exclamation of surprise or grief. Forby has it in 

1830 as East Anglian dialect; and it has been plausibly (as to the form) 

referred to Spanish boberia folly; but the evidence for its origination in India 

is decisive. (www.oed.com) 

 

This was no doubt based on the evidence at hand. It is, however, quite wrong. The 

‘decisive’ evidence for an India origin mentioned in the etymology appears to be that 

the earliest citation is from an Indian source, dated 1816. Earlier evidence does exist, 

and it seems that bobbery, in this sense, has been in use since the late eighteenth 

century. The earliest citation in my own files is of Chinese Pidgin English usage: 

 

One of them told me with much satisfaction, that his wife had bought him a 

fourth son, and added, with an air expressive of gratitude, My wife too muchey 

good, she have catchey four bull child; mon mon* I think that cow child, he 

makey too much bobbery.† Joss love me, cause I makey he much tsin tsin.‡ 

[Footnote: *Mon mon is by and by. †Bobbery – cry too much. ‡Tsin tsin – 

worship.] (The New-York Magazine 1796 :6) 

 

Other early evidence suggests that the word was used in Britain (Kenney 1803: 116; 

London Guide 1818: 169), Smollett has an Irish English speaker using it (1818: 16), and 

the English Dialect Dictionary records it as being ‘in gen. dial. use in Eng.’, providing 

citations from Northumberland, Lancashire, the Isle of Man, Kent, Somerset, Devon, 

and Cornwall (Wright 1898: I. 320). Returning to the East, there is some relatively early 

evidence of its use by lascars ([Ames] 1830: 172), but judging by the overwhelming 

British evidence, a possible origin in India seems very unlikely. At the same time, there 

is at least some evidence of the term bobbery-bob used as an Anglicisation of the Hindi 

phrase Bāp re Bāp! (Out of the Meshes 1868: II. 273), but such evidence is very scarce, 

and it must be concluded that the two terms (that is, British dialect bobbery, meaning 



302 

 

noisy tumult, disturbance, and the Anglicisation of the Hindi phrase Bāp re Bāp as 

bobbery-bob), are not related. The endorsement of the Indian origin for this term by the 

OED appears to have influenced other lexicographers such that the Hindi phrase is the 

standard etymon in numerous dictionaries (e.g. Fennell 1892: 158; Gove 1961: 245; 

Brown 1993: 252; Flexner and Hauck 1993: 231; Lighter 1994: 216). 

 Still present in OED3, or at least in entries that have not been updated, are incorrect 

derivations for a number of terms based on the etymologies in Yule and Burnell (1886). 

For example, cheese, meaning the ‘right or correct thing: applied to anything good, 

first-rate in quality, genuine, pleasant, or advantageous’, is still derived from ‘Persian 

and Urdu chīz’ (oed.www.com), and chopstick, the eating utensil, is anachronistically 

derived from Chinese Pidgin English (oed.www.com).  

 One conjectural etymology that has been updated is for the interjection phut, ‘[a] 

brief plosive sound,’ and the phrase go phut, ‘to fail.’ The updated etymology in OED3 

states: 

 

Etymology: Imitative. Compare French pfut, pfutt, pft, etc. (1898 as pfftt; 

earlier as pft! pft! (1879; compare PHUT-PHUT int.)), and Hindi phaṭ slapping 

noise. (oed.www.com) 

 

Here the connection with Hindi is given a low prominence, placed at the end of the 

etymology, and following a string of clearly imitative French forms. The overuse of the 

word ‘compare’ is a feature of the new OED3 etymology style. In this particular case, 

no reason is given for why these other forms should be compared, so it is not clear 

whether the French or Hindi forms are meant merely to display similar imitative forms 

in other languages, or whether they are listed as possible etymons or influences on the 

English word. In any case, making any statement about the exact influence, or potential 

influence, of the Hindi word is effectively evaded. However, the Hindi word is claimed 

as the original in numerous other sources (Macquarie Dictionary 1985: 1283; Brown 

1993: 2196; Chamber’s Dictionary 1998: 1233). In fact, early evidence is strongly 

suggestive of an Indian connection, especially for the mildly pidginised phrase go phut, 

where all early citations are from Anglo-Indian sources (e.g. Allardyce 1877a: 544; 

Allardyce 1877b: 140 (incidentally both antedating OED3); Kipling 1890b: 98; 

Goulburn Herald 1892: 4; Kipling and Balestier 1893: 259; ‘Duncan’ 1893: 217).  

 One feature of OED3 etymologies for borrowings from northern Indian languages, 

is the over-reliance on Hindi as the etymon. With words of the pre-Independence era, 

the primary languages of contact were Marathi in the Bombay Presidency, Bengali in 

the Bengal Presidency, and Tamil in the Madras Presidency. Earlier English settlements 

and factories on the west coast brought the British into contact with Malayalam, 
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Konkani, and Gujarati. Europeans in the northwest were exposed to Rajasthani, Panjabi 

and Afghani, while in the Himalayas Kashmiri, Nepali, and, to the east, Assamese, were 

the major contact languages. In Sri Lanka it was Sinhala and Tamil. Also, in the early 

colonial-era Persian was still an important language in the upper echelons of society. 

The over-reliance on Hindi etymons is amply illustrated with the etymology of the word 

aal, the plant Morinda citrifolia. The etymology in OED1 said it was from ‘the Bengali 

and Hind.’ (Murray 1888a: 4). This has been replaced in OED3 with ‘Hindi āl Indian 

mulberry tree, of unknown origin’ (www.oed.com), raising the question of why the 

Bengali connection was dropped. The restriction of the etymon to only Hindi is further 

made questionable when the original source of the first citation is examined in detail. 

The earliest citation supplied in the OED3 entry is from an article in Asiatick 

Researches from 1799. The article is by William Hunter (1755-1812), an expert in 

Hindustani (Buckland 1906: 211), however, in the article Hunter specifically states that 

‘[i]n Málavar it is called Aal, and in Oude it has the name of Atchy’ (Hunter 1799a: 37). 

By ‘Málavar’ Hunter means Malayalam, and there is no mention of Hindustani 

anywhere in the entire article, and so in this source at least the word aal is not from 

Hindi, as the OED3 etymology claims.  

 The OED3 etymologies do not always simplify the complex language contact and 

borrowing situation that occurs with much Indian English lexis. A better resolution to 

the complicated ebb and flow of language influence can be seen with the updated 

etymology for achar, ‘a type of pickle or relish made from fruit or vegetables preserved 

in spiced oil or vinegar’: 

 

Etymology: < Persian āchār pickles, acid or salt relishes, of uncertain origin, 

probably partly via Portuguese achar (see note), partly via Dutch atjar, 

†achar, †atchar, †atchaer, †atschiar, etc. (1596 in the passage translated in 

quot. 1598), partly via the Indian vernaculars (compare Urdu ācār) and partly 

via Malay achar. (www.oed.com) 

 

With this etymology, it is made clear that a number of different donor languages were 

involved in English eventually ending up with the word achar, with Portuguese, Dutch, 

Malay, and ‘the Indian vernaculars’ all being indicated as source languages. Of course, 

the expression ‘the Indian vernaculars’ is somewhat vague: which languages does it 

include, which does it exclude? Is some form of the word achar present in all the Indian 

vernaculars? 

 Finally, etymologies on the OED do not distinguish between tadbhava and tatsama 

words. For example, the etymology for babul, a type of acacia, says that the English is 

from ‘French baboul (1666) and its etymon Hindi babūl, babūr < Sanskrit babbūla, 
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vavūla, varvūra, etc.’ (www.oed.com). In contrast, McGregor lists बबलू (babūl) as a 

tadbhava word (1993: 706), that is, not directly from Sanskrit, but rather a word which 

has ‘evolved organically’ from Old Indo-Aryan or Middle Indo-Aryan (xi). The OED 

etymologies simplify the historic connection between Sanskrit and related present-day 

Indian English languages and make it appear as though Hindi is a direct descendant of a 

single parent Sanskrit. However, it is not possible to trace all Prakrits back to a single 

source named Sanskrit, and ‘all new Indian languages do not go back to Sanskrit’ 

(Pischel 1981: 5; see also, Shapiro 1989: 7). Moreover, Sanskrit is not a single 

language, and a major division exists between the earlier Vedic Sanskrit and the later 

Classical Sanskrit formalised by Pāṇini. As Sanskrit became a largely fossilised 

language the words in its vocabulary could not evolve phonetically (Van de Walle 1993: 

27), and thus to say that Hindi babūl and babūr is ‘from’ Sanskrit babbūla does not 

make sense. It would be more accurate to say that the Hindi word is from an unrecorded 

original form that is cognate with Sanskrit babbūla. 

 Another example where etymological simplification has ridden roughshod over a 

more complex linguistic history is the etymology for the entry pani, water: 

 

Etymology: < Sanskrit pānīya (adjective) potable, (noun) drinking water, in 

British slang and South Asian use via Hindi pānī, in British regional use via 

Romani pānī. (www.oed.com) 

 

Here the normal etymologic order is inverted with the ultimate etymon coming first, and 

the direct sources of the English word put last. If the British regional form and usage are 

from Romani, and the Anglo-Indian English and Indian English uses are from Hindi, 

then these should be two separate entries, irrespective of their being ultimately traceable 

to the same source. British army slang usage would also be from Hindi, while British 

dialect and nineteenth-century British slang uses would be from Romani. It could 

perhaps be argued that the two forms coalesced in English, but there does not seem to 

be any evidence of this in the citations provided. This appears to be the result of a desire 

to not devote too much space to, or not go into too much detail with, what is considered 

a peripheral word. In terms of Indian English, the Romani etymon is extralimital. 

 In summary, although there has been a process of continual improvement of 

etymologies, the new OED3 etymologies still tend to oversimplify the true complexity 

of the sources of many borrowings from Indian languages, and have lost information by 

deciding to remove original script etymons and to rely solely on unexplained 

transliterations. 
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4.9.5.4. Pronunciations in OED (1888-) 

 

Section 4.9.5.4 discusses the pronunciations provided for Indian English material in 

OED (1888-). The OED, in any of its forms or editions, does not provide Indian English 

pronunciations. This is made clear on the OED3 website: 

 

Whereas the First and Second Editions of the dictionary simply offered a 

modern British English pronunciation, the Third Edition offers British and 

American English pronunciations, along with pronunciations from other 

varieties of English when they are relevant for particular terms. 

(http://public.oed.com/the-oed-today/rewriting-the-oed/editing-of-entries/) 

 

Apparently Indian English pronunciations are not relevant for lexis restricted to Indian 

English, and only British and American English pronunciations are given to words such 

as abkari and ajowan. 

 

4.9.5.5. Tramlines and Anglicity in OED (1888-) 

 

Section 4.9.5.5 discusses the tramlines device and the representation Anglicity of Indian 

English material in OED (1888-). The tramlines device (||) is described above. It was 

used in OED1, abandoned in the 1933 Supplement, reinstated by Burchfield in the 

1972-1986 Supplements, and has been abandoned once again in OED3. Craigie and 

Onions decided to entirely do away with the tramlines device and thus stop marking the 

level of naturalisation of words. They stated in their Preface that ‘[a]s in the main work, 

there has been continually present the problem of the inclusion or omission […] of the 

many foreign words reflecting the widened interest in the conditions and customs of 

remote countries, and it cannot be hoped or pretended that this problem has been solved 

in every instance with infallible discretion’ (1933: v). It appears that the editors decided 

that the citations could speak for themselves, and that perhaps it were better not to make 

decisions when the reasons for doing so were so arbitrary. Incidentally, the 1933 

Supplement contained one aberrant exception, as the entry for the term kadin, ‘a lady of 

the Sultan’s harem’ (528), was marked with the tramlines. This was presumably an 

error, but it does suggest that tramlines were at one stage included in the design of the 

work, and then removed at another as the policy changed. 

 Ogilvie notes that Craigie and Onions’ ‘practice of not marking words with 

tramlines coincides with that of the current editors of the third edition of the OED [i.e. 

OED3] who believe that if a word is used in an English context then it is an English 

word and should not be treated differently’ (2008: 44). This is both a practical and 
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sensible policy, for a number of reasons. First, when there are multiple citations of a 

word, but only some are marked in the text as not fully naturalised, then no clear way 

forward presents itself. Second, some texts differ according to edition. For example, the 

1889 edition of Kipling’s Plain Tales from the Hills has the sentence:  

 

His crowning achievement was spending eleven days as a faquir in the 

gardens of Baba Atal at Amritsar and there picking up the threads of the great 

Nasiban Murder Case. (Kipling 1889b: 28) 

 

But, the 1899 edition adds an explanatory gloss: 

 

His crowning achievement was spending eleven days as a faquir or priest in 

the gardens of Baba Atal at Amritsar and there picking up the threads of the 

great Nasiban Murder Case. (Kipling 1899a: 28) 

 

This reveals the unusual circumstance where the word appears to be more naturalised in 

the earlier edition than in the later edition. The 1889 edition was published in Calcutta, 

and the 1899 ‘uniform’ edition was published in London where the text underwent 

substantial editing which removed most of the Anglo-Indian English lexis. The point is 

that if only the 1889 edition had been read, or only the 1899 edition had been read, then 

the impression given to the lexicographer regarding the Anglicity of the word faquir is 

clearly different. Third, texts frequently only gloss or translate terms on the first 

instance they appear in a text. For example, page 87 of Bullimer’s May You Be the 

Mother of a Hundred Sons has the sentence ‘I watched them knead the chapati dough, 

saw how they massaged their babies with mustard oil and listened to them fight with 

their mothers-in-law’ (Bullimer 1991: 87). From this it appears as though the word 

chapati is fully naturalised. It is not italicised, glossed, explained, spelled with 

diacritics, marked for gender, or placed in inverted commas. However, the first 

occurrence of the word in the book, on page 11, is: ‘Even a single chapati, the Indian 

flat bread, has behind it a chain of drudgery[.]’ If the lexicographer only has the citation 

from page 87, then the word appears fully naturalised, and if the editor only has the 

citation from page 11, it does not. This is an interesting case, for there is little chance 

that there is any speaker of Indian English, even from India’s south, who does not know 

the word chapati, so obviously Bullimer’s text had been written or edited with a non-

Indian audience in mind. However, that the word may not be known to some 

Americans, or Australians, or New Zealanders, does not in itself automatically mean 

that it is not fully naturalised: many other Indian words are not well known outside of 

Indian English, such as issueless ‘childless,’ jotter ‘a ball-point pen,’ preponement ‘to 
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move (an appointment, event) to a closer date,’ and so on. In texts written in Indian 

English for speakers of Indian English chapati, issueless, etc., will never be glossed, or 

italicised, or in any way marked as not fully naturalised. The pertinent question, then, 

for the lexicographer, is who is the audience for a dictionary of Indian English?  

 

4.9.5.6. Labelling of Indian English lexis in OED (1888-) 

 

Section 4.9.5.6 discusses the labelling of Indian English material in OED (1888-). The 

OED3 interface has a ‘categories’ browsing function, which allows users to select lexis 

related to a particular subject area. A search on the ‘India’ category only returns 669 

entries, and there is no category ‘Indian English’ or ‘South Asian English’ 

(www.oed.com). Clearly this function is defective as the word aal does not appear in the 

669 hits, even though the word is derived from Hindi, and the definition mentions the 

fact that aal was ‘used (esp. formerly) in India to colour cotton fabrics’ 

(www.oed.com). At the same time, the word iron appears in the list for the subject 

‘India.’ This, it turns out, is because of the phrase in iron, which was formerly used in 

British English to mean in shackles or fetters, or in captivity, from as far back as Anglo-

Saxon times, is labelled ‘Now Indian English’ (www.oed.com). However, the labelling 

of lexis as being part of Indian English is not consistently followed in OED3. For 

example, the term pindrop silence, meaning total silence, was also originally British 

English, but is now very scarce outside of India. Numerous works on Indian English 

comment on the phrase pindrop silence (Kachru 1981: 34; Görlach 1991: 47; Lewis 

1991: 190; Muthiah 1991: 123; Sengupta 1996: 1464). And although OED3 adduces a 

citation from the London newspaper The Evening Standard from 2000, the online 

version of that article does not have a by-line, so the provenance of the author is 

unknown. In contrast, most commentators are convinced that the term pin-drop silence 

does not exist in British English: 

 

This phrase is a striking example of the propensity of speakers of IVE [Indian 

Variants of English] to condense into compound noun phrases what speakers 

of BS [British Standard English] would communicate by a clause or a phrase 

of greater length. In the above example, the main clause would probably read: 

“...you could have heard a pin drop” (Nihalani et al. 1979: 139) 

 

In fact, Sethi (2011) states that Standard English ‘has no such phrase as “pin-drop 

silence”’ (72). Certainly the term is common in Indian English literature (Singh 1959: 

52; Tharoor 1989: 54; Sura’s Supreme Dictionary 2005: 1073; Ghosh 2012: 51). The 

verb prepone, to bring an event, appointment, etc., to an earlier date, was also 
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originally in British English, and the OED3 entry states that ‘In later use, most frequent 

in Indian English’ (www.oed.com). The same label, or a similar label, should be 

attached to the entry for pindrop silence. 

 

4.9.6. Summary of analysis of OED (1888-) 

 

Section 4.9.6 summarises the analysis of the Indian English material in OED (1888-) 

presented in Section 4.9.5. It is clear that for the lexis that it does cover, the OED is the 

best source on Indian English available. This has been the case since the first edition, 

and is especially the case today for the updated entries of OED3. Its historical 

perspective is matched by no other dictionary, and the scholarly information amassed 

and presented far surpasses Yule and Burnell (1886/1903), the only other dictionary to 

treat Indian English on historical principles. Nevertheless, the coverage of Indian 

English is, at best, scant. The ‘categories’ browsing function on the OED3 website, only 

returns 669 entries for the category ‘India’ (www.oed.com), though this is an 

underestimate (e.g. the word aal does not appear in the 669 hits). Whatever the number 

of Indian English terms currently in OED3, the fact is that countless items of Indian 

English are not, and probably never will be, covered by the OED as Indian English is 

not a core part of their lexicographical project. Promotional material on the OED 

website barely mentions Indian English. As with all other lexicographical works 

assessed in the present research, there is an assumption that beyond Indianisms, Indian 

English is identical to British English. This was made explicit by Edmund Weiner, co-

editor of OED2: 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). Such an attitude is perfectly valid given that it is up 

to each individual dictionary project to decide on its own boundaries. Nevertheless, it 

does speak volumes for why the OED does not offer a detailed description of Indian 

English. 

 Originally the Indian English material was greatly indebted to Yule and Burnell 

(1886), and while this debt has lessened over the years, it is still present in entries that 

have not been updated since the first edition. In particular, Burchfield’s entry for 

Hobson-Jobson was practically entirely reliant on information furnished in Yule and 

Burnell, and therefore has unwittingly transmitted a number of inaccuracies. In terms of 

etymology, the latest work is an improvement, but still there is room for improvement 

especially with Indian English terms. Some dubious Indian etymologies, such as for 

bobbery and cheese, are still in place in OED3, while the probable Indian origin of the 

phrase go phut is unrecognised. The decision to do away with marking whether or not 
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words are fully naturalised is a sensible step, but at the same time the importance and 

high frequency of many terms in Indian English is often not expressly noted if the terms 

occur in other varieties of English. Finally, no edition of the OED has taken account of 

Indian English pronunciation, even for Indian English lexis. 

 Section 4.9 contained the analysis of the Indian English material in OED (1888-). 

The following section (Section 4.10) contains the analysis of Barrère and Leland (1889-

1890).  
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4.10. Barrère and Leland, A Dictionary of Slang, Jargon, and Cant, 1889-1890 

 

Section 4.10 contains the analysis of Barrère and Leland (1889-1890). Figure 4.16 is the 

title page of Barrère and Leland (1889-1890). 

 

 

Figure 4.16: Title page of Barrère and Leland (1889-1890), volume 1 
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4.10.1. Introduction to Barrère and Leland (1889-1890) 

 

Barrère and Leland’s two-volume Dictionary of Slang, Jargon and Cant is an important 

text in the history of slang lexicography, especially for its innovative methodology of 

employing specialists from various fields to contribute to the work (Coleman 2009: 42). 

It was published by the Ballantyne Press for private subscribers only, originally in 675 

copies. Volume I was released in 1889, and Volume II the following year. A revised 

edition was published in 1897. In terms of Indian English, Barrère and Leland is 

significant because it actually emphasises its coverage of ‘Anglo-Indian slang’ on the 

title page, listing it in third place after English slang and American slang, and before 

(Chinese) pidgin English and tinkers’ jargon (or Shelta). However, in terms of Anglo-

Indian slang, the text does not live up to this titular promise very well. 

 

4.10.2. Physical description of Barrère and Leland (1889-1890)  

 

Barrère and Leland was a two volume octavo set. The two volumes were uneven with 

regard to extent. Volume I had a six-page Preface by Barrère (1889b: v-xi), and a ten-

page history of English slang by Leland (1889: xiii-xxiii). A list of 22 contributors, 

including both Barrère and Leland, was given on page xxiv. The dictionary proper was 

528 pages. Volume II had no head matter other than a half-title leaf and title leaf, and 

the dictionary proper was a much shorter 428 pages. Thus A-K accounts for 

approximately 55% of the dictionary and L-Z only 45%. Pages are double-columned, 

with wide margins and a large amount of white space per page, presumably to allow 

owners to add additional information to entries by hand.  

 

4.10.3. Content description of Barrère and Leland (1889-1890) 

 

Entries in Barrère and Leland have bold headwords with the initial letter capitalised. 

Restrictive labelling followed the headword in parentheses. These labels cover a variety 

of information types, though chiefly commenting on who uses terms, where they are 

used, and their currency. Indian English terms are labelled ‘Anglo-Indian.’ Definitions 

are usually short and concisely worded, though many entries also have long paragraphs 

containing additional discursive information. Numerous entries have illustrative 

quotations, sometimes quite lengthy, and for some entries, quotations are used in place 

of definitions. Etymological information is contained with the discursive paragraphs. 

Leland is disparaging of previous etymological methods: 
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The day has gone by when it sufficed to show something like a resemblance 

in sound and meaning between a dozen Choctaw and as many Hebrew words, 

to prove positively that the Red Indians are Jews. But ‘wild guess-work’ is 

still current even in very learned works, and though ‘in a pioneer way’ it is 

useful in affording hints to true philologists, it should never claim to be more 

than mere conjecture. (Leland 1889: xix) 

 

Barrère takes Hotten to task for being ‘utterly ignorant’ of Romani (1889b: ix), and 

Leland concurs that ‘he knew nothing whatever of Romany’ and blames his mistaken 

notions of the blending of English cant and Angloromani are a result of too heavy a 

reliance on the works of George Borrow (1851; 1857) (Leland 1889: xxii). Leland also 

claims that while Hotten understood ‘the constituent elements of slang, unfortunately he 

had not even an average “smattering” of the languages which must be understood, and 

that into their very provincialisms, argots, and corruptions, in order to solve the origin 

of all the really difficult problems in it’ (1889: xxii). This seems to promise precise and 

well-researched etymologies. 

 In terms of Indian English, Leland states that Yule and Burnell was their chief 

source of information: 

 

Of late years many Anglo-Indian and pidgin-English, or Anglo-Chinese 

words, have become familiar to the public. For the former our chief authority 

has been the "Glossary of Anglo-Indian Colloquial Words and Phrases, and of 

Kindred Terms," by Col. Henry Yule and the late Arthur Coke Burnell (870 

pp. 8vo, London, John Murray, 1886), a copious work, as remarkable for 

extensive erudition as for sagacity, common-sense, and genial humour. 

(Leland 1889: xxi) 

 

However, there are a number of lexical items recorded in Barrère and Leland that are 

not indebted to Hotten. 

 

4.10.4. Method of data extraction for Barrère and Leland (1889-1890)  

 

The present analysis is based on electronic facsimile version of the first edition of 1889-

1890. According to Coleman, the revised edition of 1897 did not actually revise many 

entries (2009: 49). In order to detect Indian English lexis, copies were read through. In 

addition, the words India, Indian, Indies, Anglo-Indian, and Hindoo were searched for 

in the dictionary entries, as were the placenames of eighteenth-century trade factories or 

regions such as Bengal, Surat and Malabar, as were the names Yule and Burnell. 
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4.10.5. Results of analysis for Barrère and Leland (1889-1890)  

 

Barrère and Leland record 247 Indian English terms. This is spread unevenly between 

the volumes (169 terms in Volume I, 72 terms in Volume II). Thus approximately 70% 

of the Indian English lexis is from A-K and only 30% from L-Z. This may be partly a 

result of publishing pressure, that is, a compulsion to finish the work and get it into print 

expediently, indicated by the smaller size of the second volume. Yet, while Volume II 

has only 30% of the Indian English lexis, it covers 45% of the dictionary proper. Thus 

the second volume has a disproportionately smaller amount of Indian English coverage. 

Another possible reason for this may be that the authors refined or tightened their 

definition of slang as the work continued, but, a number of terms in Volume II are 

clearly not slang, such as moonshee ‘a secretary, a reader, an interpreter’ (63), sura 

‘toddy’ (320), and vakeel ‘a barrister’ (393). As with Hotten, there is a lack of precision 

or clarity about what type of lexis is covered by the dictionary. To signal the wide 

extent of lexis covered, the title of Barrère and Leland concludes with the catch-all 

expression ‘other irregular phraseology.’ From the point of view of its intended British 

readership, any Anglo-Indian term that is not familiarly used in Britain could be classed 

as ‘irregular phraseology.’ However, this does not explain what selection process 

Barrère and Leland used: why they included some Anglo-Indian terms from Yule and 

Burnell (1886), but not others. 

 In terms of the coverage of Indian English lexis, Barrère and Leland offer no 

significant contribution. Of the 240 terms they cover, 204 (approximately 85%) are 

found in Yule and Burnell (1886). This is consistent with the claim that Yule and 

Burnell was their ‘chief authority’ (Leland 1889: xxi). Only 64 of these entries directly 

acknowledge that their source was the ‘Anglo-Indian Glossary,’ while the remaining 

140 usually provide information that directly corresponds to that of Yule and Burnell 

(1886). The term goddess, used to refer to a young Malay woman, is described as ‘an 

absurd corruption’ in both Barrère and Leland (1889: 415) and in Yule and Burnell 

(1886: 291), and both define sudden death as ‘a fowl served as a spatchcock’ (Yule 

and Burnell 1886: 653; Barrère and Leland 1890: 317), though in neither of these cases 

do Barrère and Leland explicitly mention their source. When text is copied verbatim but 

left unreferenced, as in these two examples, technically this amounts to plagiarism, 

though this is mitigated somewhat by the acknowledgement to Yule and Burnell in the 

front matter. 

 For the 204 entries that overlap with Yule and Burnell, the information provided by 

Barrère and Leland is usually much briefer. For example, under the headword sura both 

Barrère and Leland (1890: 320) and Yule and Burnell (1886: 663) mention that it is 

another name for toddy, that is, ‘the fermented sap of several kinds of palm, such as 
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coco, palmyra, and wild-date’ (663), and provide its Sanskrit etymology. However, 

Yule and Burnell also record that a number of early writers used the term to refer 

instead to coconut milk. This latter information is omitted in Barrère and Leland. 

Occasionally, Barrère and Leland offer different information to that found in Yule and 

Burnell, especially in Volume I. For example, Barrère and Leland provide a citation 

from Thackeray’s The History of Pendennis (1848-1850) for the term backsheesh 

(1889: 62), but this citation is not in Yule and Burnell. Similarly, at the entry dashy, 

deva-dasi ‘girls devoted to dancing and prostitution in the idol temples’ (1889: 297), 

Barrère and Leland provide a citation from the same source that Yule and Burnell 

(1886: 237) use, but Barrère and Leland’s excerpt is longer and covers some different 

text, thus indicating that Barrère and Leland had examined the original source 

themselves. 

 Barrère and Leland provide 36 terms that are not in Yule and Burnell. Of these, 10 

appear to be taken directly from Hotten (1859-1874), though unacknowledged in these 

instances. A further four entries have citations to support the definitions, each taken 

from a different source, indicating at least some original research. The remaining 22 are 

not supported by citational evidence, having only headword, Anglo-Indian label, and a 

definition, and it is unknown from whence Barrère and Leland sourced these terms. On 

one occasion a reference is made to a ‘“MS. of Anglo-Indian Terms” by C.G. Leland’ 

(1889: 380), but this is not referred to again, nor is there any indication of how or when 

this manuscript was created. Similar references are made to manuscripts of Gypsy lore 

by Leland, and of Americanisms by Leland’s nephew C. Leland Harrison, but the 

construction of these manuscripts is not explained (1889: xxiv), and these references 

suggest reliance on unsubstantiated claims by contributors (also noted by Coleman 

2009: 42). The lack of transparency regarding the source of the information about these 

reportedly Anglo-Indian terms casts doubts on the actual provenance and frequency of 

these terms. This is especially so as Barrère and Leland also demonstrate some 

confusion about the provenance of many non-British terms. Baker (1945) notes that the 

Australian material in Barrère and Leland is ‘full of errors,’ and cites a contemporary 

review which complains of ‘ignorant and misleading explanations’ and of the inclusion 

of ‘expressions which, a dozen years ago, had temporary vogue in a limited district’ 

(30-31). If the Australian material was full of errors, it is reasonable to assume that a 

similar situation may be the case for other foreign varieties of English, including the 

Anglo-Indian. Such errors are occasionally evident. The term Penang lawyer is labelled 

Anglo-Indian, even though it is defined as ‘a handsome walking-stick from Penang and 

Salampore’ (1890: 123). This information is acknowledged as coming from Yule and 

Burnell, but Yule and Burnell do not state that the term is used in India. Rather, they 

offer a sole citation from a text about Mongolia (Gilmour 1883). Barrère and Leland 
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appear to have assumed that because the term appeared in Yule and Burnell’s ‘Anglo-

Indian Glossary,’ it must therefore be an Anglo-Indian term. This is a mistake as Yule 

clearly indicates that the scope of his dictionary had ‘expanded somewhat’ to include 

‘many words of Asiatic origin’ (1886b: xv), not just Anglo-Indian terms. A similar error 

is made by Barrère and Leland with the Chinese mercantile term hong labelled as 

‘pidgin and Anglo-Indian’ (1889: 469), and the Malay term goddess labelled as ‘Anglo- 

or Malay-Indian’ (1889: 415). These labels do not match with the text and citations of 

their respective entries, and the term ‘Malay-Indian’ is most probably an error for the 

more sensible Anglo-Malay. The word deen seems greatly confused by Barrère and 

Leland. It is labelled Anglo-Indian, but no definition is given, merely an etymology 

‘Arabic din, religion, faith’ (1889: 302), despite the fact that the sole citation is from a 

book entitled Travels in Egypt. Further, this citation does not contain the headword. 

 It is not possible to accurately assess the occurrence in Indian English of all 22 

items of Anglo-Indian lexis in Barrère and Leland that do not appear in preceding 

dictionaries without a comprehensive corpus of nineteenth-century Indian English. A 

few of the terms are well known and appear in later dictionaries. The term peg in 

reference to alcoholic drinks is not labelled Anglo-Indian by Barrère and Leland, but the 

origin of the metaphor is explained by them in an Indian context: ‘[h]ard drinkers in 

India, every time they have a drink, are said to add a peg to their coffin’ (1890: 122). 

The entry for D.T., abbreviation for delirium tremens, also explains that it is ‘used very 

generally by Anglo-Indians’ (1889: 334). Finally, the term baboo English, is given a 

lengthy entry by Barrère and Leland, which appears to be the first dictionary to include 

this term (1889: 58). However, apart from these, the other terms do not appear to have 

been taken up by later lexicographers. Crooke’s 1903 second edition of Yule and 

Burnell does not make use of any of the extra Anglo-Indian terms of Barrère and 

Leland. At the entry for Surat, Crooke adds an additional note that the term ‘in English 

slang is equivalent to the French Rafiot, in the sense of “no great shakes,” an adulterated 

article of inferior quality’ and cites ‘Barrére’ (mistakenly for Barrère) as his source 

(1903: 875). This, however, refers to Barrère’s dictionary of French and English slang, 

Argot and Slang, (1889a: II. 377). 

 In terms of etymology, Barrère and Leland, despite their self-proclaimed talents in 

this area, are not very accurate, and many of their etymologies consist primarily of 

‘guesswork and flimsy correspondence in form’ (Coleman 2009: 47). Errors here 

include repeating some of Hotten’s conjectures, such as ‘cop! beware; an abbreviation 

of coprador’ (Barrère and Leland 1889: 271, taken from Hotten 1874: 108). Here 

coprador is a mistaken spelling of comprador, the head butler of a household. There is 

no such word as coprador. Barrère and Leland also concur with Hotten’s derivation of 

bamboozle from Romani and Hindustani, stating that ‘it is possible that bamboozle is 
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the Hindu word gypsified’ (1889: 74), and despite their dismissal of Hotten’s Romani 

knowledge, appear to agree with Hotten in maintaining a connection between 

Angloromani and Hindustani. For instance, their suggested etymon for the term quod, 

meaning prison, is ‘the Hindu gypsy quiad prison’ (1889: 165). There is no such 

language as ‘Hindu gypsy.’ Barrère and Leland also include some of Yule and Burnell’s 

more dubious etymologies, such as the derivation of Hobson-Jobson from ‘Ya Hasan, 

ya Hossein!’ (1889: 465), and invent some of their own, such as deriving comfoozle 

‘flattery, cajoling,’ from ‘the Anglo-Indian foozilow, meaning quite the same thing’ to 

which is added ‘possibly the Hindu kōm, “love”’ (1889: 380). In contrast, Yule and 

Burnell’s derivation of the phrase not care a damn from the Hindustani dām, a copper 

coin of small value (Yule and Burnell 1886: 227-228), was not followed by Barrère and 

Leland. The methodology employed by Barrère and Leland for either accepting or 

rejecting terms, definitions, and etymologies from previous lexicographers remains 

unknown. 

 Finally, the text of Barrère and Leland contains many typographical errors, 

indicating a hastiness in the assembling the work for publication. Volume I contains the 

headword hong-hahng (1889: 469), which also appears as a running head at the top of 

the page. The error in the lemma appears to have resulted from joining the term hong 

with the stated etymon hahng. There is no such term as hong-hahng. In the second 

volume, the entry for Mull, defined as ‘(Anglo-Indian), a nickname applied to members 

of the Madras Presidency service’ (1890: 75), is placed within the entry for mullock, 

even though there is an entry headed mull. Thus, according to Barrère and Leland, 

members of the Madras Presidency were not called Mulls but rather Mullocks. This is 

not the case. Mullock is a British dialect and Australian English mining term for refuse. 

 

4.10.6. Summary of analysis of Barrère and Leland (1889-1890)  

 

The Indian English content in Barrère and Leland is largely derivative, principally 

consisting of abridged material from Yule and Burnell (1886) without the addition of 

any further information, and with a small amount of material taken from the dictionaries 

of Hotten (1859-1874). The bulk of terms not directly taken from Yule and Burnell are 

not substantiated by any documentary or bibliographic evidence, and may have been 

included based on unverified contributions of correspondents. The etymologies 

provided in Barrère and Leland are generally conjectural and a number are clearly 

erroneous. The provenance of items is also problematic with several items misleadingly 

labelled Anglo-Indian, at times even contra the information provided by Yule and 

Burnell. These problematic characteristics suggest that Barrère and Leland were not 

very familiar with Indian English, nor were they very careful in transferring information 
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from the sources they utilised. Hence, the reliability of the entire selection of Indian 

English given by Barrère and Leland is brought into question. 

 Section 4.10 contained the analysis of Barrère and Leland (1889-1890), which 

concludes the analyses of pre-Independence lexicographical works on Indian English, 

and thus concludes Chapter 4. The following chapter (Chapter 5) contains the analysis 

of post-Independence lexicographical works on Indian English. 
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5.1. Introduction to Chapter 5 

 

Chapter 5 deals specifically with Indian English dictionaries published after 

Independence in 1950. Unlike the pre-Independence era, the number of such glossaries 

is limited. Nine dictionaries are surveyed in chronological order, according to date of 

publication of the edition used for analysis, in all cases the most up-to-date edition. The 

dictionaries selected cover the complete set of available dictionaries wholly devoted to 

Indian English (Hawkins 1984, Lewis 1991, Muthiah 1991, Sengupta 1996, Hankin 

2003, Nihalani et al. 2004, Mahal 2006, and Lonely Planet 2008). Also analysed were 

two dictionaries which contain a selection of Indian English lexical items (the 

Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary 2006, and the later editions of the Oxford 

English Dictionary). The Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006) was selected as 

the most comprehensive of the Macmillan range of Indian English dictionaries. Unlike 

any other dictionary, the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) spans both the pre-

Independence and post-Independence periods, but for the sake of cohesion, the analysis 

of the post-Independence editions (i.e. the Burchfield Supplements, OED2, and OED3) 

occurs in Chapter 4, Section 4.9. 

 The treatment of each lexicographical work in the dictionary survey follows the 

methodology outlined in Chapter 3. The analysis begins with a description of the book 

including an image of the front cover or title page, followed by background information 

about the text, a physical description, and a content description which details the 

structure of entries and page layout. For dictionaries which also cover non-Indian 

English lexis, a description of how the Indian English lexis was extracted is given. This 

is followed by a close reading of Indian English entries, with specific focus on the 

relevant lexicographical features present in each dictionary (e.g. headword, variants, 

pronunciations, etymologies, etc.). For one post-Independence dictionary (the 

Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary 2006), an analysis of the subject category for 

each definition is given. Each dictionary survey ends with a summary. As each 

dictionary differs in extent and lexicographical treatment, the individual analyses of the 

dictionaries correspondingly differ in size and complexity.  

 The following section (Section 5.2) begins the chronological dictionary survey, 

starting with Hawkins, Common Indian Words in English, 1984. 

 

 

 



321 

 

5.2. Hawkins, Common Indian Words in English, 1984 

 

Section 5.2 contains the analysis of Hawkins (1984). Figure 5.1 is the cover of Hawkins 

(1984). 

 

 

Figure 5.1: Cover of Hawkins (1984) 
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5.2.1. Introduction to Hawkins (1984) 

 

Hawkins (1984) is an expanded version of Hawkins’ supplement to the Indian edition of 

the Little Oxford Dictionary (Ostler and Coulson 1976). It is published by Oxford 

University Press, New Delhi. R.E. Hawkins (1907-1989) was ‘editor, publisher and 

manager in India of the Oxford University Press’ (Nissen 1989). He was responsible for 

publishing many of the works of Salim Ali, Jim Corbett, Verrier Elwin, and Minoo 

Masani, and had ‘a working literacy in Hindi’ (Nissen 1989). According to the inside 

front flap of the dust jacket, ‘some 500 words’ were added to the original supplement, 

resulting in a dictionary of ‘about 2000 words.’ According to the introduction, the 

dictionary is intended for ‘those who, because they live in the Indian region or are 

interested in it, read current books and periodicals and older literature about India, 

Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka’ (v). The title, Common Indian Words in English, is 

significant. It does not use the term Indian English, but instead indicates that the subject 

of the book is words of Indian origin that are commonly used in English. As the bulk of 

the lexis covered consists of terms that are used primarily in Indian English, the word 

‘English’ here, therefore, has to be taken as a blanket term for English in all its varieties, 

including both Indian and British English. According to the Introduction, the area of 

interest includes ‘India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka’ (v). For the headword list, 

the compiler drew upon the OED, Hobson-Jobson, and G.C Whitworth’s Anglo-Indian 

Dictionary of 1885 for about 60% of its headword list. The rest of the headword list is 

the author’s ‘choice, based on printed usage’ (v), though what printed sources were used 

is nowhere stated. There has only been one edition. Occasional brief references to 

Hawkins (1984) are found in the literature (e.g. Alam 1998: 122; Carls 2000: 36; Bolton 

2005: 72; Sailaja 2009: 126; Sedlatschek 2009: 3, 32), and Kachru has even labelled 

Hawkins as one of the ‘main post-Raj lexicographers’ (2005a: 227), but there seem to 

be no substantial analyses done, with the most in-depth being the brief analysis in 

Lambert (2012a). According to the inside front flap of the dust jacket, the original retail 

price was Rs. 20. The dictionary is now out of print and only available second-hand. 

Google Books has an electronic version but it is not searchable; other electronic copies 

could not be located. 

 For the purposes of the present study an analysis was performed on a personal copy 

of the first and only edition. 

 

5.2.2. Physical description of Hawkins (1984) 

 

Hawkins (1984) is a slim, hardback volume in blue cloth boards with a gloss paper dust 

jacket. It measures 11.5 x 18.5 cm, and is just over 1 cm thick. The paper is bleached 
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and relatively thin. The book is 116 pages in length (x + 106). The front of the dust 

jacket (see Figure 5.1) has a magnified image of page 34, showing the entries for the 

words ghat to ghurry. By selecting a section of the alphabet beginning with a consonant 

cluster that is not very common in other varieties of English (i.e. gh-), the cover 

emphasises the Indianness of the vocabulary contained within. The back of the of the 

dust jacket has cross-advertising encomiums for two other OUP titles: Nihalani et al. 

(1979) and Kachru (1983).  

 The dictionary consists of a half-title leaf with blank verso, followed by the title 

leaf with the imprint page on the verso. These are followed by a brief Introduction (v-

vii), an explanation of the pronunciation system (viii), and a list of abbreviations used 

(ix), with blank verso. The Introduction gives some background on the creation of the 

text, the spelling of headwords, the etymologies, the limits of the coverage, and some 

acknowledgments. This front matter is followed by the dictionary proper of 106 pages 

(1-106). Type is well spaced, large (12-point), with one column a page with large 4 cm 

margins, ‘for those who wish to annotate or add’ their own notes (v). Headwords are in 

bold uppercase and begin on a new line with hanging indents. The running heads 

consists of the topmost word on the left-hand page, and the bottommost word on the 

right-hand page. Page numbers are in the running heads justified to the inner margins. 

There are no illustrations, citations, or appendices. 

 

5.2.3. Content description of Hawkins (1984)  

 

Entries are short, consisting of a headword, or headwords separated by commas if there 

are variant spellings, followed by pronunciation, abbreviated part of speech label, brief 

definitions, and extremely brief etymologies. Multiple definitions are separated by 

semi-colons and are unnumbered. In a very few cases, brief illustrative examples are 

provided. Headwords, variants, and nested headwords are in bold font. Part of speech 

labels are in italic font followed by a full stop. Illustrative examples are in italic, as is 

any binomial nomenclature within definitions. Headwords that are names of sacred texts 

are in capitalised bold italic font (e.g. the Gita (34), and the Mahabharata (57)). Cross-

references to other headwords with definitions are in small capitals. All other text is in 

plain Roman font. Headwords are lower case, except for proper nouns which are 

properly capitalised (a useful distinction missing from other contemporary dictionaries, 

such as Lewis (1991), Muthiah (1991), and Hankin (2003)). Homographic headwords 

with different etymologies have separate entries and are differentiated by superscripted 

numbering (e.g. panda1
, the animal, and panda2

, a pujari (72)). Some headwords have 

stress marked with the symbol (ˊ) following the vowel of the stressed syllable. Variant 

spellings appear immediately after the headword, or are indicated by parentheses (e.g. 
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paths(h)ala (73) stands for pathsala and pathshala). Nested entries are in bold font with 

a swung dash (~) representing the elided headword. Pronunciations use an adapted set 

of IPA symbols and are enclosed in parentheses, rather than the usual backslashes. 

Pronunciations also mark stress with the symbol (ˊ) following the vowel of the stressed 

syllable (as opposed to the normal IPA symbol (ˈ) preceding the first phoneme of a 

stressed syllable). Restrictive labels are in parentheses at the beginning of definitions. 

Etymologies are in square brackets, and use abbreviated language names, usually 

abbreviated to a single letter (e.g. A = Arabic, S = Sanskrit). Within etymologies the 

symbol (<) is used to mean ‘derived from’ (ix). A list of all abbreviations in the 

dictionary is provided in the front matter (ix). 

 

5.2.4. Method of data extraction for Hawkins (1984)  

 

The present analysis is based on a personal copy of the dictionary. The dictionary was 

read through and a word list was compiled, taking into account variant morphological 

forms. This list differentiated terms according to word class (that is, a word with both a 

noun and adjective definition counted as two separate items in the list). The 

grammatical categories used were common noun, proper noun, verb transitive, verb 

intransitive, adjective, adverb, preposition, pronoun, conjunction, interjection, article, 

determiner, suffix, prefix, and phrase. The verb categories included two-word multi-

word verbs, though terms of more than two words were placed in the phrase category. 

Whenever the dictionary did explicitly indicate word class, the category was derived 

from context. Homographs were also treated separately in the resulting word list. In 

addition, a close reading was performed on the front matter, entries, and index. 

 

5.2.4. Results of analysis for Hawkins (1984)  

 

Common Indian Words in English contains 2314 entries, of which 162 are proper nouns. 

Thus approximately 7.0% of the lexis covered is encyclopaedic material. In addition to 

this there are 206 variants listed (approximately 8.2% of entire forms). There are 309 

nested entries. Table 5.1 records the breakdown by grammatical class. 

  

Table 5.1: Frequency of grammatical classes in Hawkins (1984) 

 

Grammatical class Quantity Percentage* 

common noun 2010 86.9% 

proper noun 162 7.0% 

verb 19 < 1% 
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transitive 11  

intransitive 8  

adjective 79 3.4% 

phrase 15 < 1% 

adverb 5 < 1% 

interjection 23 1.0% 

suffix 1 < 1% 

Total 2314  

* Percentages have been rounded to one decimal place. 

 

As is apparent from Table 5.1, nouns make up the bulk of the lexis covered. If common 

and proper nouns are taken together they amount to approximately 93.9%. Adjectives 

account for approximately 3.4%, and interjections for approximately 1.0%. All other 

categories all account for less than 1% each. There are no prepositions, pronouns, 

prefixes, conjunctions, articles, or determiners. 

 In terms of variant spellings, Hawkins notes that ‘[a]lternative spellings are so 

numerous […] that they have generally been excluded’ (vi). Nevertheless, a total of 206 

variant spellings are provided, approximately 8.2% of entire forms. Some of these, such 

as chicken for chikan, a type of embroidery (19), and cow-itch for cowage, a certain 

plant (23), are clearly included purely for interest sake as they have been assimilated to 

forms that overlap with English lexis (i.e. chicken, cow and itch). Others, such as beedi, 

bidi, biri, a type of cheap cigarette (9), represent common spellings.  

 Definitions are very brief, normally less than five words, often just a single word 

gloss (e.g. dahi is defined simply as ‘curds’ (24)). Occasionally definitions are too 

short. The word beedi is defined as ‘cheap cigarette of rolled leaf’ (9). In aiming for 

definitional brevity, Hawkins has instead rendered the definition unclear. For the user 

without any knowledge of what a beedi is, ‘rolled leaf’ would probably be interpreted 

either as rolled tobacco leaf, or perhaps the leaf of some other plant that is smoked. 

However, beedis are filled with dried tobacco that has been flaked, rolled and otherwise 

cured, similar to the filling of a cigarette. Beedis differ from cigarettes in being rolled in 

a dried leaf of the tendu tree, Diospyros melanoxylon, and tied off with a piece of string, 

rather than being rolled in thin paper (Hanelt and Büttner 2001: 1644; Sivaramakrishnan 

2001: 10). The definition ‘cheap cigarette of rolled leaf’ does not effectively convey 

this. Hawkins regularly gives the binomen for plants and animals in definitions. For 

example the word amaltas is defined as ‘Indian laburnum, Cassia fistula’ (3). However, 

strict adherence to this definitional strategy has led Hawkins awry in the definition for 

alu: ‘potato, Solanum tuberosum’ (2). The botanical name is for the potato plant, not the 

vegetable that is cultivated from it. In Indian English the word alu refers to the 
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vegetable, not the plant. The Hindi word for the potato plant is आलू गार् (ālū gāc), but 

this does not appear to be used in Indian English. 

 Pronunciations are extensively given in the dictionary, in an adapted form of the 

International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA). This sets Hawkins apart from most 

contemporary Indian English dictionaries (e.g. Lewis 1991; Muthiah 1991; Sengupta 

1996; Hankin 2003; Nihalani et al. 2004; Mahal 2006). However, the pronunciations are 

not Indian English pronunciations. According to the front matter, ‘[t]he pronunciation 

recommended is that of a speaker of southern England with some acquaintance with 

Hindustani, who says dʒəʊˊdpəz, ɑˊʃrəm, ɪslɑˊm and hɑˊdʒɪ rather than dʒoˊdpəz, 

æˊʃræm, ɪˊzlɑm and hæˊdʒɪ’ (viii). Thus, the pronunciations are not meant to represent 

Indian English, but rather an Indianised Southern British accent. It is highly unlikely 

that many speakers of Indian English would pronounce jodhpurs as /dʒəʊˊdpəz/, as, 

according to Nihalani et al., the diphthong /əʊ/ does not occur in Indian English (2004: 

208). Some of Hawkins’ pronunciations are highly suspect. For example, the word 

cajan, a crop plant, is given the pronunciation /kəˊdʒən/ (15) which has a stressed schwa 

/ə/. The word burka is given the pronunciation /bʊəˊkə/ (14), though a diphthong 

realisation of non-rhotic ‘ur’ is very unlikely, and a monophthong /ɜː/ would be 

expected. The OED gives /ˈbɜːkə/ as the British pronunciation (Craigie and Onions 

1933: 135). The word cantonment, ‘lodgings of troops,’ is given the pronunciation 

/kæntuˊnmənt/ (15), with the long vowel /uː/, instead of a short /o/ in the accented 

syllable. It is possible that here Hawkins is merely following Yule and Burnell (1886: 

121; 1903: 158).  

 Many headwords are not given a pronunciation. For example, on one page with 18 

entries, seven words do not have pronunciations: camp, candy, carboy, cardamom, 

carpet snake, cash, and cashew (15). These are either words of core English 

vocabulary that have a special use in Indian English (e.g. camp, carpet, and snake), or 

words of Indian origin that presumably the author considers fully naturalised to the 

extent that their pronunciation is already well known (e.g. cardamom, cash, and 

cashew). Multisyllabic words without pronunciations are still marked for stress (i.e. 

caˊndy, carˊboy, carˊdamom, carˊpet snake, and caˊshew). However, on numerous 

occasions words are not given pronunciations when they are not core English and their 

pronunciation cannot be reasonably deduced from the spelling. Examples include 

buˊdlee, a substitute (13), which could be either /ˈbʌdlɪ/ or /ˈbʊdlɪ/, or/ˈbʌdliː/ or 

/ˈbʊdliː/, and bundooˊk, a musket or gun (14), which could be either /bʌnˈduːk/ or 

/bʌnˈdʊk/. At other times, core English words are given pronunciations while Indian 

words are not. For example, both the headwords cheese and cheetah are given 

pronunciations (18), but cheel, the black kite (18), is not. 
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 Another deficiency with the pronunciation concerns rhoticity. It is also difficult to 

discern whether or not pronunciations are meant to be rhotic or non-rhotic, or under 

what conditions they are one of the other. Generally, final ‘r’ is not pronounced in 

Hawkins’ pronunciations (e.g. ‘chenar (tʃinɑˊ)’ (18), ‘chir1
 (tʃɪə)’ (19), and ‘foujdar 

(fɑʊˊdʒdɑ)’ (32)). Conversely, on a number of occasions final ‘r’ is indicated (e.g. ‘fakir 

(fəkiˊr)’ (31), ‘gulmohr (gʊlmʊˊr)’ (36)). The last is particularly significant, because the 

variant form of this word, gold mohur occurs on the previous page without a 

pronunciation (35). As there are both rhotic and non-rhotic pronunciations, it is unclear 

to the user looking up the word gold mohur whether or not it should be pronounced 

with a final /r/ or not. 

 Restrictive labels are not always consistently applied. The terms C.I.E., the 

Companion of the Indian Empire (21), and cockup, a type of food fish (21), are both 

labelled ‘hist.’ (historical), but Company, used to refer to the East India Company (21), 

and circar, ‘a province under the Moguls’ (21), are left unlabelled. Clearly both 

Company and circar are historical. However, the definitions of both these terms 

contextualise the meaning in the past, and so a restrictive label was perhaps thought 

unnecessary. Restrictive labels are occasionally incorrect. For example, civil lines, an 

area of a town, is labelled historical (21), but is still in common use in India. At other 

times, restrictive labels are omitted where they are needed. The phrase sling the bat, 

meaning to speak a vernacular Indian language, is not only historical, but also slang, yet 

the entry has no restrictive labels, erroneously indicating that it is a part of current 

standard or unmarked Indian English. All available citational evidence for this phrase 

indicates that it was a slang term of the British military, originally in and thence outside 

India, rather than being a term used by Indian speakers of English, and that it has not 

been in use since the 1930s (Kipling 1892: 197; 1897: 67; Ross 1901: 101; Alcock 

1902: 198; Wyndham 1912: 218; Dawson 1918: 15; Partridge 1937: 782; Smith 1938: 

16).  

 Etymologies in Hawkins (1984) are extremely brief. For example, the word kokila, 

a type of cuckoo, is given the etymology ‘[S]’ (53). This indicates that the word is 

derived from Sanskrit. The Sanskrit etymon is not given. Hence, there is no information 

about whether the ‘i’ and the ‘a’ vowels are short or long. Also, there is no indication 

that this word is used in Hindustani, which is the language from which it would have 

been borrowed into English. For Hindustani etymons Hawkins uses a bi-partite system 

to indicate what he understands to be the etymological path taken by borrowed words, 

marking words as either ‘UH’ (for Urdu/Hindi) when the ultimate etymon is Arabic or 

Persian, or ‘HU’ (for Hindi/Urdu) when the ultimate etymon is Sanskrit. Hawkins 

contends that ‘[n]early the whole vocabulary of Hindi and Urdu derives from Sanskrit 

or Arabic’ (vi). This is a great oversimplification of the etymological reality. First, 
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countless borrowings from Persian and Arabic are common to both Urdu and Hindi. 

Second, the split of Urdu and Hindi, especially with regard to lexical content, became 

magnified after Partition, but many of the borrowings dealt with by Hawkins pre-date 

that event. Third, the bulk of both Urdu and Hindi vocabulary is descended from 

Prakriti forms, not directly from Sanskrit, and Urdu lexis has just as many Sanskrit 

cognates as Hindi lexis. What Hawkins’ HU versus UH system does tell the reader is 

that HU words are ultimately of Indo-European origin, and UH words are of Persian or 

Arabic origin. However, the explanation of the system in the front matter does not make 

this clear. 

 Finally, the use of nested entries is not consistently followed. For instance, 

thanadar, a police officer, is a nested entry at the entry for thana, a police station (97). 

However, thekedar, a contractor, is a separate entry to theka, a contract (97). Similarly, 

the goddess Kali is given a separate entry from Kali Yug, literally the ‘Age of Kali’ in 

Hindu cosmology (48). 

 

5.2.5. Summary of Hawkins (1984)  

 

R.E. Hawkins’ Common Indian Words in English provides a fairly good selection of 

Indian English lexis, both current and of the Anglo-Indian era. It is well typeset and 

conveniently formatted so that users can add their own notes. The information provided 

about lexical items is concise and to the point, but at times is overly brief which can 

lead to a lack of clarity. This is especially the case with etymologies. The system 

employed for etymologies from Hindustani is not clearly explained in the front matter 

and is based on an oversimplification of the etymological reality. Pronunciations are 

those of an Indianised Southern British accent, such as would be used by ‘a speaker of 

southern England with some acquaintance with Hindustani’ (viii), presumably someone 

who had spent a great deal of time in the Subcontinent, as Hawkins himself. As such, 

the pronunciations offer no information on Indian English pronunciation. In addition, a 

number of pronunciations seem to be incorrect, especially with regard to vowels and 

rhoticity, while numerous headwords are not given any pronunciation at all. The 

inclusion of restrictive labelling is useful, but has not been applied in all cases where it 

would be appropriate. 

 Section 5.2 contained the analysis of Hawkins (1984). The following section 

(Section 5.3) contains the analysis of Lewis (1991). 
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5.3. Lewis, Sahibs, Nabobs, and Boxwallahs, 1991 

 

Section 5.3 contains the analysis of Lewis (1991). Figure 5.2 is the cover of Lewis 

(1991). 

 

 

Figure 5.2: Cover of Lewis (1991) 
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5.3.1. Introduction to Lewis (1991) 

 

Lewis (1991) is a well-known dictionary of Anglo-Indian English. This is perhaps in 

part due to the colourful title and colourful front illustration. The title is explained as 

being representative of three different types of British colonist in India: the nabobs, who 

came ‘to amass enormous and quick wealth,’ the sahibs, who came to ‘conquer and rule 

as if by God-given right,’ and the boxwallahs, who were ‘lower down the social ladder’ 

(v). The first edition, in hardback with dust jacket, was 1991. This was reprinted in 

1992, and then as a paperback in 1997 and 1999, though the internal text has remained 

unchanged from the first edition. All editions are published by Oxford University Press, 

New Delhi. I have been unable to locate any biographical information on Ivor Lewis. 

The blurb on the back inside flap of the dust jacket explains that Lewis had a ‘long 

professional life’ in Malaysia, Burma and India, and a ‘wide command of S. And S.E. 

Asian languages,’ which ‘give his work the stamp of authority.’ The front inside flap 

blurb contains some complimentary puff about the merits of the dictionary, claiming 

that it contains ‘nearly 4000 headwords,’ that it is ‘compiled on historical principle up 

to 1947,’ that it ‘dredged sources afresh,’ that it looks ‘afresh at the etymologies of 

earlier scholars,’ and includes ‘the vocabulary of the twentieth century.’ The analysis 

below reveals that most of these claims are greatly overstated.  

 As the subtitle indicates, this dictionary concentrates largely on the vocabulary of 

Anglo-India, that is, pre-Independence India, and according to the Preface attempts to 

‘fill in some measure certain lacunae in Hobson-Jobson in order to achieve a better 

balance between the words of the common sort and those in the learned registers of 

theology, indology [sic], philosophy and the like’ (v). However, despite this claim, 

Lewis’ dictionary is almost wholly derivative of secondary sources, these being 

principally Yule and Burnell (1903) and the OED, but Lewis also makes special 

mention of Wilson (1855), Whitworth (1885), Rao (1954), and Hawkins (1984) (vi). 

Thus, Lewis (1991) is primarily a selection and collation of previous work. Additional 

words have been added, presumably from Lewis’ own citation collection. These appear 

to have been garnered largely from British writers on India, with Indian writers in 

English deliberately excluded as they were regarded ‘birds of a different plumage’ 

which ‘sport the colours of Indo-Anglia, not of Anglo-India’ (41). The reference list at 

the back of the book includes such writers as William Makepeace Thackeray, Rudyard 

Kipling, E.M. Forster, and Flora Annie Steel. However, the reference list is not 

necessarily a list of works that Lewis read or ‘dredged afresh.’  

 Occasional very brief references to Sahibs, Nabobs, and Boxwallahs are found in 

the literature (e.g. Sedlatschek 2009: 32; Teltscher 2013b: xxviii), but there seem to be 

no substantial analyses done, with the most in-depth being the brief analysis in Lambert 
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(2012a). Mesthrie claims that Lewis (1991), along with Hankin (1994), is ‘true to the 

Hobson-Jobson tradition in feel and style, whilst being fairly up-to-date’ (2013: 36). A 

review of Lewis (1991) in the Journal of the American Oriental Society remarks that it 

‘reveals considerable dependence on precedence,’ is ‘largely secondary,’ and ‘has little 

“scientific” conception of its subject matter’ (Gerow 1997: 224-225). A review for the 

American Libraries Association notes that Lewis (1991) ‘perhaps comes closest to 

proving a worthy successor to Hobson-Jobson’ when compared against Rao (1954), 

Nihalani et al. (1979), and Hawkins (1984) (Patterson 1992). This review is commonly 

found on library catalogues and internet bookshop descriptions of the book. However, 

the reviews comments that Lewis covers ‘everyday words and more specialized terms 

used in scholarly disciplines such as theology and philosophy’ and that these are ‘areas 

of real weakness in’ Hobson-Jobson. This comment is taken straight from Lewis’ own 

Preface, indicating that the reviewer relied on the book’s own asseverations about its 

contents without independent analysis. 

 According to the back cover, the original retail price of the first edition in India was 

Rs 395. The dictionary is now out of print and only available second-hand (in various 

editions, all of which vary only in the binding, not the content). Google Books has an 

electronic version which provides snippet views, and another that is unsearchable, but 

other electronic copies could not be located. 

 For the purposes of the present study an analysis was performed on a personal copy 

of the first edition of 1991. 

 

5.3.2. Physical description of Lewis (1991) 

 

Sahibs, Nabobs, and Boxwallahs is a large octavo, measuring 18.8 x 24.4 cm, and is 2.5 

cm thick. The hardback is in blue cloth boards with a dust jacket. The paper is relatively 

thick with minimal bleed-through. The book is 278 pages in length ([2] + x + 266). The 

front cover illustration (Figure 5.2) is a detail of an anonymous ‘Panorama of a Durbar 

Procession of Akbar II, Emperor of Delhi, probably at Id or after Ramadan’ c.1815, 

held in the India Office Library and Records, London. It depicts European dignitaries, 

in top hats, and native royalty in traditional clothing, riding atop ceremonially arrayed 

elephants with crowds of lesser dignitaries and retainers milling about below: an image 

redolent of the Anglo-Indian era and the relationship between the upper echelons of 

British Indian. 

 The book begins with a two page reproduction of a comic poem by Edward Lear, 

entitled ‘The Cummerbund,’ which was first published in the Times of India, Bombay, 

July 1874. The poem satirises the use of Indian words in the writing of Anglo-Indians. 

Lewis has provided a gloss of the Indian English lexis. This poem may have been a late 
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addition to the text as it is unpaginated and is printed on stiff cardboard that appears to 

have been tipped in. This is followed by half-title with blank verso, and the title leaf 

with the imprint on the verso. These are followed by a brief Preface (v-vi) by the author, 

dated September 1990, a contents page (vii) with blank verso, a list of abbreviations (ix-

x), and a long Historical Introduction (1-44). The Introduction gives some background 

about Indian English, transliteration of Indian languages, pronunciation, and an 

explanation of the cross-referencing system. This front matter is followed by the 

dictionary proper of 210 pages (45-254). Type is closely spaced, large (12-point), with 

two columns a page with 2 cm margins. Headwords are in bold and are capitalised 

whether a common noun or proper noun. Headwords begin on a new line on a hanging 

indent. Nested entries are in italic font, sometimes preceded by a number in parentheses. 

All text is in serif font. Running heads consist of the headword of the topmost entry of 

the left-hand column, and the headword of the bottommost entry of the right-hand 

column. Page numbers are at the bottom centre. There are no illustrations. Following 

the dictionary is a ‘Suggested reference and reading’ list (255-266) with 461 items, but 

there are no other appendices. 

 

5.3.3. Content description of Lewis (1991)  

 

Entries in Sahibs, Nabobs, and Boxwallahs begin with a headword in capitalised bold 

case letters in bold serif font. Diacritics are not used on headwords. Variant spellings of 

headwords immediately follow the headword separated by a comma. Synonymous 

terms are also included within the variants (e.g. the entry for toon, a type of wood, has 

the synonymous term toon-wood immediately following the headword, which is then 

followed by an orthographic variant, tun (238)). At other times, such information is 

given after the definitions (e.g. the entry for camphor, the synonymous camphor-wood 

is given in italic font following the definition (76)). Homographic headwords with 

different etymologies have separate entries differentiated by superscripted numbering 

(e.g. tope1
, a grove or orchard, and tope2

, a stupa (238)). There are no part of speech 

labels, and so the grammatical class of the headword has to be deduced from the 

definition. Definitions are concise, usually one sentence, and, when there is more than 

one meaning defined, are usually numbered. Etymologies directly follow the headword 

and variants and normally begin with an indication of the century the word first 

appeared in English sources, followed by relevant etymons. Language names are 

abbreviated, and the abbreviations are listed in the front matter. Etymons are in italic 

font, are transliterated, and supplied with a definition if the meaning differs 

substantially from that of the Anglo-Indian meaning. Cross-references to other entries 
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are preceded by the italic word See. There are no pronunciations. On this point Lewis 

notes that: 

 

We have not ventured to speculate on the changing phonetics of Anglo-Indian 

words from the seventeenth to the twentieth century as there were at least as 

many pronunciations of the same word as there were variant spellings, as well 

as varying pronunciations of the same spelling. Sometimes the pronunciation 

needs no phonetic gloss as it is obvious from the spelling, for example soojee, 

bangle, bungalow, calico, and where it is not so obvious, it is hazardous to use 

the original Indian word as a model for Anglo-Indian pronunciation. 

Consequently the Anglo-Indian orthography has been left to speak for itself, 

as far as it is able to do so. (Lewis 1991: vi) 

 

There are no citations, but sources upon which the entry information is based are 

frequently given in square brackets at the end of the entry. A list of all abbreviations in 

the dictionary is provided in the front matter (ix). 

 

5.3.4. Method of data extraction for Lewis (1991) 

 

The dictionary was read through and a word list was compiled, taking into account 

variant morphological forms. This list differentiated terms according to word class (that 

is, a word with both a noun and adjective definition counted as two separate items in the 

list). The grammatical categories used were common noun, proper noun, verb transitive, 

verb intransitive, adjective, adverb, preposition, pronoun, conjunction, interjection, 

article, determiner, suffix, prefix and phrase. The verb categories included two-word 

multi-word verbs, though terms of more than two words were placed in the phrase 

category. Whenever the dictionary did explicitly indicate word class, the category was 

derived from context. Homographs were also treated separately in the resulting word 

list. In addition, a close reading was performed on the front matter, entries, and end 

matter. 

 

5.3.5. Results of analysis of Lewis (1991) 

 

Lewis (1991) contains 3777 entries, many of which contain information about multiple 

terms (i.e. nested entries). In total 5116 lexical items are treated, of which 512 are 

proper nouns. Thus approximately 10% of the lexis covered is encyclopaedic material. 

In addition to this there are 1935 variants listed (approximately 27.4% of entire forms). 

Table 5.2 records the breakdown by grammatical class. 
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Table 5.2: Frequency of grammatical classes in Lewis (1991) 

 

Grammatical 
class 

Quantity Percentage* 

common noun 4271 83.5% 

proper noun 512 10.0% 

verb 69 1.3% 

transitive 47  

intransitive 22  

adjective 198 3.9% 

phrase 49 < 1% 

adverb 14 < 1% 

interjection 26 < 1% 

preposition 1 < 1% 

suffix 1 < 1% 

Total 5116  

* Percentages have been rounded to one decimal place. 

 

As is apparent from Table 5.2, nouns make up the bulk of the lexis covered. If common 

and proper nouns are taken together they amount to approximately 93.5%. Adjectives 

account for approximately 3.9%, and verbs approximately 1.3%. All other categories all 

account for less than 1% each. There are no pronouns, prefixes, conjunctions, articles, 

or determiners. 

 Lewis provides 377 cross-reference entries for variant spellings or for nested 

entries. However, many additional terms explained within entries do not have 

corresponding headwords and so cannot be effectively looked up in the dictionary. For 

example, the term Zafar Pultan, a regiment of women soldiers, is defined under the 

headword gardee (114), but there is no entry for this under the letter Z. 

 Lewis’ debt to the other lexicographers of Indian English is great, and his 

dictionary covers all the terms in Hobson-Jobson, with the exception of a selection of 

proper nouns. Lewis generally records the source of his information, and uses the 

abbreviation ‘YB’ to refer to Yule and Burnell (1903). In the cases where Lewis’ source 

is not another dictionary, the name of his source is generally given. For example, the 

term accommodation-boat, a boat used to convey passengers between ship and shore, 

has as its source ‘Maud Diver, Honoraria Lawrence (1936), 63’ (45). However, Lewis 

is not always frank about his sources. In the entry from achar, pickles, Lewis cites as 

his sources ‘Linschoten in Hakluyt, E.tr. (1598); Danvers, Letters (1612), i. 230’ (45). 
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This makes it appear as though Lewis had read these two early sources, when, in fact, 

both of these citations are in Yule and Burnell (1903: 3). Of course, Lewis could have 

followed up these citations in the original sources himself. However, the fact that 

neither Lewis or Yule and Burnell provide a page number for the Linschoten citation 

strongly suggests that Lewis simply used Yule and Burnell as his source. Thus Lewis’ 

text gives the appearance of being based on primary sources where in fact he is 

repeating information second-hand. It is not possible to know if this was deliberate, or 

merely an oversight wherein ‘YB’ was accidentally omitted. Lewis used seven major 

secondary sources: the OED (first edition and the Burchfield supplements); Wilson 

(1855); Whitworth (1885); Yule and Burnell (1903); Webster’s Third New International 

Dictionary of the English Language (Gove 1976); Partridge (1937, 1979); and Hawkins 

(1984). Of the 3777 entries, 3064 are taken from one or more of these sources, which 

means that approximately 81.1% of Lewis (1991) is wholly derivative of these seven 

sources. Of the 200 entries in letter A of the dictionary, 33 are not from secondary 

sources. Thus, approximately 16.5% of the terms covered by Lewis in the letter A 

appear to be original entries written by Lewis. However, of the 87 entries in the letters 

W-Z, only 7 are referred solely to primary sources, which is only 8% of the entries. 

Moreover, two of these are also recorded in the chief secondary sources utilised by 

Lewis: Yusufzai, ‘a Pathan tribe’ (Lewis 1991: 252), appears in Whitworth (1885: 347), 

and yuvaraja, ‘male heir to an Indian rajah’ (Lewis 1991: 252), also appears in Wilson 

(1855: 561). 

 For the entries taken from previous works, Lewis’ indebtedness is very often 

complete. For example, words taken from Hobson-Jobson present Yule and Burnell’s 

information wholly unmodified nor otherwise updated, so that not only is there no 

indication as to whether a certain word is current or obsolete, many definitions are 

anachronistically, even imperialistically, worded. The headword dacey is defined as ‘a 

native of India’ (97) with no mention of, or entry for, the prevalent modern Indian 

English spelling desi. The term balwar is defined as ‘the native servant’s form of 

barber’ (58). For the term bumba/bomba, Lewis unthinkingly paraphrases from 

Hobson-Jobson and states that it is ‘[a]pplied in modern times in N. Indian to canal 

distributary, and in Ahmedabad to water towers’ (72; my emphasis), without noting that 

the phrase ‘in modern times’ written in 1903 cannot possibly have been referring to 

1991. Similarly, under the word chop, a ‘seal, stamp, impression, licence, passport’ 

(86), Lewis ludicrously notes that the word ‘still survives in the Pigeon English of the 

Chinese ports and other Far East countries’ (86), apparently unaware that Chinese 

Pidgin English is no longer a living language in Chinese ports. Lewis even seems 

reluctant to stray from Yule and Burnell’s headword forms, listing the term white ant 

under the headword ant(s), white (Lewis 1991: 51), where Hobson-Jobson has ant, 
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white (Yule and Burnell 1903: 32). Lewis does not regularly provide headwords for 

compounds term in reverse order (e.g. fishing fleet (111) is not listed under fleet, 

fishing, and fools’ rack (111) is not listed under rack, fools’), and so the only reason 

white ant is listed under ant(s), white, is because Hobson-Jobson has it listed in this 

way.  

 In terms of more modern lexis, 267 terms are taken directly from Hawkins (1984), 

55 from Partridge (1979), and 45 from Webster’s Third New International Dictionary 

(Gove 1976). Again, these are repeated practically verbatim from those sources. 

Additionally, the literary sources which Lewis gives at the end of entries as authorities 

for a term’s usage are also taken verbatim from the OED and Yule and Burnell. For 

example, there are 19 references made to Parkes (1850), but all these references are 

taken directly from Yule and Burnell (1903), and it appears that Lewis did not read or 

consult the original primary source, even though it is listed twice in his reference list 

(255, 265). Lewis’ faithfulness to his sources includes copying their errors, such as with 

the entry for Doordarshan, which he defines as ‘television’ (104) on the basis of 

Hawkins (1984: 28). Doordarshan does not mean television, but, instead, is the name of 

a public broadcaster in India. 

 The selection process used by Lewis remains mysterious. In discussing this in his 

Introduction, Lewis cites Johnson’s position on obsolete lexis: ‘Obsolete words are 

admitted when they are found in authors not obsolete, or when they have force or 

beauty that may deserve revival’ (3). Lewis claims to be ‘[g]uided by this dictum,’ but 

notes that selection is ‘inevitable, difficult, even hazardous’ (3), and admits that he has 

‘perhaps been too hospitable to numerous esoteric or obsolete Anglo-Indian expression’ 

(4). This explanation does not help to clarify the process. For instance, Lewis includes 

the term abhaya, meaning ‘fearlessness’ (45), on the authority of Wilson (1855: 2). 

However, on the same page Wilson records such terms as abhichar ‘[e]mployment of 

charms or spells,’ abhipatti an ‘extra cess or assessment,’ and abhir ‘a shepherd or 

cowherd’ (1855: 2). Why Lewis included abhaya not did not include the other three 

words is unknown. Perhaps Lewis was personally familiar with the word abhaya, 

possibly from the abhaya mudra of Buddhist and Hindu iconography. Whatever the 

case, Lewis provides no clue as to the selection procedure he used with Wilson (1855), 

or any other of his primary sources.  

 The claim in the blurb that Lewis has made a re-examination of Anglo-Indian 

sources is partially true. However, the contribution made by Lewis is not extensive. The 

authors whose works appear most often in the reference list at the back of the book are 

Rudyard Kipling (18 works) (257-8) and Flora Annie Steel (14 works) (259). In the 

Historical Introduction Lewis discusses the extensive use of Indian English lexis by 

both Steel and Kipling, and some extensive quotations are provided demonstrating their 
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use of borrowings from Indian languages. However, it appears that Lewis did not 

transfer this information from the Historical Introduction into the dictionary proper. 

Within in the dictionary proper, Steel is listed as a source only twice (140, 177). 

Rudyard Kipling is cited as a source 56 times in Lewis (1991). However, 42 of these 

references are identical to those in the OED, and so do not represent any addition to the 

lexicographical record of Indian English by Lewis. Of the remaining 14 references, 

three are names of the animal folk in the Jungle Books (i.e. Akela, Bhalu, and Cheel), 

while the rest cite Kim (1901), which appears to be the only Kipling source Lewis 

‘dredged’ for additions to the Indian English lexicographical record. Lewis also 

discusses Thackeray’s use of Indian English lexis. However, although Thackeray is 

cited 18 times within the dictionary proper, there is only one word, balbacche, ‘little 

children, infants’ (57), which is not recorded in other dictionaries. All other references 

to Thackeray are either the same as those in the OED or Yule and Burnell, or are for 

words which are well recorded by previous lexicographers (e.g. arrack, cantonment).  

 The blurb also claimed that Lewis had updated Hobson-Jobson by including ‘the 

vocabulary of the twentieth century’ up to 1947. Again, the original contribution made 

by Lewis is not extensive. There are 298 records dated by Lewis as ‘20C’ 

(approximately 7.9% of the total records). However, of these only 79 terms are not 

listed as having been taken from the OED, Rao (1954), Webster’s (1976), Partridge 

(1979), or Hawkins (1984) (approximately 2.1% of total records). One example is the 

term bridge party, a term found in E.M. Forster’s modern classic A Passage to India 

(1924), in the sense of a social gathering ‘in which Indian and Europeans of both sexes 

were brought together […] to attempt to bridge the gap that separated the one from the 

other in their unofficial lives’ (71). The OED only has this term in the sense of a group 

of people playing the card game bridge (etymologically distinct from bridge = a 

structure to cross a river, etc., the relevant sense in Forster’s term). The term bridge 

party does not seem to have ever been very common and citations prior to Forster have 

not been located, which suggests the possibility that Forster actually invented the term. 

In any case, even though these figures do not take into account nested entries, 79 new 

entries cannot be considered an extensive updating of previous lexicographical works of 

Indian English.  

 Moreover, not all of the additional/up-to-date information added to entries taken 

Yule and Burnell is pertinent to Anglo-India. This is illustrated by comparing Lewis’ 

entry for pyjama(s), against that of Yule and Burnell: 

 

Pyjama(s), pajama(s) [19C. H. pae, ‘foot’ + jāmah, ‘clothing’.] Loose 

drawers or trousers tied round the waist, worn by women and men in India, 

espec. Sikhs (men) and Muslims (both sexes). Adapted by Anglo-Indians and 
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afterwards others, as a sleeping-suit, with jacket. Also, beach-pyjamas (1928); 

pyjama-party (1928); and jocularly pyjams (1926) and pyjies (1962). See 

Mogul Breeches, Shalwars, Long-Drawers. [OED & YB; Misc. Tracts in 

Asiat. Ann. Reg. (1800), 342/2; J. Betjeman, Summoned by Bells (1960), vii. 

66.] (Lewis 1991: 196) 

 

PYJAMMAS, s. Hind. pāē-jāma (see JAMMA), lit. ‘leg-clothing.’ A pair of 

loose drawers or trowsers, tied round the waist. Such a garment is used by 

various persons in India, e.g. by women of various classes, by Sikh men, and 

by most Mahommedans of both sexes. It was adopted from the 

Mahommedans by Europeans as an article of dishabille and of night attire, 

and is synonymous with Long Drawers, Shulwáurs, and Mogul-breeches. 

(Yule and Burnell 1903: 748) 

 

It is clear that Lewis’ entry is a direct paraphrase of Yule and Burnell. The 

transliteration of the etymons has been altered by Lewis (making them less accurate), 

but the definitional information is substantially the same, and even the cross-references 

have been copied. The only new information supplied by Lewis refers to the compound 

forms beach-pyjamas and pyjama-party, and the two abbreviated forms pyjams and 

pyjies. This information is taken from the Supplement to the OED (Burchfield 1982). 

However, this information is not relevant to Anglo-India as these words are derivatives 

that arose in non-Indian contexts and do not seem to ever been part of Indian English. 

For instance, the date of 1928 for beach-pyjamas is from the New York magazine 

Vanity Fair, and the date of 1928 for pyjama-party is from the British writer Alexander 

Waugh. Similarly, the two abbreviated forms arose in British use, and the form pyjies 

from 1962 postdates Independence and hence the end of the Anglo-Indian era. While 

there is some evidence for the term pyjama party in Indian English, none could be 

located for beach pyjamas, pyjams, or pyjies. Meanwhile, the term pyjama cricket, 

referring to the World Series Cricket competition of 1977-1979 (due to the colourful 

uniforms of the players as opposed to traditional cricket whites), which does exist in 

Indian English, is not recorded by Lewis. A few other terms by Lewis also obviously 

post-date the Anglo-India era. For example, Bangladesh (59), a country not formed 

until 1971, and raga-rock, a type of rock music based on ragas, traditional Indian 

musical melodic modes (198), which cannot have arisen until after the advent of 

rock’n’roll. 

 In terms of variant spellings, Lewis includes more than any of the other dictionaries 

assessed. Of 7051 forms recorded by Lewis, there are 1935 variants, which is 

approximately 27.4% of the total. Yet, Lewis’ process of selecting variant forms is a 
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mystery. Sometimes the variant forms appear in one of Lewis’ sources. For example, 

the variants nylghau and neelgye are given by Lewis for nilgai, a species of Indian 

antelope (177), presumably because these are the headword forms used by Yule and 

Burnell (1903: 621). However, within the citations in Yule and Burnell are the forms 

nilgaux, neelgow, and neelghau (1903: 621-622), which are omitted by Lewis. 

Meanwhile, Whitworth records nilgai and nylghai (1885: 227), while the OED cites 

four other variant spellings (Bradley and Craigie 1908: 276). Obviously Lewis was not 

being exhaustive, yet there seems to be no logic for including nylghau and neelgye, but 

not any of the other forms. In addition, Lewis makes no comment on frequency or 

history of the differing forms.  

 The claim in the blurb that Lewis (1991) looked ‘afresh at the etymologies of 

earlier scholars,’ seems completely unfounded. Etymologies in Lewis are relatively 

short and essentially repeat the information of his source books, and, even if Lewis did 

have ‘a wide command of S. And S.E. Asian languages,’ he does not seem to have 

applied this knowledge to his dictionary. Transcriptions of etymons use a minimal set of 

diacritics: long vowels are marked with macrons, and occasional vowels are marked 

with a breve (e.g. ă). There is no explanation of what these diacritics are meant to 

indicate. In terms of typesetting, the ī character, very strangely, is still dotted, with the 

macron floating above the dot (see Figure 5.3).  

 

Figure 5.3: Example of i character with macron diacritic in Lewis (1996) 

 

Aspirated consonants are signified by a following h, but the important distinction 

between dental and retroflex consonants is omitted. The aspirated consonant /ʧʱ/ 

(written in Devanagari छ्) is inconsistently transliterated: usually as ch, but sometimes 

as chh, and sometimes as cch. Hence, Lewis’ etymons are almost wholly untrustworthy. 

In addition, while Lewis is dubious about Yule and Burnell’s etymology of the phrase I 

don’t give a damn (98), he repeats their erroneous etymologies for bobbery (67), 

cheese (83), and Hobson-Jobson (126). 

 Occasional entries are asserted by Lewis to be Anglo-Indian, but no evidence is 

supplied to verify this. For example, Lewis provides an entry for P.W.D., an 

abbreviation for the Public Works Department, ‘a government department in charge of 

public buildings, roads, bridges, canals, etc. etc.’ (196). The etymology field simply 

states ‘Anglo-Indian’ and no other references are given. The abbreviation PWD is very 

common in current Indian English, with 664 tokens in the Times of India data, and is a 

term that has been recorded in other Indian English dictionaries (Hawkins 1984: 78; 



340 

 

Muthiah 1991: 128; Sengupta 1996: 1465). The earliest Indian English evidence for 

Public Works Department is 1850 (Bombay Engineer’s Report: 34), and of the 

abbreviation PWD (or P.W.D.) is from the early twentieth century, 1914 (Martyn 1923: 

158) and 1938 (Elliott: 91). This evidence supports Lewis’ assertion that the 

abbreviation was in use in the Anglo-Indian era. However, a further complicating factor 

here is that both Public Works Department and PWD occur much earlier in Australian 

English, with the term dating to 1830 (Sydney Gazette, 9 Mar 6), and the abbreviation to 

1895 (Wellington Times, 12 Sept 3). This evidence suggests that the abbreviation 

P.W.D. is not originally Anglo-Indian. Lewis may have had evidence that P.W.D. 

occurs earlier, or earliest, in Anglo-Indian English, but as his entry provides no 

information about this, his lexicographical assertion remains unsubstantiated. Another 

such assertion occurs with the term quamoclit, a climbing plant of the American tropics 

(Lewis 1991: 197). This entry is taken from Yule and Burnell (1903: 749) from an entry 

added by Crooke, and Lewis presumably believed the term to be Anglo-Indian because 

it is mentioned in Parkes (1850: I. 310-311). However, the plant was introduced to India 

as an ornamental, and although Parkes mentions two names from Indian languages 

(ishk-pechā and kamalāta), she does not say that the plant is Indian, nor does Parkes 

actually use the term quamolcit. Crooke incorrectly derives the name quamolcit from 

kamalāta, and although Lewis rejects this etymology and notes that it is probably of 

‘Mexican origin’, he still labels the word ‘Anglo-Indian’ (749). This mistake suggests a 

lack of close attention to detail.  

 Another term Lewis includes is the slang term cootie, meaning a body louse, 

stating that it is ‘Army slang in India and the Far East’ (92). How Lewis came to believe 

that the word cootie was in any way associated with India is a mystery. According to 

Lewis cootie is derived from Malay. However, while some Indian English terms are 

originally from Malay (e.g. godown, a warehouse), certainly not all Malay-origin words 

are Indian English. Lewis cites as his authorities Partridge (1979) and the OED. 

However, neither Partridge nor the OED make any mention of the Indian army, and so 

the connection appears to be wholly an invention of Lewis’. 

 Although Lewis forwent pronunciations in his dictionary, he nevertheless included 

Yule and Burnell’s pronunciation for the term cantonment, maintaining verbatim Yule 

and Burnell’s phonetic description, abbreviation, and even the typographical choice of 

placing the information in parentheses: ‘(pron. cantoonment)’ (Lewis 1991: 77). This is 

another example of Lewis’ level of indebtedness to his sources. No other term in the 

dictionary is given a pronunciation. 

 Despite the deficiencies outlined above, by far the greatest problem with Lewis 

(1991) is the exceedingly high number of errors throughout the entire book. Sahibs, 

Nabobs, and Boxwallahs is an extremely poorly edited text. For example, there are 
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frequent mismatches of parentheses and square brackets (e.g. two opening parentheses 

but only one closing parenthesis within the same entry). To ascertain the level of this 

type of error a count of parentheses and square brackets was made on the letters A and 

T. Of 200 entries in the letter A, there are 8 entries with mismatches of parentheses, and 

8 entries with mismatches of square brackets. Of 211 entries in the letter T, there are 7 

entries with mismatches of parentheses, and 10 entries with mismatches of square 

brackets. This amounts to 33 errors for 411 entries. Extending this sample throughout 

the dictionary means that approximately 8% of total entries have such errors. This is an 

indication of the lack of due attention paid to the writing, typesetting, and proofreading 

of the overall text. A similar rate of error can be assumed for consistency in font 

weights, abbreviations used, opening and closing quotation marks, and application of 

macrons to indicate long vowels. One example occurs with the etymology of tom-tom, 

a type of drum, which has the Sinhalese and Malay etymons in italic font, but the Hindi 

etymon in plain Roman font (Lewis 1991: 238). Again, of the 19 references to Parkes 

(1850), 18 are spelled correctly and one is spelled ‘Parks’ (210). Similarly, in the 

reference list the same author is listed on one page as ‘Parkes’ (255), and on another as 

‘Parks’ (265), a mistake also found in the Introduction (9). The Webster’s Third New 

International Dictionary of the English Language is dated 1976 38 times, but also twice 

as 1979, once as 1917, and left undated four times. There was no 1979 edition of 

Webster’s Third, and certainly can never have been a 1917 edition as this dictionary was 

first published in 1961. There was not even a 1917 edition of the second edition of the 

Webster’s. E.M Forster’s A Passage to India is dated correctly as 1924 in the 

Introduction (31) and appendix (257), but incorrectly in the dictionary proper, once as 

1942 (58), and once as 1944 (71). The entry for ganj/gunge (114) goes straight from 

etymology to source information, omitting the definition altogether, as does the entry 

for janwar (135). Perhaps the most egregious typographical error is the rendering the 

name of noted lexicographer John Camden Hotten as ‘J.C. Otter’ (96). The lack of 

attention to detail demonstrated here serves to cast doubt upon the factual veracity of 

any statement made in Lewis (1991). If typesetting conventions cannot be adhered to, or 

amended during proofreading, if names of prominent authors cannot be spelled 

correctly, then accuracy with regard to spelling, definition, and etymology throughout 

the rest of the dictionary cannot be assumed. 

 

5.3.6. Summary of analysis of Lewis (1991)  

 

Lewis’ Sahibs, Nabobs, and Boxwallahs is a largely derivative text that reproduces 

information from previous lexicographical works, relying primarily on seven other 

secondary sources. Hence, over 83% of the dictionary adds nothing new to the 
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lexicography of Indian English, except to make that information more readily available 

to modern users. However, the information that is reproduced abounds in inaccuracies 

and anachronisms that inevitably cast a shadow of unreliability over the whole work. 

This unreliability must inevitably be extended to the new lexis covered by Lewis. A 

number of terms are included that post-date the Anglo-Indian era, while some others are 

erroneously identified as part of Indian English. The dictionary has no pronunciations, 

and the transcription of etymons is greatly oversimplified and not explained in the front 

matter. Lewis (1991) includes a very high number of variant spellings for the lexis 

covered (approximately 27.4% of entire forms listed in the dictionary), but the reason 

for selecting some variants over others is unknown. Also unknown is what procedure 

Lewis used to select certain lexical items from his source material while omitting other 

lexical items. 

 Section 5.3 contained the analysis of Lewis (1991). The following section (Section 

5.4) contains the analysis of Muthiah (1991). 
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5.4. Muthiah, Words in Indian English, 1991 

 

Section 5.4 contains the analysis of Muthiah (1991). Figure 5.4 is the cover of Muthiah 

(1991). 

 

 

Figure 5.4: Cover of Muthiah (1991) 
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5.4.1. Introduction to Muthiah (1991) 

 

This small amateur dictionary of Indianisms in Indian English is not well known. It is 

published by Indus, an imprint of HarperCollins Publishers India, New Delhi. 

According to the blurb on the back inside flap of the dust jacket, the author S. Muthiah 

is a freelance writer and journalist who worked as a professional journalist in Sri Lanka, 

and now (i.e. 1991) works in the printing industry in Madras. The impetus for writing 

this dictionary, according to the Preface, was a chance meeting on a ‘flight to 

Bangalore’ of the author and an ‘American couple’ who were having trouble reading 

two Indian newspapers due to the large amount of unfamiliar lexis contained therein. 

The author conceived the need for ‘a guide that would help, no matter how minimally, 

to make sense of Indian newspapers’ (vi). This anecdote explains the somewhat odd 

subtitle ‘A reader’s guide.’ The Preface also states that the dictionary offers ‘over 2000 

words, in regular use in India and its neighbourhood,’ but also notes that ‘it is heavily 

India and Sri Lanka oriented’ (vi). Muthiah lists Yule and Burnell (1886), Nihalani et al. 

(1979), and Hawkins (1984) as significant influences. A caveat is also provided, 

warning that ‘[n]ot all the words listed are used everywhere in the region,’ and that not 

all the ‘words and phrases are likely to be found in the printed media; many are likely to 

be heard more in conversation’ (vii). Some limitations of the coverage provided are 

given by Muthiah: 

 

I have not paid any attention to the ever-so-many phrasal constructions unique 

to this part of the world and now inseparable from the English of any but a 

purist here. This is particularly true of the unnecessary additions we use every 

day, such as return back, today itself, now itself, bowed down, fell down, cope 

up and filled up. Besides these, there are several other local forms – like 

equipments, furnitures, footwears, glasses (for pieces of glass), electrical iron, 

a news, went out for walking or joined a school for learning etc. – that I have 

not listed here. (Muthiah 1991: vii) 

 

Eschewing ‘[h]istorical backgrounds, the genesis of many of the words, alternate ways 

they can be used, discussions about usage and pronunciations, which tend to vary so 

much from area to area in the same country’ (vi), Muthiah instead gives only ‘the 

simplest and commonest meanings for each [term], shorn of all background frills’ (vii). 

 According to the Preface, the Introduction is a reproduction of two reviews written 

by Muthiah, one a review of Yule and Burnell (1886) ‘on the occasion of a reprint to 

commemorate its centenary in 1986’ (vi), and the other of Nihalani et al. (1979). Both 

reviews contain English-language texts that abound in Indian English lexis, each of 
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which is in italic font. The first such text is reported as an actual letter home from 

Madras, dated 25 January 1886 (11-13). The genuineness of this text is doubtful. First, 

all the Indian English terms contained therein are to be found in Yule and Burnell 

(1903), with exactly the same spellings as the headword forms there. Second, the letter 

ends with an amusing anecdote of how Barber’s Bridge in Madras got its name from the 

original English name ‘Hamilton’s Bridge,’ through the Tamil pronunciation of 

Hamilton as Ambattan, the Tamil word for barber. This anecdote does not appear in the 

first edition of Yule and Burnell (1886), but was added by Crooke in 1903 (67), who 

cites Le Fanu (1883) as his source. Le Fanu gives the Tamil word as ‘Ambutan’ (1883: 

II. 169), but Crooke redacted this to ‘ambattan’ (1903: 67). The fact that Muthiah’s 

putatively genuine letter uses the form ‘ambattan’ suggests that the letter is probably a 

fabrication based on Yule and Burnell (1903). Thus it appears to be nothing more than a 

contrived text for displaying the lexis of Yule and Burnell (1903). The second text 

(Muthiah 1991: 14-20) is in similar vein, with an italicised Indianism appearing every 

eight to ten words throughout, all of which are taken from Nihalani et al. (1979). The 

following excerpt is a sample of the style: 

 

Daddy had gone up-country on a tour to inspect tanks, canals and irrigation 

equipments and was out of station the whole week. My brother had joined duty in 

a new factory in our native place. The twins were having their tuitions and Sir 

was banging them for not doing their homework. (Muthiah 1991: 14-15) 

 

The text is purportedly written by a ‘perceptive teenager’ who has ‘sat patiently through 

an evening’s discussion of’ Nihalani et al. (14). The usefulness of such patently 

contrived texts is not clear. No one actually speaks or writes like this normally. At best 

it can be said that they demonstrate the Indian English words in context, but this value is 

lessened by the very fact that the texts are contrived to demonstrate the lexis, and thus 

really only demonstrate how terms might be used in context in a genuine primary text.  

 The dictionary is cited in lists or bibliographies of Indian English dictionaries 

(e.g. Kachru 2005b: 1279; Sailaja 2009: 127; Sedlatschek 2009: 51), but it appears 

that no reviews have been written other than a review written by the present author 

for Amazon.ca (Lambert 2012b), and a brief analysis of the contents in Lambert 

(2012a). According to the back inside flap of the dust jacket, the original retail price 

was Rs. 95. The dictionary is now out of print and only available second-hand. 

Google Books has an electronic version that is searchable in snippet view; other 

electronic copies could not be located. 

 For the purposes of this study an analysis was performed on a personal copy of the 

first and only edition. 
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5.4.2. Physical description of Muthiah (1991) 

 

Words in Indian English is an octavo cloth hardback, 14.5 cm x 22.5 cm, with a 

colourful dust jacket. The dust jacket (Figure 5.4) has an illustration of a supposedly 

typical street in a shopping district of an Indian town. Indian English expressions appear 

on business signs (including furnitures, shirtings, suitings, and military hotel), and a 

newspaper lying on the pavement has the headline ‘Delhi girl topper in IAS’ meaning 

that a female student from Delhi gained first place in the Indian Administrative Service 

entrance exam. The illustration continues around the spine and onto the back cover 

where the term Zerox appears, a typical Indian English spelling of Xerox. There is no 

text in any of the Indian scripts. Interestingly, the terms shirtings, suitings, and zerox are 

not included in the dictionary.  

 The dictionary consists of a half-title on the verso of which is the some cross-

advertising: ‘The indispensable companion to Anglo-Indian English | Col. Henry Yule 

and A.C. Burnell | HOBSON-JOBSON | Rs. 95.’ This seems odd as HarperCollins do 

not seem to have ever published an edition of Yule and Burnell. The title leaf has an 

imprint on verso, and is followed by a brief author’s Preface (v-viii), a contents page 

(ix) with blank verso, and a somewhat lengthy Introduction (11-20). This front matter is 

followed by the dictionary proper of 143 pages (23-164). Type is well spaced, large (12-

point), with two columns a page (left-hand column for the headword, right-hand column 

for the definition), with 1.5 cm margins. Headwords are in uppercase and begin on a 

new line. There are no running heads. Page numbers are at the bottom centre. There are 

no appendices or illustrations. 

 

5.4.3. Content description of Muthiah (1991) 

 

Entries in Words in Indian English begin with a headword in all uppercase case letters. 

When there are variant spellings of the headword these are given in the headword 

column after a backslash (e.g. ‘badli/budlee’ (30)). There are no cross-reference 

entries, so the variant form budlee only appears on page 30, but not on 41 where it 

would appear alphabetically. Homographic headwords have separate entries but are not 

differentiated by any device, such as superscripted numbering. Definitions are concise, 

usually one sentence, and, on the rare occasions there is more than one meaning 

defined, are unnumbered. There are no pronunciations, no part of speech labels, no 

restrictive labels, and no etymologies. Cross-references to other headwords within 

definitions are signified by being set in all capitals.  
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5.4.4. Method of data extraction for Muthiah (1991) 

 

The present analysis is based on a personal copy of Muthiah (1991). The dictionary was 

read through and a word list was compiled, taking into account variant morphological 

forms. This list differentiated terms according to word class (that is, a word with both a 

noun and adjective definition counted as two separate items in the list). The 

grammatical categories used were common noun, proper noun, verb transitive, verb 

intransitive, adjective, adverb, preposition, pronoun, conjunction, interjection, article, 

determiner, suffix, prefix, and phrase. The verb categories included two-word multi-

word verbs, though terms of more than two words were placed in the phrase category. 

As the dictionary did not explicitly indicate word class, these categories were derived 

from the definitions. Homonyms were treated separately in the resulting word list and 

definitions were read closely. 

 

5.4.5. Results of analysis for Muthiah (1991) 

 

Words in Indian English contains 2119 terms, including 181 proper nouns. Thus 8.5% of the 

lexis covered is encyclopaedic material. In addition to this there are 145 variants listed 

(approximately 6.4% of entire forms). Table 5.3 records the breakdown by grammatical class. 

 

Table 5.3: Frequency of grammatical classes in Muthiah (1991) 

 

Grammatical class Quantity Percentage* 

common noun 1731 81.7% 

proper noun 181 8.5% 

verb 70 3.3% 

transitive 48  

intransitive 22  

adjective 61 2.9% 

phrase 45 2.1% 

adverb 20 < 1% 

interjection 7 < 1% 

preposition 1 < 1% 

pronoun 1 < 1% 

suffix 1 < 1% 

prefix  1 < 1% 

Total 2119  

* Percentages have been rounded to one decimal place. 
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As is apparent from Table 5.3, nouns make up the bulk of the lexis covered. If common 

and proper nouns are taken together they amount to approximately 90.2%. Verbs 

account for approximately 3.3%, and adjectives, adverbs, and phrases all account for 

less than 3% each. There are no conjunctions, articles, or determiners in Muthiah 

(1991).  

 For the most part, entries in Muthiah (1991) simply consist of a term and a 

corresponding definition. Definitions are very brief, at times being simply a synonym. 

For example, shadi is defined as ‘wedding’ (140), and shanti as ‘peace’ (141). 

Similarly, ryot is defined as ‘a peasant’ (134). Actually, a ryot is a specific type of 

peasant that has a specific relationship to a landholder, but for the purposes of this 

dictionary, short definitions such as these are perfectly adequate, given that the prime 

concern of the dictionary is to help readers of Indian English newspapers. Given this 

remit, there is no need for etymologies, or for pronunciations.  

 However, there appears to have been no systematic scheme employed for writing 

definitions, and hence, at other times, longer definitions are given, for example, nirvana 

‘a state of peaceful other-worldiness achieved by renouncing not only present 

worldliness but also one’s personality’ (113). Perhaps this more detailed explanation 

was thought warranted in order to make a distinction with Western notions of heaven 

and afterlife. Occasional definitions hint of a social or political viewpoint, such as 

Naxalite ‘a rural revolutionary wedded to violence’ (112); although the Naxalite 

revolutionary movement, or armed insurrection, has been characterised by much 

violence since its beginnings in 1969, saying Naxalites are ‘wedded’ to violence makes 

it sound as though violence is their sole goal, whereas their objective is for Maoist 

reforms that will better the conditions of the peasant class. At other times, a strictly 

objective definition is aimed at, for example, suttee ‘self-immolation by a Hindu 

widow on her husband’s pyre’ (148), where the rights or wrongs of the practice are not 

mentioned. Sometimes biological nomenclature is used, such as siddhi ‘a narcotic, 

Cannabis sativa, usually made into a drink’ (143), though this is not usually the case, 

and frequently flora and fauna definitions give very little identifying information, for 

example, sal is defined simply as ‘a tree which provides timber’ (135). This definition 

can be incorrectly interpreted to mean that sal is a word used generically to refer to any 

type of tree that yields timber, whereas, in fact, sal is a specific species of tall tree, 

Shorea robusta, of the Himalayas and Eastern Ghats. In this case Muthiah’s definition is 

too brief to be helpful.  

 Occasionally, words are omitted from definitions. The definition for sangam is ‘the 

confluence of rivers, especially of waters’ (136). The latter clause is meaningless, and 

presumably the word ‘holy’ or ‘sacred’ has been inadvertently left out. On rare 

occasions, a word used in a definition is actually an Indianism of the type the dictionary 
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treats, and so should have been included in the dictionary. This is perhaps is an 

unconscious oversight on the part of Muthiah, possibly because he was not aware that 

the term was not part of so-called native-speaker English. For example, the definition 

for I.A.S. explains that the Indian Administrative Service is ‘the seniormost 

bureaucracy’ in the country (83). However, the word seniormost is not included in the 

dictionary, even though it is primarily a lexical item restricted to Indian English. 

 In terms of headwords, the decision to spell all headwords in capital letters 

unfortunately blurs the distinction between proper noun and common noun as all initial 

letters are capitalised. For example the headword for Bangladesh appears in the text as 

‘BANGLDESH’ (31). In the case of Bangladesh its capitalised spelling is well known, 

but this is not the case with all entries. For instance, Vande Mataram, the name of a 

patriotic song (31), and Devanagari, the script used to write Sanskrit and Hindi (61), are 

proper nouns and are normally capitalised in Indian English, but by using all-capitals 

headwords (i.e. VANDE MATARAM, and DEVANAGARI), the dictionary does not 

make this explicit.  

 A bigger problem arises from combining disparate spellings together in the one 

headword field but not providing a cross-reference entry. The entry kanakapulle 

/conicopolly, defined as ‘accounts clerks in a household’ (91), is alphabetised under K, 

but there is no entry under C for the variant spelling. Thus a reader coming across the 

word conicopolly would not be able to locate the definition in the dictionary unless they 

were able to infer one spelling from the other. Similar is the entry for seth/sait ‘trader, 

private banker, financier’ (140). Again, there is no entry for sait, and thus the term 

cannot be found using normal look-up procedures even though it is defined in the 

dictionary. 

 Sometimes headwords are misspelled, such as subzi-mandi ‘vegetable market’ 

(135), which is alphabetised between sabzi ‘vegetables,’ and sacred thread ‘a symbol 

of Brahminism’ (135), and so should have been spelled sabzi-mandi. The form subzi is 

a common spelling variant on sabzi in Indian English, and both forms appear with 

mandi in the compound defined by Muthiah. Another example occurs with dogong ‘a 

water mammal’ (66) which appears between two words beginning the du-, and should 

have been dugong. 

 Although Muthiah forewent etymologies, on a few occasions the language of origin 

is provided. For instance, shah is defined as ‘a royal title of Persian origin’ (140), 

Serendib is defined as the ‘Arab name for Sri Lanka’ (140), and rana is defined as ‘a 

Nepali title’ (131). But, on the whole, these are rare. 

 Muthiah does not give part of speech labels, and grammatical class has to be 

inferred from definitions. On two occasions grammatical class is mentioned. On one 

occasion, to state that the word challan is ‘used as a verb’ (45), but on the other 
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occasion, the phrase like anything is described as conferring ‘adjectival emphasis’ with 

the example ‘I rained like anything’ (99). In the illustrative sentence given, the phrase 

is, however, adverbial.  

 There are a small number of nested entries. For example, the definition for the 

country Nepal has the additional information that ‘its citizens are Nepalis’ (113), while 

the entry for dabbawalla is ‘a person who delivers lunch boxes (dabbas) to office 

employees, after collecting them from the employees’ homes’ (56), thus defining the 

term dabba as well. But, these are the exception rather than the rule. 

 Finally, some of the lexis included seems to not be especially restricted to Indian 

English. Examples include darter ‘a water-bird of the cormorant species’ (58), forex 

‘foreign exchange’ (71), lingua franca ‘the common language of a multilingual people’ 

(99), loquat ‘a small, orange-coloured pulpy acidic fruit’ (100), sampan ‘a small boat’ 

(136), school-goer ‘a child going to school’ (139), and screen (a film) ‘show (a film)’ 

(139). These perhaps reflect the author’s own lack of in-depth knowledge of English 

outside of India. Some terms of this type are clearly included for American English 

users, such as hectare ‘a land measure of approximately 2½ acres’ (80), and rugger 

‘rugby football’ (134). 

 

5.4.6. Summary of analysis of Muthiah (1991) 

 

Muthiah (1991) is a very good dictionary given that it was written by an amateur (as 

opposed to a professional) lexicographer. It fulfils its goal of providing reasonable 

definitions for a good selection of common Indian English lexis that would be 

encountered in Indian English printed media, even though it falls far short of being a 

comprehensive guide to Indian English lexis. The information presented is the minimal 

amount necessary to clarify many lexical items for English-speaking people that are 

completely unfamiliar with Indian English. However, there are no pronunciations, 

etymologies, part of speech labels, and very few variant spellings given. The type and 

extent of information provided in definitions is variable, though usually quite brief, and, 

on occasion, too brief. The setting of headwords in all capitals is an unfortunate defect. 

The Preface provides interesting detail about the conception and plan of the dictionary, 

but the lengthy Introduction, consisting primarily of unrealistically concocted text 

overbrimming with Indianisms, is of little value. 

 Section 5.4 contained the analysis of Muthiah (1991). The following section 

(Section 5.5) contains the analysis of Sengupta (1996). 



351 

 

5.5. Sengupta, A Supplement of Indian English, 1996 

 

Section 5.5 contains the analysis of Sengupta (1996). Figure 5.5 is the cover of 

Sengupta (1996). 

 

Figure 5.5: Title page of Sengupta (1996) 
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5.5.1. Introduction to Sengupta (1996) 

 

Sengupta (1996) is a supplement of Indian English lexis that occurs as an appendix of 

the fifth edition of the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of Current English 

(hereafter OALDCE) (Crowther 1996). The dictionary is published by Oxford 

University Press, New Delhi. According to the title page of the dictionary, the ‘Indian 

English Supplement’ was compiled by Indira Chowdhury Sengupta, with Sukanta 

Chaudhuri as ‘adviser.’ Both Sengupta and Chaudhuri are from the English department 

of Jadavpur University, Kolkata. The supplement is explained as being ‘devoted to 

words and meanings that are essential to an understanding of English as it is spoken and 

written in India’ (Sengupta 1996: 1431). It is intended both for ‘Indian students’ and 

‘the non-Indian student’ to give ‘an idea of the main differences in vocabulary and 

construction patterns between British English and English as it is used in India’ (1431). 

Therefore, there is a tacit assumption that the British English section of the dictionary 

on pages 1-1392 of OALDCE offers a sufficient description of ‘English as it is spoken 

and written in India’ when coupled with the extra words and meanings of the 

supplement. Within the context of the dictionary as a whole, the Indian English 

supplement is the only information specifically associated with India. The section on 

‘maps and geographical information’ between pages 854 and 855 has maps of Canada 

and the USA, the British Isles, and central Europe, but not India, and the ‘cultural 

information’ section between pages 1142 and 1143 has information on the 

Commonwealth, the constitution and government of the United Kingdom and the Unites 

States, and the legal systems of England, Wales and the United States, but nothing 

specifically devoted to Indian culture. The supplement itself is 43 pages long (1433-

1475), with the front matter consisting of a 1-page Preface (1431), and a 1-page 

explanation entitled ‘Using the supplement’ (1432). There appears to have only been 

one edition of OALDCE with this supplement. 

 Very occasional references to Sengupta (1996) are found in the literature (e.g. Shah 

and Sinroja 2006: 119). Sailaja has a brief description of the contents (essentially 

repeated from the front matter), and assesses the supplement as ‘a useful reference tool’ 

whose major fault is that ‘all the words cannot be considered to be pan-Indian’ (2009: 

127). There seem to be no substantial analyses of Sengupta (1996), with the most in-

depth being the brief analysis in Lambert (2012a) (where it is incorrectly dated 1991). 

The Indian edition of the OALDCE is now out of print and only available second-hand. 

Google Books has an electronic version that is not serachable, and other electronic 

copies could not be located. 

 For the purposes of this study and analysis was performed on a personal copy of the 

first and only edition. 
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5.5.2. Physical description of Sengupta (1996) 

 

The OALDCE is a hefty 1475-page hardback with dust jacket. It also was published in 

paperback. The cover used for the Indian edition has the same design as the covers for 

the British English editions. 

 Type is closely spaced, small (below 12-point), with two columns a page with 1 cm 

margins on the page edge but very small gutter margins. Headwords are in bold san 

serif, are capitalised for proper nouns, and are one font size larger than the remaining 

text of the entry. Headwords begin on a new line with a hanging indent. Nested entries 

are in the same font as the headword, but at the smaller font size, as are variant spellings 

and derivative forms. All non-bold text is in serif font. Left-hand page running heads 

consist of the headword of the topmost entry of the left-hand column, and right-hand 

page running heads consist of the headword of the bottommost entry of the right-hand 

column. Page numbers are at the top centre. There are no illustrations in the supplement.  

 

5.5.3. Content description of Sengupta (1996) 

 

The structure of entries in the supplement follows that of the primary dictionary section, 

with headword, restrictive labelling, some pragmatic information, definitions, 

illustrative phrases, and usage notes. As with the major dictionary, there are no 

etymologies. In contrast to the major dictionary, the supplement has no pronunciations.  

 Entries are short, consisting of a bold headword followed by an abbreviated part of 

speech label in italics, and an indication in square brackets of the count/uncount status 

for nouns. Definitions are short and often have illustrative phrases attached after a 

colon. Restrictive labels, where present, are in italic font within parentheses and precede 

the definition relevant definitions. For polysemous words, senses are numbered. 

Binomial nomenclature for plants, animals, etc. is not used in definitions. Cross-

references within entries to headwords in the main dictionary are in small capitals in 

plain serif font, while cross-references to headwords in the supplement are in small 

capitals in san serif bold font. Headwords are lower case, except for proper nouns which 

are properly capitalised (a useful distinction missing from other contemporary 

dictionaries, such as Lewis (1991), Muthiah (1991), and Hankin (2003)). Homographic 

headwords with different etymologies have separate entries and are differentiated by 

superscripted numbering (e.g. anna1
, a coin, and anna2

, an older brother (1434)). 

Variant spellings appear immediately after the headword in parentheses. Nested entries 

are in bold font preceded by a box symbol (). Derivative words (e.g. ashramite, at the 

headword ashram (1435)) are in bold font preceded by an arrow symbol (). A list of 

all abbreviations and symbols in the dictionary is provided in the front matter of the 
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main dictionary (ix). However, two additional abbreviations used only in the 

supplement (i.e. BrE = British English, and IE = Indian English), are explained in the 

supplement front matter (1432). Restrictive labels are explained in the front matter of 

the main dictionary (x). Headwords in the supplement that are identical to a headword 

in the main dictionary are marked with an asterisk. 

 

5.5.4. Method of data extraction for Sengupta (1996) 

 

The present analysis is based on a personal copy of the dictionary. The dictionary was 

read through and a word list was compiled, taking into account variant morphological 

forms. This list differentiated terms according to word class (that is, a word with both a 

noun and adjective definition counted as two separate items in the list). The 

grammatical categories used were common noun, proper noun, verb transitive, verb 

intransitive, adjective, adverb, preposition, pronoun, conjunction, interjection, article, 

determiner, suffix, prefix and phrase. The verb categories included two-word multi-

word verbs, though terms of more than two words were placed in the phrase category. 

As the dictionary did not explicitly indicate word class, these categories were derived 

from the definitions. Homonyms were also treated separately in the resulting word list. 

Definitions were also read closely. 

 

5.5.5. Results of analysis for Sengupta (1996) 

 

Sengupta (1996) contains 2433 entries, of which 196 are proper nouns. Thus 

approximately 8.1% of the lexis covered is encyclopaedic material. In addition to this 

there are 239 variants listed (approximately 8.9% of entire forms). Table 5.4 records the 

breakdown by grammatical class. 

 

Table 5.4: Frequency of grammatical classes in Sengupta (1996) 

 

Grammatical class Quantity Percentage* 

common noun 1991 81.8% 

proper noun 196 8.1% 

verb 84 3.5% 

transitive 63  

intransitive 20  

adjective 96 3.9% 

phrase 29 1.2% 

adverb 14 < 1% 
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interjection 16 < 1% 

preposition 3 < 1% 

pronoun 1 < 1% 

suffix 3 < 1% 

article 1 < 1% 

Total 2433  

* Percentages have been rounded to one decimal place. 

 

As is apparent from Table 5.4, nouns make up the bulk of the lexis covered. If common 

and proper nouns are taken together they amount to approximately 89.9%. Adjectives 

account for approximately 3.9%, verbs approximately 3.5%, and phrases approximately 

1.2%. All other categories all account for less than 1% each. There are no prefixes, 

conjunctions, or determiners in Sengupta (1996). 

 As Sengupta (1996) is a supplement to a learner’s dictionary, the definitions are 

written in the same style as the main dictionary: for a learner. This means that not only 

do the definitions use only words that are also included in the main dictionary (as per 

usual lexicographical practice), but also that the definitions employ a restricted defining 

vocabulary that consists of basic or core English words. For example, the brain-fever 

bird is defined as ‘a grey bird with a loud call which it repeats again and again’ (1439). 

Here the biological name has been avoided, and the expression ‘again and again’ is used 

instead of the word repetitive. However, the effort towards simplicity in definition has 

at times led to extremely poorly defined words. The brahminy kite is defined as ‘a large 

bird with a red back’ (1439). In fact, adult brahminy kites are chestnut or rufous, not 

red, and it is not only the back that is so coloured, the entire bird is chestnut except for 

black wingtips and a white head, neck and chest (Rasmussen and Anderton 2005: I. 52-

53). The rufous colour could have been described as ‘reddish-brown,’ which would 

have allowed the definition keep within the parameters of core vocabulary. An even less 

accurate definition occurs with the brahminy myna which is defined as a bird with ‘a 

black head and a reddish breast’ (1439). These starlings are ‘orange-buff below with a 

black cap and crest’ (Rasmussen and Anderton 2005: I. 362-363). So, not only is the 

breast colour incorrectly described, the black does not cover the entire head but only the 

‘cap,’ that is, the head plumage above the eyes. Another substandard definition is that 

for carpet-snake, which is defined as ‘a harmless snake that lives inside houses’ (1440). 

While a certain species of snake may frequently visit houses, it is not possible for a 

species to ‘live’ solely in human dwellings, or to live their entire life cycle within a 

house. Snakes have evolved to live in certain ecological niches and have feeding and 

breeding ecologies adapted to their particular natural habitats. The term carpet snake is 

now usually used to refer to certain species in Australia and Papua New Guinea, 
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however, previously the term was applied in India to various species for various 

reasons, such as being coloured like ‘a Turkey carpet’ (Forbes 1834: 481), or ‘from the 

circumstance of its often creeping into rooms, and hiding under the matting’ (Moses 

1850: 155), or from being ‘common about human dwellings’ (Gillmore trans. Figuier 

1870: 42). The term was also applied both to deadly poisonous snakes (Asiatic Annual 

Register 1799: 40; Clemens 1840: 47; Moses 1850: 155), and harmless ones such as 

Lycodon aulicus (Gillmore trans. Figuier 1870: 42). It seems that some of the confusion 

arose from the fact the Lycodon aulicus resembles ‘the really dangerous krait’ 

(Whitworth 1885: 56). Whitworth noted that the term carpet snake was ‘loosely applied 

to any kind of snake found in a dwelling-house, other than a cobra or a dháman, but is 

most commonly used of the lycodon aulicus, which enters houses in pursuit of skinks 

and geckos’ (1885: 56). Nicholson (1870) complained that because the term carpet 

snake was applied to a variety of snakes, the name was therefore meaningless and 

‘stupid’ (28). However, definitions this poor are not very common in Sengupta (1996), 

and most definitions are relatively accurate even if with restricted vocabulary expressly 

aimed at learners. 

 In terms of the selection of lexis, on the whole, Sengupta (1996) covers a 

reasonable variety of common Indian English terms. According to the Preface, the focus 

is on: 

 

(a) Words from Indian languages that specifically Indian objects, plants, 

animals, customs, ideas, etc.,  

(b) Words current in British English but used in different senses in India.  

(c) Words from Indian languages denoting things or ideas for which standard 

English words exist. Standard English words which have been adapted or 

shortened to convey a distinctly Indian flavour also belong to this group.  

(d) Usages and idioms peculiar to Indian English, though the words they 

contain exist in British English. (Sengupta 1996: 1431) 

 

There is a bias towards more contemporary lexis, which is appropriate for a dictionary 

of ‘Current English’ (as the title avers). However, according to the Preface, ‘[s]ome 

historical British Indian words have been included as they occur in older books about 

India still read today, or are used in modern accounts of British India’ (1431). Thus the 

supplement also covers a selection of historical material of the Anglo-Indian era. Such 

lexis is often labelled arch (= archaic), that is, ‘no longer in current use’ (x), or dated, 

that is, ‘passing out of current use’ and already sounding ‘rather old-fashioned’ (x). At 

other times, the historical nature of a term is designated by having the definition begin 

with ‘formerly.’ However, the reliability of such information is sometimes questionable. 
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The term pig-sticking is defined as ‘the sport in which wild pigs are hunted by people on 

horses’ (1464), and is left unlabelled even though this was an entirely colonial-era 

practice. Another case in point is the term carpet snake (1440). The entry for this term 

offers no indication that this term is anything other than current. However, there are no 

tokens of carpet snake in the Times of India data. Web-searches in Google produced no 

tokens in current Times of India data (suffix .indiatimes.com), and the few tokens from 

websites ending in the suffix .in (for the domain India), were webpages discussing the 

Australo-Papuan snakes known as carpet snake. My own citation collection only has 

citations from 1799 to 1870. The term is also included in Hawkins (1984: 15) and Lewis 

(1991: 78), but the entries in both cases very closely follow Whitworth (1885). The 

OED records the term as Australian, but also cites Whitworth (1885) for the Indian 

English usage. The available literary evidence suggests that the term carpet snake is 

now obsolete in Indian English, but it cannot be ruled out that Sengupta and Chaudhuri, 

being speakers of Indian English, may have been aware that the term is still used in 

speech. Alternately, the omission of ‘formerly’ from the definition may be an oversight.  

 Even more suspect is the inclusion of the term cherry merry, meaning ‘a gift of 

money, baksheesh’ (1441). This was recorded in some nineteenth-century slang 

dictionaries: Hotten (1864: 99, 1874: 115), and then later, Barrère and Leland (1889: 

241), who copied it from Hotten. It was earlier recorded in ‘Stocqueler’ (1848: 58). 

More recent dictionaries of Indian English or slang have also included it: Partridge 

(1937: 145), Hawkins (1984: 19), and Lewis (1991: 48), of which both Partridge and 

Lewis are explicit that their source was Hotten. However, genuine examples of the term 

in nineteenth-century literature are rare, with the only examples so far located being 

from a single source: Rafter (1855: 51, 249, 268). On this evidence, cherry-merry 

cannot have been included because it occurs ‘in older books about India still read 

today,’ nor because it is ‘used in modern accounts of British India’ (1431). Sengupta 

labels the definition ‘dated sl[ang]’ (1441), suggesting that the term is still in use, but 

modern references have not been located. There are no examples of cherry-merry in the 

Times of India data. Web-searches in Google produced no tokens in current Times of 

India data (suffix .indiatimes.com), even though there were over 142,000 of cherry and 

12,700 of merry. The few tokens from websites ending in the suffix .in (for the domain 

India), were merely commercial names for products which had cherries as an ingredient, 

or people’s usernames. It appears that cherry-merry is now obsolete and should have 

been labelled as archaic or omitted altogether.  

 One area of Indian English lexis that is particularly under-represented is 

abbreviations. Sengupta includes such common abbreviations as AC, for air-conditioned 

(1433), and PWD for Public Works Department (1465), but omits other equally common 

abbreviations as CM, chief minister, and DGP, director general of police, and PCO, 
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public call office (i.e a public telephone booth or service). Other very common items of 

Indian English lexis missing are hero, the chief male protagonist in a movie; heroine, 

the chief female protagonist in a movie; in-charge, a person in authority; kitty party, a 

regular social gathering for women usually held in the homes of the attendees; manglik, 

having a horoscope strongly influenced by Mars; needful, that which is necessary; para, 

a locality or district within a city or town; reach, to arrive; and rowdism, disorderly 

behaviour. Indian English spellings such as atleast and upto are omitted, as the common 

use of since to signify the expanse of a time period, as in I’ve been living here since 6 

years. 

 In terms of variant spellings, Sengupta (1996) makes no explicit mention of a 

policy towards this aspect of the supplement. There are 239 variants recorded amongst 

2672 forms, thus variants account for 8.9% of all orthographical forms covered. This is 

small by comparison with Lewis (1991) who devotes 27.4% of orthographical forms to 

variant spellings, but is on par with Hawkins (1984) with 8.2%. It appears that the 

policy was conservative, which is commensurate with the overall dictionary design, that 

is, a standardising dictionary for advanced learners. Even so, the reliability of the forms 

selected is not always without question. The term bhisty, ‘a person carries or sells 

water’ (Sengupta 1996: 1438), offers two variant spellings: beastie and bheesty, both 

of which are also given cross-reference entries. Two of the three forms given by 

Sengupta are spellings found in Yule and Burnell (1886/1903), though the selected 

headword form, bhisty, is not. According to my citation collection, beastie is found 

from 1784-1877, and bheesty from 1810-1886. Sengupta’s headword form bhisty occurs 

from 1797 to 1869, and then appears to die out or become rare, with a solitary citation 

from 2010. The spelling of this term has varied greatly over time, and even when 

diacritics are removed, there are at least 32 different spellings recorded from 1776 to 

present. The great variability is a result of alternative pronunciations (in terms of long 

and short vowels, aspirated and unaspirated initial consonant, and variation of the 

sibilant as either /s/ or /ʃ/). Approximately 29% of citations end in -i (e.g. bheesti, bhisti, 

bihishti). Moreover, the variants ending in -i are more common in post-Independence 

Indian English, thus Sengupta’s selection of forms does not appear to match current 

spelling practices. 

 Being a supplement to a learner’s dictionary, there is a concern to distinguish 

between ‘standard English’ and Indian English, with an emphasis on the formal register. 

Sengupta notes in the Preface that while the sentence Let’s have chai! is often used in 

Indian English, it is only ‘acceptable in informal contexts’ and that ‘in formal contexts 

we would be expected to say Let’s have tea!’ (1432). Expected by whom exactly, is not 

indicated. The formality of terms is frequently expressed via the labels infml (informal) 

and sl (slang). There are 244 terms labelled informal, and 40 labelled slang, which 
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accounts for approximately 12% of the total lexis covered. However, this labelling is 

inconsistently applied and, more importantly, sometimes dubiously applied. For the 

most part, the terms labelled slang are highly colloquial and informal, such as take 

someone’s arse, make a fool of someone (1434), charpoy-bashing, sleeping (1441), 

and pondy for pornography (1465). At the same time, other terms that are clearly slang 

are left unlabelled, such as banchut, defined as ‘a person who has sex with his sister’ 

(1436), but is actually a slang term equivalent to ‘motherfucker,’ and ditcher, a person 

of Calcutta (1446). Confusingly, the term sabjiwala, a vegetable vendor, is labelled 

informal (1467), while the synonymous vegetable-walla is left unlabelled, thus 

indicating that it is formal. The term hep is labelled ‘dated slang’ (1450), yet this label 

is purely from a British English point of view, as hep is perfectly current in modern 

Indian English. Surfacing here is the problem of striking a balance between describing 

Indian English as a valid form of English while at the same time maintaining British 

English as the acceptable standard to be aimed at by the learner. This becomes clearer 

when the terms labelled informal are examined.  

 Leaving aside the qualitative difference between slang and informal, Sengupta 

applies the informal label correctly in a number of cases, such as deadly for good-

looking (1445), glares for sunglasses (1449), and Hinglish for the blending of Hindi and 

English (1451). In these examples, the informal label is used to mean informal in Indian 

English. However, many terms so labelled informal are clearly not informal in Indian 

English. Examples include hold-all, a bed-roll (1451), hotel, a restaurant (1451), house 

physician, a family doctor (1451), inskirt, a petticoat worn under a sari (1452), lady 

doctor, a female doctor (1456), and open daylight, broad daylight (1462). These are 

unmarked terms in Indian English, appearing in completely formal contexts within 

Indian English texts and serving in no way to create any sense of informality. Other 

examples, are the article one used where British English would use a/an, as in I met one 

lady the other day (1462), and the preposition for, used with go and gerunds of action, 

as in We are planning to go for shopping (1448). In these examples, the terms are 

marked informal more because of the way such terms or usages would be perceived in 

British English, than in the Indian English registers they are found in. Thus the informal 

label is ambiguous because sometimes used to mean informal in Indian English and 

sometimes used to mean informal in British English.  

 Most of Sengupta’s usage notes reflect this perception of standard versus Indian 

English. The usage note for the terms prepone and preponement says ‘[t]hese words 

were invented in IE on the analogy of postpone and postponement. They are considered 

non-standard’ (1465). The word ‘invented’ carries a slight deprecating suggestion that 

such words are not real. The usage note for plain says ‘[w]hile it is fairly common in IE 

to say The countryside is very plain here, most speakers would regard The countryside 
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is very flat here as more correct’ (1464). Here, the expression ‘most speakers’ is 

ambiguous, leaving the reader to decide: most speakers of which variety? Certainly 

most speakers of British English would not regard the usage as correct, but is Sengupta 

suggesting that the case is the same for most speakers of Indian English? It is unclear. 

The usage note for posh, ‘expensive and luxurious’ (1464) introduces another 

dimension to the equation. It states that ‘[i]n BrE usage posh is always informal. It is 

common but non-standard in formal IE’ (1464). Here Sengupta seems to be suggesting 

that it is simultaneously formal and non-standard in Indian English. This cannot be. This 

can only make sense if it is understood that posh is unmarked in Indian English but is 

non-standard according to British English norms.  

 Definitions are sometimes couched in a manner that implies that the Indian 

meaning is not the norm. For instance, brahminy bull is defined as ‘an ox that has a 

large extra lump of flesh on its back’ (1439), thereby implying that ordinary or normal 

bulls do not have this lump. From the Indian perspective, where the bulk of bulls are 

brahminy bulls, not having a lump on the neck is out of the ordinary. Sengupta’s 

definition is written from a Brito-centric perspective. However, there seems to be little 

of this type of definition.  

 Sengupta (1996) does not contain formal etymologies for each entry. Yet, in the 

Preface there is a note stating that ‘[i]t often seemed necessary to name the Indian 

language from which a word entered Indian English’ (1431). There appears to be some 

error here as no entry in the supplement gives the name of the Indian source language. 

Perhaps such etymologies were originally included but then dropped, and the note was 

mistakenly left in the Preface. Occasionally a term is included in the supplement 

primarily for etymological reasons, such as the word Blighty, ‘England’ (1438), which 

ultimately comes from Hindi. However, since Blighty is a term of British English slang 

much more than it is an item of Indian English, this term would have been more 

appropriately placed in the main dictionary section. 

 With respect to pronunciation, in the Preface, Sengupta states that ‘[p]ronunciation 

for words of Indian origin has not been given as this differs widely from place to place 

and from speaker to speaker’ (1431). This is an oversimplification of the reality, for no 

pronunciations are given at all in the supplement, even for words that that are neither of 

Indian origin nor in the main dictionary (such as, auto-rickshaw, cantonment, dickey, 

ditcher, eatables, glares, godown, laterite, minorityware, and undertrial). As the main 

dictionary gives pronunciations in Received Pronunciation, it may have been thought 

that the set of IPA symbols for the main dictionary would not be sufficient to accurately 

give phonemic pronunciations of Indian English, and that introducing and explaining a 

new system would lead to potential confusion. In some cases a reasonably correct 

pronunciation can be inferred from the form of the word by following typical English 
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orthographical conventions, such as aloo (1434), a potato, and filmi, ‘a well-known 

cinema actor’ (1447). However, this only applies to vowel and consonant selection, 

leaving word stress completely unknown (e.g. aloo could quite reasonably be either 

/ˈaːluː/ or /aːˈluː/). In many other cases the lack of pronunciation is a significant 

drawback, for example, agewallah, a golf caddy (1433), could be assumed to be 

pronounced with initial /eɪʤ-/ rather than the correct /aːgɛ-/. The lack of etymology 

means that the user does not know that the first element of agewallah is आगे (āge), in 

front, ahead. Similarly, the word cantonment, ‘a small town, or part of one, originally 

built for military use’ (1440), could be presumed to have the usual British English 

pronunciation /kənˈtuːnmənt/, rather than the usual Indian English /kænˈtɒnmənt/ or 

/kænˈtoʊnmənt/. Of course, knowledge of typical English orthographical conventions is 

completely useless for a great number of words of Indian origin in the supplement. 

Headwords such as bachcha, chaudhuri, crorepati, dhanekhali, dhoti, Granthi, 

kathakali, phuchka, smriti, sunnud, and ulema, would all present difficulties especially 

for ‘the non-Indian student,’ and so some indication of pronunciation would have been 

better than none. 

 

5.5.6. Summary of analysis of Sengupta (1996) 

 

Sengupta (1996) is an excellent piece of professional lexicography. The format of 

entries and style of definition are entirely consistent throughout, and are also consistent 

with the main dictionary. Typographical errors, that pervade such works as Lewis 

(1991) and Hankin (2003), do not occur. The extent of coverage, with 2433 terms, is 

typical of this type of dictionary supplement, though of course, it goes without saying 

that much Indian English lexis has been left out. There are a number of deficiencies in 

Sengupta (1996). The most significant area in which the supplement is deficient is in 

navigating the complicated language politics involved in describing Indian English as a 

valid form of English while at the same time maintaining British English as the 

acceptable standard to be aimed at by the learner/user. For the bulk of lexis, which 

represents borrowings from Indian languages, this is not a concern. But in cases where 

Indian English usage differs from usual British English usage, the supplement is 

sometimes ambiguous: this is particularly noticeable in the restrictive labels and usage 

notes, where evidence of Brito-centricity can be observed. Despite being written using a 

simplified vocabulary, most definitions are wholly adequate, though some definitions 

are poorly worded. The dating of historical material is occasionally missing (e.g. carpet 

snake, pig-sticking), and some lexis is explained from a British perspective (e.g. hep). 

The relevance of some lexical items to Indian English of any period (e.g. cherry merry) 



362 

 

is questionable. Finally, the selection of variant spellings occasionally does not seem to 

reflect current usage. 

 Section 5.5 contained the analysis of Sengupta (1996). The following section 

(Section 5.6) contains the analysis of Hankin (2003). 
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5.6. Hankin Hanklyn-Janklin, 2003 

 

Section 5.6 contains the analysis of Hankin (2003). Figure 5.6 is the cover of Hankin 

(2003). 

 

 

 

Figure 5.6: Cover of Hankin (2003) 
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5.6.1. Introduction to Hankin (2003) 

 

The 2003 edition of Nigel Hankins’s Hanklyn-Janklin presents itself as a modern 

version of Yule and Burnell’s Hobson-Jobson. It is published by Tara Press, an imprint 

of the India Research Press, New Delhi. The similarity is achieved by its reduplicative 

title, its physical qualities (size and shape), its subject area, its textual style, and its 

breadth of coverage. The title is based on Yule and Burnell’s title, but utilising the 

surname of the author as the starting point. The most significant ways in which 

Hanklyn-Janklin does not resemble Hobson-Jobson is in the quality and reliability of 

the information contained within, and the in lack of citational evidence. There have 

been four editions of Hanklyn-Janklin, each growing in size: 1992 (261 pages), 1994 

(262 pages), 1997 (355 pages), and 2003 (656 pages). The first three editions of 

Hanklyn-Janklin were published by Banyan Books, New Delhi, a different publisher to 

the fourth edition. An earlier edition titled A Treasury of Indian Words in English was 

published by Penguin in 1988. Hanklyn-Janklin, actually spelled in lower case, hanklyn-

janklin, on the front cover, half-title, and title page of the 2003 edition, is an amateur 

production (that is, not written by a professional lexicographer), a fact to which Hankin 

admits in the Preface: ‘[m]y qualification for offering such information is not academic 

[…] being neither historian nor Indologist’ (v). The collection began with a list of ‘some 

twenty Indian words’ a colleague ‘said he had read in his local English newspaper’ but 

did not understand, and ‘from that short list Hanklyn-Janklin just “growed”’ (v). Nigel 

Hankin (1920-2008), came to British India (Burma) in 1945, served as a captain in the 

British Army and later worked for the British High Commission in India. He was an 

acknowledged historian of Delhi and gave tours of the city’s lesser known attractions 

away from the usual tourist trail (Telegraph 2009). 

 Occasional very brief references to Hanklyn-Janklin are found in the literature (e.g. 

Oldenburg 1995: 154; Sedlatschek 2009: 32; Teltscher 2013b: xxviii), but there seem to 

be no substantial analyses done, with the most in-depth being the brief analysis in 

Lambert (2012a). Mesthrie claims that Hankin (1994), along with Lewis (1991), is ‘true 

to the Hobson-Jobson tradition in feel and style, whilst being fairly up-to-date’ (2013: 

36). It has been reviewed in the popular press, and quotations from some of the reviews 

appear on the back-cover blurb of the 2003 edition, where it is described as ‘a curiosity 

shop, an Indophile Disneyland,’ and is complimented as having ‘the same inspired 

eccentricity as Hobson-Jobson.’ In another quotation, the Times Literary Supplement 

reviewer David Spiller claims not only that ‘Hankin may have dealt […] Hobson-

Jobson a mortal blow’ because ‘Hanklyn-Janklin has all the precursor’s qualities, but it 

is more precise, more up to date (in defination [sic], and often in spelling), subtler and 
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more explicit.’ The claim of being more up-to-date is obviously true as Hobson-Jobson 

was last updated in 1903, but the claim of greater precision is utterly erroneous. 

 According to the back cover, the original retail price of the 2003 editions was ‘US 

$15.95, Can $23.95.’ The dictionary is now out of print and only available second-hand 

(in various editions). Google Books has an electronic version which provides snippet 

views, but other electronic copies could not be located. 

 For the purposes of this study an analysis was performed on a personal copy of the 

fully revised and updated fourth edition of 2003, the most recent available. 

 

5.6.2. Physical description of Hankin (2003) 

 

 Hanklyn-Janklin (2003) is a largish, portly, single-volume paperback. It measures 14 x 

21.5 cm, and is just over 4 cm thick. The covers are stiff cardboard, and the paper is 

unbleached and relatively thick, similar to bond paper. The book is 588 pages in length 

(xii + 576). The front cover (Figure 5.6) is a montage of three images, an image from a 

Hindu painting with the god Ganesh on the left, an image of boats at a ghat in the top 

right corner, and an image of a Kathakali dancer in the bottom right corner. The spine 

has an image of a sadhu in shadows, and the back cover an image of a statue of a seated 

Buddha. These images are redolent of the culture of India, though the religions of Islam 

and Sikhism are absent. The cover has the descriptive subtitle, all in lower case: ‘a 

stranger’s rumble-tumble guide to some words customs and quiddities indian and indo-

british,’ which also appears, with normal title capitalisation, on the imprint page, but not 

on the half-title or title page. 

 The dictionary consists of a half-title with blank verso, followed by the title leaf 

with the imprint page on the verso. These are followed by a brief Preface (v-vii) by the 

author, dated July 2003, a blank page (viii), a short Introduction (ix-xi), and another 

blank page (xii). The Introduction gives some background about Indian English, 

transliteration of Indian languages, pronunciation, and an explanation of the cross-

referencing system. This front matter is followed by the dictionary proper of 542 pages 

(1-542). Type is well spaced, large (12-point), with two columns a page with 1.5 cm 

margins. Headwords are in bold uppercase and begin on a new line. The part of speech 

label and etymology are on the same line. The discursive text begins on a new line. 

Nested entries often appear in italic font on a new line, followed by a colon and the 

associated text. The left-hand column is headed by the word ‘Hanklyn’ and the right-

hand column is headed by the word ‘Janklin,’ forming a (somewhat unnecessary) 

running head to each page of the dictionary proper. Page numbers are at the bottom 

centre. There are a number of small black-and-white illustrations that take up half the 
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width of a column of text. Following the dictionary is a 52-page index (525-576), but 

there are no other appendices. 

 

5.6.3. Content description of Hankin (2003) 

 

Entries in Hanklyn-Janklin begin with a headword in all uppercase case letters in bold 

serif font. However, when the characters ā, ē, ī, ō or ū, occur in a headword, a non-bold 

san serif font is used. For instance, the entry for Hanumān has the headword as 

HANUMĀN (184). When there are variant spellings of the headword these are given in 

the headword column after a backslash (e.g. ‘duree/dari/duri’ (131)). There are no 

cross-reference entries, so the variant form dari only appears on page 131, but not on 

111 where it would appear alphabetically. Homographic terms of different etymology 

and meaning are all defined under the one entry. Headwords are followed by an 

abbreviated part of speech label (n = noun, adj = adjective). These are occasionally 

omitted (e.g. at the entry for shikar (450)), or not in italic font (e.g. at the entry for Hindi 

(197)). Definitions are concise, usually one sentence, and, on the rare occasions there is 

more than one meaning defined, are unnumbered. Proper nouns have no part of speech 

label. Etymologies, where present, follow the part of speech label and give only the 

name of the source language or source languages. Cross-references to other entries are 

signified in two ways: either by being set in bold font (if the word in the discursive text 

matches a headword of another entry), or, by a parenthetical reference to another 

headword: (see XXX). There are no pronunciations, though ‘where thought helpful, 

long vowels are indicated in headwords and in the text where a [word] appears for the 

first time in any one monograph’ (xi). There are no citations. 

 

5.6.4. Method of data extraction for Hankin (2003) 

 

The present analysis is based on a personal copy of the dictionary. The dictionary was 

read through and a word list was compiled, taking into account variant morphological 

forms. This list differentiated terms according to word class (that is, a word with both a 

noun and adjective definition counted as two separate items in the list). The 

grammatical categories used were common noun, proper noun, verb transitive, verb 

intransitive, adjective, adverb, preposition, pronoun, conjunction, interjection, article, 

determiner, suffix, prefix and phrase. The verb categories included two-word multi-

word verbs, though terms of more than two words were placed in the phrase category. 

As the dictionary does not always explicitly indicate word class, these categories were 

derived from context. Homonyms were also treated separately in the resulting word list. 

In addition, a close reading was performed on the front matter, entries, and index. 
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5.6.5. Results of analysis for Hankin (2003) 

 

Hanklyn-Janklin contains 1536 entries. However, entries frequently contain nested 

entries where other terms are defined. The total number of terms including nested 

entries is 2853, of which 520 are proper nouns. Thus 18.2% of the lexis covered is 

encyclopaedic material. In addition to this there are 541 variants listed (approximately 

15.9% of entire forms). Table 5.5 records the breakdown by grammatical class. 

 

Table 5.5: Frequency of grammatical classes in Hankin (2003) 

 

Grammatical class Quantity Percentage* 

common noun 2190 76.8% 

proper noun 520 18.2% 

verb 13 < 1% 

transitive 9  

intransitive 4  

adjective 76 2.7% 

phrase 30 1.1% 

adverb 4 < 1% 

interjection 12 < 1% 

suffix 5 < 1% 

prefix  3 < 1% 

Total 2853  

* Percentages have been rounded to one decimal place. 

 

As is apparent from Table 5.5, nouns make up the bulk of the lexis covered. If common 

and proper nouns are taken together they amount to approximately 95%. Adjectives 

account for approximately 2.7%, and phrases for approximately 1.1%. All other 

categories all account for less than 1% each, including verbs. There are no prepositions, 

pronouns, conjunctions, articles, or determiners. 

 Entries consist of a headword, part of speech label, etymology and prose 

encyclopaedic-style article, frequently, but not always, including a definition or 

definitions. Some entries have sub-headwords in italic font. Hanklyn-Janklin is to a 

certain extent modelled on Hobson-Jobson, and consists of an eclectic selection of 

Indianisms: ‘My choice has been subjective with a bias perhaps towards drawing 

attention to bonds of behaviour and language between India and Britain’ (Hankin 2003: 

v). Hankin also notes that ‘the compilation is really intended as background information 

for the stranger residing in India, to give meaning to facets of life which otherwise 
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might seem perplexing’ (v). As such, entries are often encyclopaedic in nature, and 

frequently of historical interest, such as the entry with the headword Greeks, the (170-

171) which outlines the contact between India and the ancient Greek civilisation. Here 

the headword is not a lexical item, merely an article heading, and thus has no proper 

place in a dictionary. The discursive text of entries often meanders into other topics, and 

thus the headword is not always a reliable guide to the subject matter of the entire entry, 

so that the dictionary has an abundance of nested entries. For example, the entry for 

khus/khas-khas (226), a type of fragrant grass, also includes information on various air-

cooling devices formerly used in India, the desert cooler and the thermantidote (226-

227), both of which are listed in the index. There is no other information about the 

desert cooler and thermantidote elsewhere in the dictionary. This juxtaposition of 

different topics under the same entry is deliberate part of the design of the book. Hankin 

was a fond admirer and constant user of Hobson-Jobson (Hankin 2003: vii), and, in 

modelling his book on this predecessor, has included an expansive use of divarications, 

divagations, and meanderings of topic within entries. 

 The headword list contains many items previously untreated in Indian English 

lexicography, such as detenu ‘a detainee’, cess ‘a type of tax’, cow-dust time ‘dusk,’ 

cow belt ‘the Indo-Gangetic plain,’ and stick ‘a cigarette.’ It omits some of the Anglo-

Indian lexis found in previous works (e.g. bobbery pack, nabob, pig-sticking), but 

includes much colonial lexis (e.g. bobbery bob, chummery, thermantidote). Also, some 

lexis included by Hankin seems to have little if any currency, for example Gorkhaholic 

‘a term used by Europeans to describe one of their number captivated by the Gorkhas 

beyond reason’ (168), appears to be non-existent. The Times of India data, of over 25 

million words of Indian English, contains no tokens of this term, in singular or plural 

form, hyphenated or non-hyphenated form, nor the potential variant ‘Gurkhaholic.’ 

Searches conducted on Google Books and such search engines as Google and Altavista 

(17 Oct 2011), despite returning over 2 million tokens of Gorkha/Gurkha returned zero 

hits for Gorkhaholic/Gurkhaholic (on using the Web as corpus see Kilgarriff and 

Grefenstette 2003).  

 The index (525-576) is a convenient method of accessing information in Hanklyn-

Janklin, but it is not an index of Indian English lexis in the dictionary. The index is 

headed ‘Index of words from the text not being Headwords’ (525), and consists of an 

alphabetical list of words that appear within entries coupled with the headword for the 

entry they appear in. There are 3114 terms listed, but not all of these are nested entries. 

For instance, the word vapour in the index (574) refers the user to the entry washp: 
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WASHP/VASHP n Hindi and Sanskrit 

Vapour. With links to words in Indo-European languages, including English, 

with the same meaning. (Hankin 2003: 513) 

 

Here the term vapour is both the definition and an example of a cognate of the 

headword. There is no definition of the word vapour, nor any indication of the use of 

the word vapour in Indian English. Similarly, the entry for citric acid in the index (534), 

directs the reader to the entry for tonic, where it is explained that the ‘[m]uch of the 

“tonic” water sold in the bazaars of today has little therapeutic value for the quinine has 

been replaced by the equally sharp-tasting citric acid’ (492). There is no definition for 

citric acid, nor any comment on Indian English. In contrast, not all defined terms within 

entries are contained in the index. For example, in the entry for tōpi there are nested 

entries for Gandhi topi, Jinnah topi, Jinnah cap, and topi-wala (493), however, none of 

these terms are included in the index. Therefore, a user consulting Hanklyn-Janklin for 

information on the word Jinnah cap will not be able to find any information using either 

normal alphabetical look-up or the index, even though the information is included in the 

dictionary. 

 In terms of Indian English per se, Hankin does not make any clear distinction 

between Indian English words and words of Hindi or other Indian languages (that may 

or may not be used in Indian English) but are useful for the foreigner to know. The 

entry for bal begins: ‘BAL n Hindi / Strength, vigour, power, potency’ (32). There is no 

way of knowing whether Hankin is indicating an Indian English word, or whether he 

feels this Hindi word is merely useful ‘background information for the stranger residing 

in India’. The same problem occurs in the next entry: ‘BĀL n Hindi / A child. Balak: a 

boy child. Bala/Balika: a girl. Balkrishnan/Balakishen: the young Krishna’ (32).  

 Transliterations of Indian words are very inconsistent and employ an eclectic 

system. The transliteration of vowels is particularly confusing. According to the 

Introduction, macrons over vowels are used to mark ‘which vowel to stress’ (xi). This 

seems to indicate that macrons are used to mark primary stress on polysyllabic words. 

However, the use of macrons is not always consistent with primary stress. For instance, 

the words Aghori and Ahmadiyas have no macrons (5), whereas ākhāra has two (7), 

and chit has no macron (90), while chīz does (91). Clearly, macrons are also used to 

mark vowel length, which is not the same as primary stress. Hankin admits stress 

marking is not consistently applied but only ‘where thought helpful’ (xi). However, as 

Hankin stresses in his Introduction that the absence or presence of such stress ‘can 

completely alter meaning’ (xi), and that not knowing where stress occurs is the ‘most 

common difficulty for beginners pronouncing Indian words’ (xi), it is difficult to 

imagine when it would not be thought helpful to indicate stress. An example of the 
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inconsistent application of macrons occurs with the entry for bāl (32). With this entry 

the macron in the headword indicates the long vowel /aː/, yet the sub-headwords balak, 

bala, balika, etc., do not have any macrons, which would seem to indicate that those 

derivatives have short vowels, which is incorrect (Hindi bālak, bālā, for instance). The 

problem here is that the marking of the long vowel is restricted only to the headword. 

However, in other entries, some a-vowels are marked with macrons within entries (e.g. 

the entry kāma, sensual pleasure, contains the term Kāmādev, the Hindu god of love 

(251)). However, even in the headword field the application of macrons is not 

consistent: choldari, a tent (92), precedes chōli, a woman’s bodice (92), but both words 

have the same vowel in Hindi: छोलदारी (choldārī), चोली (colī). There is no long o in 

Hindi, so the headword chōli is presumably meant to indicate that the primary stress 

falls on the first syllable. However, if stress is marked for chōli, there seems to be no 

logical reason why choldari has neither of the long vowels (ā and ī) marked, nor any 

primary stress marked. This confusion means that it is impossible to tell if a certain 

transliterated word has a long vowel or merely has stress on a short vowel. For example, 

the Hindi word चतूतया (cūtiyā) is transliterated chūitya even though the first vowel is a 

short vowel /ʊ/ (94).  

 It appears that Hankin’s own understanding of phonology of the languages he was 

dealing with was not very extensive. In discussing the final-position schwa deletion of 

Sanskrit words in vernaculars, Hankin writes ‘Sanskrit words often end with an all-but 

imperceptible click. This is really a release of breath, known to phoneticists as a 

plosion’ (xi). Here there is some confusion. The Sanskrit inherent vowel, /ɐ/ or /ə/, is 

often omitted in Hindi and other vernacular languages, but also can be pronounced 

weakly. Thus the Sanskrit word रार् is pronounced Rāma in Sanskrit and Rām in Hindi. 

However, the final ‘a’ of the Sanskrit is not a ‘click’ of any sort, nor is it equivalent to a 

‘plosion’ which refers to a releasing of the stopped consonant, in final position 

somewhat similar to aspiration (see Roach 2000: 35; Cox 2012: 129). 

 In terms of consonants, the transliteration system used by Hankin is simplistic and 

inconsistent. For instance, the aspirated consonant /ʧʱ/ (written in Devanagari छ) is 

inconsistently transliterated. Some words with this consonant are spelled with chh, as 

chhāp (87), but other words are not. For example, choldari छोलदारी should be 

chholdārī. As with Lewis (1991), the difference between dental and retroflex 

consonants is not indicated, nor are other relevant consonants of source languages.  

 Etymologies, although praised by John for their ‘precision and detail’ (2007: 175), 

are ultimately basic, usually listing only a single language, without qualification or 

explication, and, as Hankin himself back-pedals, this information ‘in some cases reflects 

no more than Delhi opinion and the purist may find much to cavil at’ (xi). A number of 

terms are listed as Urdu, such as chārpai, a type of simple bed (84), but this is just as 
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much Hindi as it is Urdu. Hankin does not give the ulterior etymology, that is, that it is a 

blend of Hindi/Urdu car, meaning four, and Persian pā’e, meaning leg (McGregor 

1993: 312). However, it is the Persian connection that is most probably behind Hankin’s 

naming Urdu as the source language of the etymon, since Urdu lexis is more heavily 

influenced by Persian than modern Hindi is. However, Hindi has many words and word 

elements that come originally from Persian. Another feature of Hankin is that a small 

number of entries are merely included to point out an Indo-European connection 

between English and Sanskrit, such as the entry for love which runs: ‘via the Germanic 

languages and Latin, a link can be seen between this word and the Sanskrit lubh, desire, 

wanton eagerness. Similarly libido’ (293). A similar connection between Hindi and 

Sanskrit dant and English tooth is noted (110). As Germanic and Sanskrit vocabulary 

both stem from a common Indo-European source, there are innumerate such cognates, 

and Hankin’s selection process is not known or explained. Sometimes, these 

etymological connections are incorrect. Hankin’s purported connection between 

Hindi/Sanskrit gu, excrement (actually Hindi गुह guh, but not in Sanskrit), and English 

goo (172) is more than far-fetched, and his assertion that ‘dam as a Sanskrit prefix, 

meaning taming or suppressing, has an echo in English: a dam tames a river’ (74), relies 

on a metaphorical use of the word ‘tame,’ and ignores the fact the dam is a word found 

only in Teutonic languages without cognates in other Indo-European languages (see 

Murray and Bradley 1897: 13). With regard to the far-fetched etymologies found in 

Yule and Burnell (1886/1903), Hankin rejects the Indian origin for not give a damn 

(2003: 74), but accepts the origin of bobbery from Hindi ‘Bapre bap’ (39-40), and the 

slang sense of cheese from ‘Urdu’ chīz (91). Hankin also derives Hobson-Jobson from 

‘ya Hasan, ya Husain’ (201). 

 The definitions in Hanklyn-Janklin are of the typical dictionary type, concise and 

clearly worded. However, words are occasionally defined as the wrong part of speech. 

For example, the term ji is labelled a noun but is defined as an interjection and a suffix 

(238).  

 The greatest problem with Hanklyn-Janklin is the exceedingly high number of 

spelling, syntactic and other errors throughout the entire book. The chārpai is defined as 

‘a siring bed or cot’ (84), where ‘siring’ is clearly a mistake for ‘string.’ The etymology 

for the word Hindi is ‘Urdu frum Persian’ (197), with from misspelled ‘frum.’ In the 

Introduction we find the sentence ‘long vowels have been indicated in headwords and in 

the text where a wores appears for the first time’ (xi), where the non-word ‘wores’ is a 

typographical error for word. The Preface, meanwhile, has ‘aat least’ for at least (vii). 

Such egregious errors are not restricted to the front matter: at the entry for cheroot, a 

type of cigar, is an illustration not of a cheroot, but rather of a chillum, a type of pipe for 

smoking cannabis (87). A comparison with the first edition (Hankin 1992) reveals that 
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these mistakes have been introduced only in more recent editions. Mistakes of this type 

indicate that the final text was not proofread very closely, or, perhaps, not at all. They 

cast into doubt the accuracy of the entire dictionary content. 

 

5.6.6. Summary of analysis of Hankin (2003) 

 

Hanklyn-Janklin is a more an encyclopaedia about India than it is a dictionary of Indian 

English. That said, it does cover a great deal of Indian English lexis. However, the 

structure of entries, with numerous lexical items treated under one headword, and an 

index that does not offer a complete list of those lexical items, means that much of the 

lexis covered cannot be easily accessed. The structure of the book is more suited to 

browsing than look-up. Entries are written so that the reader may delight in finding out 

something of interest that is seemingly unrelated to the word they began with. The 

transliteration system used is limited, partially ambiguous, and not consistently applied, 

and therefore is not reliable in terms of accuracy. The unusual use of serif and san serif 

fonts in the headwords and sub-headwords is unattractive but does not affect usability. 

Etymologies are limited and unreliable. There is also an eclectic selection of cognate 

words demonstrating the connection between Sanskrit and western Indo-European 

languages, some of which are in error. Finally, the text contains countless typological 

and other errors that demonstrate a low level of editorial quality control and suggest a 

general lack of precision for the entire contents of the book, therefore greatly reducing 

the reliability of any information contained within. 

 Section 5.6 contained the analysis of Hankin (2003). The following section (Section 

5.7) contains the analysis of the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006). 
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5.7. Nihalani et al., Indian and British English, 2004 

 

Section 5.7 contains the analysis of Nihalani et al. (2004). Figure 5.7 is the cover of 

Nihalani et al. (2004). 

 

 

Figure 5.7: Cover of Nihalani et al. (2004) 
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5.7.1. Introduction to Nihalani et al. (2004) 

 

Nihalani et al. (2004) is a well-known text relating to Indian English. It is published by 

Oxford University Press, New Delhi. Nihalani et al. (2004) is not a dictionary. It is a 

handbook divided into two parts, the first dealing with lexis and the second with 

pronunciation. However, the first section, entitled the ‘Lexicon of Usage’ (1), is 

arranged alphabetically by entries that have a single lexical item as headword, followed 

by discursive text about the headword. To this extent, the first section functions as a 

dictionary and, given the paucity of contemporary dictionaries of Indian English, this 

section of the handbook falls within the purview of the present research. The authors 

also take this view, describing their book as ‘a modest contribution towards’ an ‘Indian 

Supplement to the English Dictionary’ (7). According to the Introduction, the 

pronunciation section has ‘a prescriptive element’ (4), but the ‘approach is entirely 

descriptive and informative’ in the lexicon section (4). However, contrary to this 

statement, the stated aim of the lexicon section is ‘to provide teachers and learners of 

English in India with information about the way in which certain forms and patterns of 

English used in India differ from the contemporary version of the native speaker model 

to which Indian English is closest, namely British Standard English’ (4), hence, to be 

deliberately ironic, the didactic undercurrent is paramount, thus aligning the book with 

such usage guides for correcting Indian English ‘errors’ as Smith-Pearse (2000) and 

Yadurajan (2001). The Preface 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. (Mathai in Nihalani et al. 2004: viii) 

 

By ‘other speakers’ Mathai means so-called native speakers. Mathai further admonishes 

‘especially journalists […] to refer to it constantly’ (viii). Thus, while on the one hand 

the authors maintain they have resisted the pressure to indicate ‘whether the Indian 

usage described is to be considered acceptable or unacceptable’ (Nihalani et al. 2004: 

7), on the other hand, a notion of a target standard English is indicated firstly by the 

selection of informants from ‘persons likely to influence the English of Indian learners 

of language, namely, university lecturers, school teachers, journalists, radio 

commentator and leaders of opinion in the society’ (5), and secondly, by the self-

confessed omission of ‘items which all speakers of English would agree to be sub-

standard […] unless they are so widespread as possibly to influence serious learners 
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[…] by their very ubiquitousness’ (5). Here some contradiction is evident, for surely an 

item of usage occurring ubiquitously in Indian English is already considered acceptable 

by the speakers and writers of that variety. 

 The handbook first appeared in print, in hardcover, in 1979, edited by Nihalani, 

Tongue and Hosali, only. It went into a second, softcover, print run in 1985. The second 

edition was published in 2004 in both hardcover and softcover, and was reprinted in 

2005. Jonathan Crowther was added to the editorial team for the second edition. The 

first edition was reviewed by Digby (1980), who characterised it as resembling ‘at a 

lower level, Fowler’s English Usage’ (105), and criticised it for not providing citational 

evidence and for not directing students towards ‘Yule and Burnell’s incomparable 

historical dictionary Hobson-Jobson’ (105). This is a rather pointless criticism, first, 

because the information in Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) is significantly out of date, 

and second, because the two texts have entirely different objectives. In the opinion of a 

reviewer for TESOL Quarterly, Nihalani et al. (1979) kept ‘the British variety of 

English as the norm’ and provided ‘a comprehensive list of deviations from this norm in 

Indian English’ (Singh 1980: 233). The reviewer also complained that: 

 

Quite often one wonders whether a particular usage should be considered an 

instance of substandard usage/error, or an accepted and regular feature of 

Indian English. The usefulness of the Lexicon would have considerably 

increased had the compilers made a distinction between the features that are 

regularly encountered in Educated Indian English and those that do not occur 

frequently and should be considered substandard. (Singh 1980: 233).  

 

Saleemi (1985) used some examples from Nihalani et al. (1979) as examples of 

‘extremely transitory linguistic forms’ (Saleemi 1985: 18), as part of a wider critique of 

scholarly work on Indian English which fail to distinguish between the stable and the 

ephemeral features of the variety. Some of the examples Saleemi adduces are fooding 

and lodging, meaning ‘board and loading,’ and coward man, meaning ‘coward’ (18). 

Lambert (2014c) has pointed out that coward man is not a transitory linguistic form, and 

that the term fooding is quite common in Indian English and ‘dates back to the 

nineteenth-century’ (115).  

 Occasional brief references to the second edition, Nihalani et al. (2004/2005), are 

found in the literature (e.g. Gargesh 2006: 103; Schneider 2007: 168; Sailaja 2009: 

138), but there seem to be no substantial analyses done, with the most in-depth being 

the brief analysis in Lambert (2012a). According to the inside front flap of the dust 

jacket, the original retail price was USD $35.00. The dictionary is now out of print and 

only available second-hand. Google Books has an electronic version of the first edition 



376 

 

that allows snippet views, and an electronic version of the second edition that is not 

searchable. Hathi Trust also provides electronic access to both editions, but searches 

supply only page references, not the text. Other electronic copies could not be located.  

 For the purposes of this study and analysis was performed on a personal copy of the 

second edition (2004) as this is the more up-to-date and complete. 

 

5.7.2. Physical description of Nihalani et al. (2004) 

 

Nihalani et al. (2004) is an octavo volume, measuring 14 x 22 cm, and is 1.75 cm thick. 

The book is 272 pages in length (xii + 260). The front cover (Figure 5.7) is dark royal 

blue with a sample of the text of the lexicon section as a washed-out background 

pattern. The main title is set within a red band of colour that appears from the left, with 

the authors name beneath. The bottom right-hand corner is pea-green and has the 

subtitle and edition information. A black band at the top has the text has the series title: 

Oxford India Paperbacks. The cover is generally dull and academic-looking, devoid of 

evocative illustrations or images of Indian culture.  

 Nihalani et al. (2004) consists of a half-title with blank verso, followed by the title 

leaf with imprint on the verso. These are followed by a 4-page Preface (v-viii) by 

Samuel Mathai, written in 1976. The identical Preface appeared in the first edition of 

1979, the only difference being that the 1976 date has been removed in the 2004 edition. 

This is followed by a contents page (ix) with blank verso, and a title leaf for the first 

section (xi), with blank verso. Next is a 6-page Introduction, attributed to the four 

authors, and dated 2003, even though the identical text appears in the first edition dated 

1977. This is followed by a list of ‘Initials and Abbreviations’ (9), and an ‘Explanation 

of Symbols’ (10-12). The Lexicon proper is 186 pages in length (13-198). This is 

followed by the 62-page pronunciation section (199-260).  

 Mathai’s Preface gives a potted history of English in India, accompanied by some 

explanation of why it differs from British English, and ending with encomiums which 

describe the handbook as a useful aid or guide to ‘the Indian learner of English’ (vii), 

and attempts to make some distinction between acceptable Indian English expressions 

and unacceptable ones, that is, usages that are ‘clearly misuses or bad translations of 

Indian idioms’ (viii). The Introduction, in contrast, begins with a discussion of the 

debate around the existence of Indian English as a valid variety, and a clear statement 

that the ‘compilers of this Lexicon do not wish to commit themselves to taking up a 

position in this controversy’ (3). Though, as outlined above, the attempt to balance 

descriptivism and prescriptivism has led to a certain amount of contradiction in this 

area. The remainder of the Introduction gives some background on the creation of the 

text, the difficulty in classifying the lexis into categories, the limitations of the 
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coverage, namely that some terms included in the lexicon have low frequency and a 

restricted distribution.  

 In the dictionary proper, type is well spaced, large (12-point), with one column per 

page and 1.5 cm margins. Headwords are in bold lowercase and begin on a new line 

with hanging indents. The running heads consists of the topmost word on the left-hand 

page, and the bottommost word on the right-hand page. Page numbers are in the top 

left-hand corner, before the running head on the left-hand page, in the top right-hand 

corner, after the running head on the right-hand page. Entries are entirely in plain 

Roman serif font, with very minimal use of italics. There are no illustrations or 

appendices to the lexicon section. 

 

5.7.3. Content description of Nihalani et al. (2004) 

 

Entries consist of a headword, followed by a sentence (or sentences) illustrating the 

usage in question, and either a definition, or a prose explication of the differences 

between the varieties. Part of speech labels are given only where the same word occurs 

in different grammatical categories. Finally, a symbol is given in square brackets 

denoting the category of difference. These categories are Grammar, Lexis, Idiom, Style 

(that is, formality register), and Social/Cultural. The Lexis category is further broken 

down into Collocation, Meaning, Register (that is, technical lexis), Loan-word, and 

Neologism. The Grammar and Lexis categories together account for over 86% of the 

total items treated.  

 

5.7.4. Method of data extraction for Nihalani et al. (2004) 

 

The present analysis is based on a personal copy of the dictionary. The dictionary was 

read through and a word list was compiled, taking into account variant morphological 

forms. This list differentiated terms according to word class (that is, a word with both a 

noun and adjective definition counted as two separate items in the list). The 

grammatical categories used were common noun, proper noun, verb transitive, verb 

intransitive, adjective, adverb, preposition, pronoun, conjunction, interjection, article, 

determiner, suffix, prefix and phrase. The verb categories included two-word multi-

word verbs, though terms of more than two words were placed in the phrase category. 

Whenever the dictionary did explicitly indicate word class, the category was derived 

from context. Homographs were also treated separately in the resulting word list. In 

addition, a close reading was performed on the front matter, entries, and index. 
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5.7.5. Results of analysis for Nihalani et al. (2004) 

 

Nihalani et al. (2004) contains 1285 entries, which is considerably more than the 

authors’ own estimate of ‘about 1,000 terms’ (3). There are no proper nouns recorded, 

and so, unlike every other work analysed in the present research, Nihalani et al. covers 

contains no encyclopaedic material. There are 5 variant forms listed (less than 1% of 

entire forms). Table 5.6 records the breakdown by grammatical class. 

 

Table 5.6: Frequency of grammatical classes in Nihalani et al. (2004) 

 

Grammatical class Quantity Percentage* 

common noun 534 41.6% 

proper noun 0 - 

verb 476 37.0% 

transitive 297  

intransitive 169  

modal/aux. 10  

adjective 102 7.9% 

phrase 73 5.7% 

adverb 44 3.4% 

preposition 34 2.6% 

pronoun 17 1.3% 

conjunction 2 < 1% 

determiner 3 < 1% 

Total 1285  

* Percentages have been rounded to one decimal place. 

 

As is apparent from Table 5.6, nouns and verbs make up the bulk of the lexis covered. If 

nouns and verbs are taken together they amount to approximately 78.6%. Adjectives 

account for approximately 7.9%, phrases approximately 5.7%, adverbs approximately 

3.4%, prepositions approximately 2.6%, and pronouns approximately 1.3%. Each other 

category accounts for less than 1% each. Nihalani et al. (2004) has no interjections, 

suffixes, prefixes, or articles. Unlike every other dictionary analysed in the present 

research, Nihalani et al. (2004) treats a very high number of Indian English verb uses. 

This in itself is a strong indication of a significant oversight in all other dictionaries 

analysed. 
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 In the Introduction, the authors’ highlight that they do not wish the handbook to 

become involved in the controversy surrounding the existence or non-existence of 

‘Indian English,’ per se. They state that  

 

we prefer to avoid the use of the somewhat controversial term ‘Indian 

English’. Instead, we employ the set of initials IVE, which stand for ‘Indian 

Variant(s) of English’, that is, English with variant forms characteristic of 

many Indian users of the language. For brevity’s sake, we shall refer to IVE as 

a variety of English without entering into the discussion about whether or not 

Indian English exists. (Nihalani et al. 2004: 3-4) 

 

In contrast, the abbreviation used for British English is ‘BS,’ standing for British 

Standard (English) (9). The two abbreviations IVE and BS are thence used throughout 

the dictionary in virtually every entry. However, even this selection of abbreviations 

entails the point of view that British English is a standard variety, while Indian English 

is not a variety in its own right, but a variant or collection of variants. This perspective 

is henceforth reinforced throughout the lexicon each time the abbreviations are used. 

 This evaluation of the two varieties is also reinforced in other ways in the lexicon. 

One way this is achieved is through the disapproving language frequently used to refer 

to items of Indian English. On the very first page the reader is confronted with the news 

that the word about, in the sentence ‘We were discussing about politics,’ is ‘superfluous 

in BS’ (13). Further, we are told that this superfluous word is also inserted in Indian 

English after the words conceive, confess, describe, discuss, mention, and study (13). 

Interestingly, the first edition had ‘superfluous or redundant’ (15). Perhaps it was 

decided that redundant was too strongly negative a word. In the second edition lexicon 

section the term superfluous is used 123 times, whereas redundant only occurs 3 times. 

Nevertheless, the term superfluous does have negative connotations. Not only is the 

term superfluous negative, its use is sometimes inaccurate. For example, the entry for 

the word edit gives the example sentence ‘This article is too long. Edit it down’ and 

comments that ‘[t] he superfluous particle “down” is occasionally heard after “edit” in 

IVE; it would not be found in BS’ (70). To label down superfluous is incorrect. As the 

illustrative sentence makes clear, to edit down means to reduce the size of a text by 

editing, whereas it is possibly to edit a text and either not change its length, or make it 

longer. In the sentence ‘My job is to edit down these texts before publication,’ down is 

necessary, not superfluous. But the word superfluous is not the only negative term used 

by Nihalani et al. In the entry for about, we also learn that ‘[t]autology seems to be 

more frequent generally in IVE than in BS,’ with the example given being ‘That’s 

something about which I was not aware of’ (13). In short, if the authors wished their 
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text to be ‘entirely descriptive’ they should have avoided such patently negative terms 

as superfluous and tautology.  

 With regard to the question of frequency, the authors admit that the selection of 

terms for inclusion is ‘subjective’ (5), and that some items are infrequent or decidedly 

context-bound (5), but maintain that it better to err on the side of inclusiveness, in spite 

of the low headword count. This points to a lack of corpus evidence for the assertions 

made in the entries, which is also apparent from the repeated use of hedging devices 

such as ‘B[ritish] S[tandard] speakers would probably say […]’ (118). The word 

‘probably’ is used 169 times in the discursive text of the lexicon, and ‘usually’ occurs 

126 times. Nevertheless, many entries make positive statements about frequency of 

usage in both varieties. For example, the first entry in the lexicon discusses 

abbreviations in Indian and British English, making the point that ‘In IVE, there is a 

tendency to prefer double letters at the end of the abbreviation to the single letter 

conclusion of BS’ (13), for example, the word assistant is abbreviated to asstt. in Indian 

English and asst. in British English. By saying that Indian English ‘prefers’ the double-

letter endings, Nihalani et al. are saying that the double-letter endings are more 

frequent. However, in the Times of India data (which ranges from 2001 to 2003, and so 

is contemporaneous with the 2004 edition of Nihalani et al.), this is not the case, as 

asstt. appears 6 times, against 29 tokens of asst. Even more extreme are two other 

examples adduced by Nihalani et al. (13), deptt. (for department) has 13 tokens, against 

242 for dept., and distt. (for district) 8 tokens against 121 tokens of dist. The only 

double-letter ending abbreviation that Nihalani et al. list that is more frequent in the 

Times of India data is engg. (for engineer), which has 69 tokens, against eng. which has 

24 tokens. The existence of both abbreviated forms for each term in the Times of India 

data suggests that there is no clear editorial policy which institutes one form over the 

other. At the same time, the Times of India data cannot be considered conclusive, nor 

can the frequencies there be regarded as necessarily typical of greater Indian English 

usage. Nevertheless, the data certainly contradicts the statement that Indian English 

prefers the abbreviations asstt., deptt., and distt., over asst., dept., and dist. It is entirely 

possible that the authors of the handbook may have more readily noticed the double-

letter ending abbreviations, because they stood out as different from British English 

norms, but read over the single-letter ending abbreviations because they did not stand 

out as different. Whatever the reason, this example throws doubt over all asseverations 

made in Nihalani et al. about the frequency of terms or usages in Indian English as they 

appear to be based on the perceptions of the authors rather than robust linguistic 

analysis. 

 The emphasis on contrasting Indian and British English means that some entries are 

included for terms that are common in American English, but not British English, for 
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example, dresser for a set of drawers (69), hostile as a noun (97), and movie for film 

(125). The terms dresser and movie are also commonplace in Australian English, as are 

a number of items recorded in Nihalani et al. as purely or largely Indian English usages: 

examples include better half, jocular for one’s spouse (32), carry, to be pregnant (42), 

colour pencil, as opposed to British coloured pencil (50), cracker, a firework (58), edit 

down, to reduce the size of text (70), and room heater, equivalent to British English 

electric fire (154). None of these would be seen by speakers of Australian English as 

anything other than normal English usage in the contexts given, and electric fire would 

certainly stand out as a Britishism. This raises the question of why Indian English 

should be compared with British English instead of any other variety of English.  

 The categorisation of terms in the lexicon is a particularly unhelpful addition to the 

text. As the authors note, there is a ‘certain arbitrariness’ inherent in this categorisation 

(5). However, the real problem with the categorisation strategy is that each item is only 

given one category, whereas, in many cases, the term in question differs from British 

English in a number of aspects. For instance, the term coward man, meaning a coward 

(58), is classed as a grammatical difference (on the understanding that coward is used 

adjectivally), though it could have equally been classed as a neologism or a collocation. 

Seemingly contradictory is the listing of shoebite, a pinching of the shoe (161), as a 

neologism, while the verb shoe-beat, to strike with a shoe (161), is classified a 

collocation. 

 Finally, occasionally, the content of the commentary is out-of-date, as with the 

entry for nosering, which states ‘noserings are not usually worn by women in English-

speaking countries, so this word is unfamiliar […] except in the context of bulls’ (128). 

Apparently the rising popularity of piercing in the Western world generally, and in 

Britain specifically, seems to have taken place unnoticed by the authors. 

 

5.7.6. Summary of analysis of Nihalani et al. (2004) 

 

Strictly speaking, the lexicon part of Nihalani et al. (2004) is not simply a dictionary of 

Indian English, but rather a usage guide regarding the differences between Indian 

English (though the authors reject this nomenclature) and British English, specifically. 

However, it does contain information about various lexical items of Indian English in a 

basic dictionary format (i.e. headword and explication). Despite the assertion of the 

authors that the lexicon is purely descriptive, the negative language they attach to many 

of the Indian English forms discussed in the dictionary, as opposed to the language used 

to refer to British English forms, makes the lexicon impossible to be read as anything 

other than prescriptive. Even the very fact that British English is chosen as the 

comparison model is indicative of the fact that this book is a thinly veiled usage guide 
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which posits British English as the prestige variety. This was recognised by the author 

of the book’s preface, and by various reviewers of the first edition. The reproving, 

sometimes superior, tone seriously detracts from the work as a piece of descriptive 

lexicography. Be that as it may, if this prescriptive aspect is overlooked, Nihalani et al. 

do treat a reasonably large and wide selection of Indian English lexis, providing 

illustrative sentences for each, numerous definitions or easily understood glosses, and 

the occasional etymology. The illustrative sentences show the terms used in context and 

additional usage information is frequently presented. To this extent, it can function as a 

useful source of information on certain items of Indian English. Its treatment of verbs is 

especially extensive in comparison to other contemporaneous lexicographical works on 

Indian English. The discursive text does not appear to have been based on a citation 

collection or corpus and many of the assertions about frequency cannot be regarded as 

necessarily accurate.  

 Section 5.7 contained the analysis of Nihalani et al. (2004). The following section 

(Section 5.8) contains the analysis of the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006). 
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5.8. Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary, 2006 

 

Section 5.8 contains the analysis of the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006). 

Figure 5.8 is the cover of the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006). 

 

 

Figure 5.8: Cover of the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006) 
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5.8.1. Introduction to Macmillan Comprehensive (2006) 

 

The Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary was published in 2006. The title page is 

sparse, having only the title Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary, without an article, at 

the top, and the name and logo of the parent publishing company, Macmillan, at the 

bottom. No editors are listed. The imprint page has more detailed, though somewhat 

confusing, information. The first line at the top of the page reads ‘© The Macquarie 

Library Pty Ltd., 2003’ which is highlighted by its position and being the only text in 

italic font on the page, followed by an address in Melbourne, Australia. After some 

legal disclaimers, text in bold capital lettering appears which states ‘New Indian edition, 

2006, by Macmillan India Ltd’ and lists 22 major Indian cities, though further down the 

page we are told that the dictionary is ‘Published by Rajiv Beri for Macmillan India 

Limited […] New Delhi.’ Finally, the imprint page also states that ‘This work is for sale 

in the Indian sub-continent including Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bhutan and Bangladesh only.’ 

This legal notice indicates the makeup of the intended audience. The exclusion of 

Pakistan is a result of distribution and trade factors rather than being politically 

motivated. From this we can conclude that the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary 

was published by Macmillan Indian Limited for the Indian market (including 

neighbouring Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bhutan and Bangladesh) in 2006, that Macquarie 

Dictionary company in Australia owns the copyright, and that Macmillan India has the 

right publish a Macmillan Indian version and distribute it in the countries listed.  

 The present researcher was working for Macquarie Library in 2003 and so has 

‘insider information’ on the editorial process and textual history of the Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary normally not accessible to metalexicography. Essentially, 

the dictionary was created by adapting a pre-existing dictionary owned by Macquarie 

Library, namely The Macquarie Dictionary, the flagship dictionary of the company, an 

established and well-respected dictionary of Australian English sold principally in the 

Australian market. In Australia, the name Macquarie is equivalent to Merriam-Webster 

in the United States, and Oxford in Britain. The fourth edition of The Macquarie 

Dictionary was not published until 2005, and so the Macmillan Comprehensive 

Dictionary must have been based on the third edition of 1997. However, as the 

dictionary database is continually updated and edited, the dataset used as the basis for 

the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary would have been a corrected and more up-to-

date text than the 1997 Macquarie. The Macquarie Dictionary is a standardising 

dictionary. That is, it positions itself as serving the role of recording Standard Australian 

English. According to the company website ‘Macquarie sets the standard for English in 

Australia and can now be regarded as an Australian tradition’ (Macquarie Dictionary 
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online 2013), a status it has held since its first publication in 1981 (Delbridge 2001: 

307; see also, Christenberry and Courtney 2011: 239). 

 In 2006, a strong endonormative perspective which posited British English as the 

goal form existed in India, and so basing an Indian English dictionary on an Australian 

English dictionary, as opposed to a British English dictionary, would potentially expose 

the dictionary to adverse criticism, especially from vocal language pundits who 

perceived British English as the prestige form, and only correct form, of the language. 

This may help to explain the reason for the lack of clarity in the imprint page, and also 

why the provenance of the base dictionary is not explicitly stated anywhere in the front 

matter of the dictionary, or in the promotional material. This caution is well placed as 

the actual merits of lexicographical products have little impact on those wishing to 

decry a certain dictionary for not being in strict accordance to perceived British English 

norms, such as reviewers who have a strongly-held point of view in which British 

English and Received Pronunciation is the only true form of English. The Macquarie 

Dictionary in Australia, despite its wide acceptance, popularity, and commercial 

success, still has been on the receiving end of much unfair criticism over the years from 

such a perspective. By ‘unfair,’ I refer to criticisms that dismiss the whole dictionary a 

priori, without any assessment of its contents, but merely because it is an Australian not 

British product, or dismiss the entire dictionary a priori because it covers, and thus 

promotes, Australian English instead of British English, or else criticisms that 

selectively cite a few specific items in which Australian English usage would be 

deprecated according to British English norms in order to dismiss the entire dictionary. 

The mere fact that one dictionary is substantially based on another dictionary, especially 

when the base dictionary is of a different variety of English, was enough to draw 

adverse criticism from leading Oxford English Dictionary lexicographer Robert 

Burchfield, who criticised the Australian-English Macquarie Dictionary for being based 

on the British-English Hamlyn’s Encyclopaedic World Dictionary (1971), which in turn 

was based on the American-English American College Dictionary (1947) (Burchfield 

1982: 10-11). Burchfield’s criticisms even went so far as to make accusations of 

plagiarism, where in fact copyright had been purchased (see Willinsky 1994: 226). That 

similar criticisms could be levelled at a dictionary of Indian English is a very real 

proposition, especially one based on an Australian English dictionary. 

 The information on the back-cover, repeated on the Macmillan India and 

Macmillan Education websites, states that the dictionary is ‘a complete and scholarly 

reference work’ that covers ‘international English, as well as including many distinctive 

items of Indian English and of South-East Asian English generally.’ However, the set of 

terms given as examples to illustrate the dictionary’s coverage seem to emphasise that the 

coverage is the up-to-date and international, rather than inclusive of Indian English lexis. 



386 

 

The terms proffered as exemplary of the lexis covered, and given in the hope of enticing 

would-be buyers, are ‘dotcom, ecommerce, call centre, extreme sport, datacast, http, chat 

room and boy band’ along with some ‘recent colloquialisms […] brainiac, control freak, 

mouse potato and space cadet (Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary 2006: back cover). 

While all these terms are used in Indian English, none of them are specifically Indian in 

nature, and even though call centres are a significant part of the modern Indian economic 

landscape, call centres, and the term itself, are common in many other varieties of English. 

The back cover also deals with the size of the dictionary, claiming approximately 100,000 

headwords; over 28,000 subsidiary headwords; approximately 180,000 definitions; over 

17,000 encyclopaedic entries ‘for people, places, events and institutions’; over 16,000 

illustrative sentences; and ‘numerous usage notes.’ We shall determine the accuracy of 

these claims below. 

 The Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary is the top-level dictionary of an entire 

range of similar dictionaries, created for the same market and having the same outward 

design. The other seven in the range are listed in Table 5.7 (sorted in descending order 

by number of entries, based on advertising material). 

 

Table 5.7: Dictionaries in the Macmillan Indian English range 

 

Name Published Type Entries 

The Macmillan Concise Dictionary 2004 general 67,000 

The Macmillan Essential Dictionary 2004 general 47,000 

The Macmillan Compact Dictionary 2003 general 18,000 

The Macmillan Student Dictionary  2005 10-15 years 18,000 

The Macmillan Little Dictionary 2003 general 16,000 

The Macmillan Learner’s Dictionary 2003 ESL/EFL 15,000 

The Macmillan Junior School Dictionary 2008 5-10 years 5,000 

 

For the purposes of this research, only the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary was 

analysed, as this has the greatest amount of overall entries, and therefore has the 

greatest amount of Indian English entries. The other dictionaries of the range have less 

Indian English material than the Comprehensive.  

 No reviews, analyses, or even references in the literature could be found other than 

a brief description of the contents in Lambert (2012a). No original retail price is 

stipulated on the cover. According to the Macmillan Education website, the dictionary 

is still available for the price of RS 1290.40; second-hand copies are also available via 

book dealers. Google Books has an electronic version but it is not searchable; other 

electronic copies could not be located. 
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 For the purposes of this study an analysis was performed on a personal copy of the 

first and only edition, in conjunction with a datafile of the actual typesetting data of the 

dictionary. 

 

5.8.2. Physical description of Macmillan Comprehensive (2006) 

 

The Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary is a hefty, stout, hardback book of 2456 

pages printed on high quality Bible paper. Its dimensions are 19 cm x 24.7 cm, and it is 

about 8.5 cm thick. With a weight of about 2kg it is at the upper extremities for a single 

case-bound volume, and is clearly only suitable as a desk dictionary. The cover is 

primarily black, with white and red lettering and a colourful but somewhat muted 

abstract design. The all-black cover is a break from traditional dictionary colouring, but 

black at least represents seriousness while the abstract design suggests modernity. The 

cover (Figure 5.8) avoids any symbolism that could be potentially seen as jingoistic or 

representing or favouring one aspect of Indian culture over others, such as the colours of 

the Indian flag or the colour saffron (strongly associated with Hindutva), the om symbol 

(ॐ), various Indian scripts, etc. The back cover has a blurb and also advertises the 

availability of the Macmillan Little Dictionary, the Macmillan Compact Dictionary, the 

Macmillan Learner’s Dictionary, the Macmillan Essential Dictionary, and the 

Macmillan Concise Dictionary, which were designed to come out together as a suite of 

dictionaries. The dictionary consists of a half-title with blank verso, followed by a title 

page with imprint on verso, a contents list, a page on ‘Indian English’ (vi), ‘Explanatory 

notes’ (vii-x), a ‘Key to the structure of entries’ (xi), and a ‘Guide to pronunciation’ 

(xii). This front matter is followed by the dictionary proper of 2419 pages. Type is well 

spaced, two columns a page, with very little white space or margins. Headwords are in 

bold san serif and begin on a new line with a hanging indent. Pages have running heads 

in the same font as the headwords, but one font size heavier. The left running head 

repeats the first headword to appear at the top of the left-hand column, and the right 

running head repeats the last headword of the right-hand column. The dictionary proper 

is followed by a number of appendices: a ‘Guide to punctuation’ (2422-2430), an 

‘Outline of English grammar’ (2431-2439), and a series of ‘Signs and symbols’ (2440-

2443). There are no illustrations. 
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5.8.3. Content description of Macmillan Comprehensive (2006) 

 

Entries for the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary begin with a headword in san serif 

bold lower case letters, except for proper nouns (or adjectives based on proper nouns) 

which are capitalised. When there are variant spellings of the headword that are given 

equal status these are entered in the headword field with an equals sign between them 

(e.g. anthologise = anthologize, or colour = color). The Explanatory Notes state that 

such variants are ‘regarded as equally acceptable,’ though it does not say regarded by 

whom, or whether this represents Indian English usage specifically (vii). Other variant 

spellings are not regarded as equally acceptable and these are placed after the set of 

definitions (e.g. the entry for cipher has the variant cypher placed after the definitions). 

Headwords are followed by pronunciations in modified IPA adapted from the 

Australian English pronunciations of the base dictionary. Following the pronunciations 

are abbreviated part of speech labels in italic font. The labels used are (alphabetically): 

adj., adv., conj., det., interj., n., phr., prep., v.i., and v.t. The label pronoun is not 

abbreviated. Verbs are differentiated according to transitivity, either intransitive (v.i.) or 

transitive (v.t.), though ditransitivity is not indicated. Modal and auxiliary verbs are 

marked v. (modal), and v. (auxiliary). Following the part of speech label are notes on 

irregular inflections or plurals in parentheses, where necessary, and then any restrictive 

labels, indicating restrictions as to subject (e.g. Anatomy, Music), regional usage (e.g. 

Indian English, US), or else some linguistic restriction (e.g. Colloquial, Rare, Poetic). 

Taboo words are marked with the double dagger sign (‡) (e.g. piss), or with two of 

these for very taboo words (e.g. cunt). 

 Entries include definitions for all grammatical classes under the one headword 

lemma, which is distinguished on the basis of etymological origin. Homographic 

headwords are differentiated by superscripted numbering. Definitions are concise, 

usually one sentence, and are numbered with bold san serif font numbering. Numbering 

continues throughout the entry without resetting for changes in grammatical class. For 

sub-definitions, lettering replaces numbering, but lettering begins afresh with each new 

definition number. The order of senses differs from entry to entry, but the Explanatory 

Notes offer no explanation for this, only stating that the definitions ‘idiomatic phrases, 

prepositional phrases, etc.’ are placed ‘at the end of the entry’ under the part of speech 

label phr. (viii). Thus, all phrasal and prepositional verbs come towards the end of an 

entry and are mixed in amongst the idiomatical phrases in alphabetical sequence. No 

explicit distinction is made between phrasal verbs and prepositional verbs, nor are 

compound verbs labelled as to whether they are transitive or intransitive. Following the 

definitions are variant spellings of the headword lemma, in bold san serif font, preceded 

by the word ‘Also’. The etymology follows the definitions or, when present, the 
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variants, and is placed in square brackets [ ]. Etymologies are concise, with abbreviated 

language names (e.g. ‘OF’ for Old French, ‘Ar.’ for Arabic), and give source etymons 

in italic font, if the etymon differs in form from the headword lemma. For languages 

which do not use the Latin alphabet, etymons are given in transliteration, though there is 

no explanation of the transliteration system, or systems, used. Diacritics are commonly 

used in etymons, especially macrons over vowels to mark length, and acute accents over 

vowels to mark stress in ancient Greek etymons, though, again, this is not explained 

anywhere in the front matter. Cross-references to other headwords in the etymologies 

are signified by being set in small capitals. Following the etymology, if there is one, 

come derivative forms, with part of speech label, and pronunciation if not deducible 

from the main pronunciation at the beginning of the entry. 

 

5.8.4. Adaptation process for the Macmillan Comprehensive (2006) 

 

The present researcher worked in the capacity of a professional lexicographer for 

Macquarie Library during the time that the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary was 

created, and therefore has first-hand knowledge of some of the editorial processes that 

were conducted in order to adapt the base dictionary to a dictionary for the Indian 

market. This first-hand knowledge provides valuable insight into both the 

lexicographical process and the resulting dictionary. A large part of the editorial 

processes involved de-Australianising the dictionary. The base dictionary also had a 

large selection of New Zealand English material which was also largely removed. 

 In terms of content, there was an effort made to include Indian English lexis that 

was omitted from the base dictionary due to the Australian focus of the Macquarie 

Dictionary. In addition, a number of terms having currency only in Australia were 

removed. For example, the Macquarie Dictionary has many terms based on the word 

bush, in the Australian senses of ‘land covered with native Australian flora’ and ‘the 

country, as opposed to the city,’ such as bush ballad, a type of poem relating to rural 

Australia, bush-bash, to make one’s way through thick bushland, the Bush Capital, a 

colloquial nickname for the Australian capital city, Canberra, and bush carpenter, a 

rough amateur carpenter. These were removed for the Macmillan Comprehensive 

Dictionary. Also, the primary definition of the word bushed in the Macquarie 

Dictionary was ‘lost,’ which is the most common meaning in Australian English, but 

this was removed, and the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary only has the meaning 

‘exhausted’ (283). Similarly, the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary only has 13 

entries beginning with Australian, whereas the current online edition of the Macquarie 

Dictionary has 242 entries beginning with Australian.  
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 This removal of Australian content was also instituted at the definition level. For 

instance, the word bloke commonly means a man or fellow, but in Australian English 

the word gained a specific sense ‘a boss.’ This second sense was in the base Macquarie 

Dictionary but was dropped for the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary, as being too 

specifically Australian (222). Also at the definition level, the order of senses was 

occasionally changed, for instance, in the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary, the 

first definition for bandicoot is the Indian mammal and the second the Australian 

marsupial (158), whereas this order of senses is the reverse in the Macquarie 

Dictionary. 

 Another change that needed to be made was in regard to the labelling of Australian 

English material. The base dictionary for the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary was 

the Macquarie Dictionary. As the Macquarie Dictionary posits Australian English as 

the norm, the editorial policy is that items of Australian English do not need to be 

labelled as such. Thus, words such as chook, a chicken, or dunny, a toilet, are labelled 

as colloquial, but not specifically marked out as peculiar to Australian English. In 

contrast, items such as goober, a peanut, is labelled US, and kiosk, a telephone box, is 

labelled British. In order to adapt the Macquarie Dictionary data the label ‘Australian’ 

was added to identify Australian English terms as such. In addition, the label ‘Indian 

English’ was added to identify Indian English terms, for example, dickey, the boot of a 

car, is labelled Indian English (574). Such labelling is not applied in cases where the 

text of the definition clearly identified the provenance of the item, for example, 

boomerang, the well-known weapon of Indigenous Australians, which is defined as ‘a 

bent or curved piece of hard wood used as a missile by Australian Aborigines’ (238). 

 Changes were also made to the illustrative phrases of the base dictionary. The 

Macquarie Dictionary has quotations, some of which are quite lengthy, taken from 

Australian literature illustrating many definitions in the dictionary. These were removed 

from the data in order to de-Australianise the dictionary. According to the database, 

2440 quotations from Australian literature were removed or replaced with concise 

illustrative phrases that omitted the Australian referents and context. 

 An effort was made to provide up-to-date etymologies for Indian English items. 

Etymologies for Indian borrowings marked in the base dictionary as being from Hindi, 

Urdu or Hindustani were re-assessed and rewritten based on McGregor (1993). A 

system was put in place which differentiated tatsama words (recent borrowings in Hindi 

directly from Sanskrit) from tadbhava words (words that had descended over time 

through Prakrits to modern Hindi). Thus the etymology for the tatsama word shastra, a 

Hindu sacred text, is ‘[Hindi (from Skt) śāstra]’ (1905), whereas the tadbhava word 

krait, a type of snake, is ‘[Hindi karait, from kālā black]’ (1156), without any mention 

of the ultimate connection with Sanskrit काला kālā. However, this distinction is not 
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explained in the front matter of the dictionary. The transliteration system used by 

McGregor (1993) was employed, though this is not explained in the front matter. 

 Alternations were also made to the dictionary pronunciations. The pronunciations 

of the base dictionary reflect Standard Australian English pronunciation. In order to 

reflect Indian English pronunciation a minimal number of systematic changes were 

made to the existing pronunciations of the base dataset. These consisted of adding the 

length marker to five of the vowels, as outlined in Table 5.8. The length marking was 

applied to all cases, except for final /-i/ (e.g. happy /ˈhæpi/). Apart from these, no other 

systematic changes were instituted. Thus unstressed vowels /ə/ were left as they were 

for Australian English, that is, only in unstressed syllables, and the /ʌ/ vowel was 

retained in those places where it is articulated in Australian English. There was also no 

change made to the primary /ˈ/ and secondary stress markers /ˌ/, thus leaving the 

pronunciations with Australian English stress patterns. The differences between where 

speakers of Indian English and Australian English place word stress are vast, and it 

would have perhaps been better to omit the stress markers altogether than to retain them 

with Australian word stress patterns. One example where the primary stress marking 

clearly is at odds with Indian English is with the term Himalayas (979), which gives the 

pronunciation /hɪməˈleɪəz/ instead of the usual Indian English pronunciation 

/hɪˈmaləjəz/. As Australian English is non-rhotic, all pronunciations in the Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary are similarly non-rhotic, even for words adopted from Indian 

languages. For example, the word darga, a shrine of a Muslim or Sikh holy person, is 

given the non-rhotic pronunciation /ˈdaːgə/ (527).  

 

Table 5.8: Pronunciation changes for the Macmillan Comprehensive (2006) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As can be seen from Table 5.8, changes were only made to the vowels of the base 

dictionary pronunciations (the Macquarie Dictionary 1997). However, a number of 

terms that etymologically had aspirated stops, signified in modern spelling by either dh 

or th, were given pronunciations intending to represent aspirated stops. For example, 

dhaba, a roadside stall, was given the pronunciation /ˈdhaːbaː/ (569), dhobi, a 

washerman, has /ˈdhəʊbi/ (569), and thumri, a type of song in Indian classical music, 

Macquarie Macmillan 

i iː 

a aː 

ɔ ɔː 

u uː 

ɜ ɜː 
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has /ˈthʌmri/ (2157). However, this seems to not have been universally applied, as the 

kathak and kathakali, both referring to Indian classical arts, have the pronunciations 

/ˈkaːθak/ and /kaːθəˈkaːli/ (1134), pronunciations which do not exist in Indian English, 

but are rather spelling pronunciations of speakers unfamiliar with the lexical items. In 

addition, the use of h after t or d to mark aspiration differs from traditional IPA which 

marks aspiration with a superscripted h (e.g. /t
h
/ or /d

h
/), but this is not explained in the 

front matter. Also, the marking of aspiration in pronunciations was only applied to 

words that were direct borrowings from Indian languages, and so words such as thumb 

and thief retained their Australian English pronunciations with /θ/. 

 Finally, all Indian English content, including all entries involved in the changes 

described above, were checked by an editor in India who was a native speaker of Indian 

English. However, this oversight only involved the small selection of terms that had 

undergone editing in the creation of the dictionary, while the rest of the dictionary was 

not checked to see if the material was suitable or correct in terms of Indian English. For 

example, the word interest has 19 definitions in the Macmillan Comprehensive 

Dictionary (911), but as no editorial changes were made to this entry, these 19 

definitions were not checked to see how accurate the dictionary information was with 

regard to current Indian English usage. This means that for approximately 98% of the 

dictionary content, it was assumed that Australian English and Indian English precisely 

overlapped. It is important to remember that the base dictionary, the Macquarie 

Dictionary, was specifically tailored to describe Australian English, and that the 

editorial process of creating the first edition of the Macquarie included a rigorous 

vetting by the editorial committee of every single definition of the base dictionary, the 

Hamlyn’s Encyclopaedic World Dictionary (1971). Such a process requires many 

editorial hours and is therefore costly, and this was not done for the Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary, either by the publishing company’s editors or the Indian 

English editor. 

 

5.8.5. Method of data extraction for Macmillan Comprehensive (2006) 

The present analysis is based on an SGML (Standard Generalized Markup Language) 

dump of the actual database of the dictionary that was used for typesetting the 

dictionary, personally provided to the researcher by Macquarie Dictionary Publishers 

(formerly Macquarie Library) Pty Ltd for the purposes of academic study only. An 

SGML file always as an associated DTD (Document Type Definition) file that specifies 

the relationships between the various fields of the database. However, as the researcher 

was already familiar with the data structure in question from many years of working as 

a professional lexicographer for Macquarie Library on this very dataset, and other 

datasets that use the same structure, the DTD was not needed in order to understand the 
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structure. Having access to the actual data means that it was possible to make 

quantitative calculation more robust.  

 The database, as the dictionary, is based on the primary structure of dictionary entry, 

named in the database ‘RECORD”. Thus, the number of records is the same as the 

number of dictionary entries. In order to detect Indian English lexis, Perl scripts were 

written to extract data. The database contains a field named ‘FLAGS’ which contains 

coded data that provides information about the type of data in the entry, such as whether 

or not the entry has encyclopaedic information (i.e, is a proper noun relating to a person, 

place, or thing), or whether it has Australian content. However, there is no specific code 

to designate Indian English and so this could not be used to select relevant Indian 

English entries. Therefore, the Perl scripts needed to search for terms within all database 

fields in order to locate content related to India, both current and historical. For the 

purposes of the current research, which uses an expansive concept of Indian English, the 

words searched for included terms relating to India’s near neighbours, Pakistan, 

Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Nepal and Sri Lanka, all of which were historically part of 

India at different periods in the past. The words, or part words, used in this process are 

listed in Appendix 2 (page 587). The search list of 64 terms included the names of all 

Indian states and territories, a number of major cities, the major Indian languages, and 

terms for the major Indian religions with the exception of Christianity. In addition, all 

entries that had etymologies containing words derived from Indian languages were 

selected. The resulting matches were then read through in order to discard irrelevant 

terms (e.g. matches where the word Indian related to indigenous peoples of North 

America).  

 Once the Indian English content was selected, it was read through and each 

definition and derivative form (run-on), was coded according to topic. In addition, Perl 

scripts were written in order to tabulate figures for the various features of the content. 

Content, where appropriate (e.g. in the case of frequencies), was checked against the 

same corpus of c. 25 million words of the Times of India data that the dictionary editors 

had access to. 

 

5.8.6. Results of analysis for Macmillan Comprehensive (2006) 

 

The complete Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006) contains 98,022 entries, but 

the material that explicitly deals with Indian English accounts for a much smaller subset 

of the entire dictionary content. There are 1692 entries covering 2175 separate 

definitions. Of these, 830 definitions are for proper nouns. Thus approximately 38.2% 

of the lexis covered is encyclopaedic material. In addition to this there are 451 variant 

spellings listed in the Indian English material (approximately 21.0% of entire forms 
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recorded in the headword/variant field). The total amount of Indian English entries is 

equivalent to approximately 1.7% of the entire number of dictionary entries. Table 5.9 

records the breakdown by grammatical class for the Indian English material, calculated 

by definition. 

 

Table 5.9: Frequency of grammatical classes in Macmillan (2006) 

  

Part of speech Records Percentage* 

noun 1155 53.1% 

proper noun 830 38.2% 

adjective 148 6.8% 

verb 19 < 1% 

abbreviation 15 < 1% 

affixes† 5 < 1% 

phrase 2 < 1% 

preposition 1 < 1% 

Total 2175  

* Percentages have been rounded to one decimal place 

† affixes = 5 (suffix = 4, prefix = 1) 

 

As is apparent from Table 5.9, nouns make up the bulk of the lexis covered. If common 

and proper nouns are taken together they amount to approximately 91.3% of lexis 

covered. Adjectives account for approximately 6.8%, and all other categories account 

for less than 1% each. There are no adverbs, pronouns, conjunctions, articles, or 

determiners treated in the Indian English material of Macmillan Comprehensive 

Dictionary (2006). 

 There is a wide discrepancy between the complete Macmillan Comprehensive 

Dictionary and the selection of Indian English material in terms grammatical class. The 

Indian material is more heavily skewed towards nouns, with nouns accounting for 

approximately 91.3% of all definitions, in contrast to the complete Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary, where nouns account only for 62% of total definitions. The 

next most frequent grammatical class in the Indian English material is adjective, which 

accounts for 6.8% of the Indian material, whereas adjectives account for 18% of the 

total definitions of the complete Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary. Verbs account 

for only 0.9% of the Indian English material, whereas they account for over 12% of the 

entire dictionary entries (and this 12% figure excludes phrasal and prepositional verbs 

which are not labelled as verbs in the dictionary data). However, this discrepancy in the 
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distribution of grammatical categories is not in and of itself a problem, or necessarily 

indicative the result of an underlying problem. If we compare the distribution of 

Australian material, we find that nouns account for approximately 75%, verbs 9%, and 

adjectives 8%. As with the Indian English material, this is different to the overall 

distribution of grammatical categories in the entire dictionary. This seems to indicate 

that subset of dictionary entries, even a large one, does not necessarily have to have the 

same distribution of grammatical classes as the whole dictionary. Nevertheless, the high 

bias towards nouns in the Indian entries of the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary 

does not reflect Indian English very well. For instance, Indian English has many verbs 

and verb meanings that do not exist in other varieties of English. Examples taken from 

my citation database include avail ‘to make available,’ bag ‘to secure (a goal, award, 

prize, etc.),’ bifurcate ‘to divide into two sections or parts,’ burst ‘to ignite or set off (an 

explosive, firework, etc.),’ challan ‘to issue a challan (a traffic fine),’ chargesheet ‘to 

issue a chargesheet (legal document detailing charges),’ chop ‘to cut down, to fell’ (= 

chop down), clamp ‘to issue (an order, law, restriction, etc.),’ click ‘to take (a photo),’ 

come up ‘to be erected,’ condole ‘to express sympathy at (a misfortune, death, etc.),’ 

cope up ‘to cope,’ cross ‘to exceed (an amount or figure),’ delink ‘to separate or 

uncouple,’ denotify ‘to revoke an official classification or status,’ drape ‘to don (a sari, 

dress, etc.),’ get down ‘to alight,’ get over ‘to end or finish,’ lathicharge ‘to charge (a 

crowd) with lathis (bamboo poles),’ saffronise ‘to imbue (a political entity or social 

institution) with radical Hindu ideas or principles,’ trifurcate ‘to divide into three 

sections or parts,’ and wish ‘to greet (someone) with well wishes.’ That none of these 

are recorded in the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary, and the general low level of 

lexis from grammatical categories other than nouns, reveals an overall lack of depth of 

coverage of Indian English lexis. 

 Another way to compare the Indian English material of the Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary, with the complete dictionary, is to compare the 

lexicographical make-up of entries. The total amount of Indian English lexis is 

equivalent to approximately 1.7% of the entire entries of the complete dictionary. If 

these Indian English entries have the same characteristics as the other entries in the 

dictionary, then each component part of the 1692 Indian English entries should also on 

average be approximately 1.7% of the corresponding component part of the total 

dictionary. If there is a discrepancy, this should show a difference in how the Indian 

English material was handled by the lexicographers. Table 5.10 tabulates the figures for 

the component parts of the entire Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary and the 1692 

Indian English terms, and also gives the percentage of the entire dictionary that each 

component of the Indian English material takes. 
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Table 5.10: Comparison of Indian English material against total 

 

Content       Total     Indian English  Percentage* 

Entries 98022 1692 1.7% 

- encyclopaedic  15443 527 3.4% 

- non-encyclopaedic 82579 1165 1.4% 

- cross-references 9852 130 1.3% 

Definitions 190179 2175 1.1% 

Subheads 9011 111 1.2% 

Run-on terms 20260 121 0.6% 

Etymologies 36977 943 2.6% 

Labels 29911 228 0.7% 

Pronunciations 106643 1887 1.8% 

Irregular inflections 19171 139 0.7% 

Variant spellings 10479 451 4.3% 

Equal-status variants 1171 11 0.9% 

Illustrative phrases 21203 201 0.9% 

Usage notes 482 6 1.2% 

* Percentages have been rounded to one decimal place 

 

The most outstanding figures in Table 5.10 are for variant spellings (approximately 

4.3%), encyclopaedic entries (approximately 3.4%), and etymologies (approximately 

2.6%). The only feature of the Indian English material that approaches the same 

percentage as that of the whole dictionary is the rate of pronunciations provided. 

Disproportionately lower are run-on entries, irregular inflections, illustrative phrases, 

equal-status headword variants, and the provision of labels. The rate of definitions is 

also lower, indicating that there was less polysemy with the Indian English material 

than the amount of polysemy in the overall dictionary.  

 In terms of the back cover self-advertising, the claim of ‘approximately 100,000 

headwords’ is an exaggeration by approximately 2000 entries. More accurate is the claim 

of ‘approximately 28,000 subsidiary headwords,’ if the roughly 20,000 run-on entries are 

added to the almost 8,000 sub-headwords. The claim of ‘over 17,000 encyclopaedic 

entries’ appears to be based on calculating nested entries as well as main entries. There are 

15,443 entries flagged as having encyclopaedic material, which have an additional 2101 

nested entries contained within, thus bringing the total to 17,544. Oddly, the claim of ‘over 

16,000 illustrative sentences’ is much lower than the 21,203 illustrative phrases in the 

dictionary, and is thus a significant under-exaggeration. 
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5.8.6.1. Encyclopaedic material in the Macmillan Comprehensive (2006) 

 

The encyclopaedic material was calculated using the FLAGS field, which indicates 

encyclopaedic material by the code ‘E’ in the field. The encyclopaedic material in the 

complete dictionary accounts for approximately 15.7% of the total number of entries, 

whereas the encyclopaedic material in the Indian English material accounts for over 

approximately 31.1% of the total Indian entries. This indicates a more extensive 

coverage of Indian encyclopaedic material than the dictionary as a whole. However, as 

the FLAGS field also has codes for Australian material, it is possible to calculate the 

number of entries, encyclopaedic and non-encyclopaedic, relating to Australia. There 

are 527 entries containing Australian encyclopaedic material, which is identical to the 

527 entries containing Indian encyclopaedic material. Thus, in terms of the 

encyclopaedic material, the process of Indianising and de-Australianising the base 

dictionary was carried out so that there is an equal amount of Indian material as 

Australian material. However, this is not the case with the non-encyclopaedic material. 

There are 534 non-encyclopaedic entries with Australian content, which is considerably 

less than the 1165 non-encyclopaedic entries for Indian English.  

 

5.8.6.2. Variant spellings in the Macmillan Comprehensive (2006) 

 

The percentage of variant forms in the Indian material is 4.3%, considerably higher than 

the 1.8% of total entries the Indian material accounts for over the entire dictionary. The 

variant spellings are not evenly distributed between the encyclopaedic and non-

encyclopaedic material, with almost two-thirds occurring in the non-encyclopaedic 

material, many of which are borrowings from native Indian languages.  

 The high level of orthographic variety is a reflection of the unsettled state of both 

current and historical Indian English. The various efforts, made over centuries, to spell 

native Indian words (whether borrowed or not) using only the Latin alphabet, has given 

rise to great orthographic variation. As the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary is a 

synchronic dictionary, it does not attempt to fully deal with historical spellings. 

However, synchronic dictionaries still have to take a certain historical view as a certain 

amount of historical literature always makes up a part of the contemporary landscape of 

any language. Sailaja points out that the orthographic convention of using aw to 

represent /aː/ is no longer used, and so ‘what was Cauvery is now Kaveri’ (2009: 116). 

This is correct up to a point, however, the older spelling, Cauvery, is still found in 

modern literature (e.g. Kohli 2002: 270; Anand 2010: 133), and in a three-year 

collection of Times of India newspaper data (2001-2003), the form Cauvery appears 

1328 times, whereas Kaveri only occurs 95 times. Obviously, both forms are current 
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and need to be included in a synchronic dictionary. The Macmillan Comprehensive 

Dictionary gives the definition under the headword Cauvery, with Kaveri as the variant 

spelling (336), and has a cross-reference entry in the letter K which redirects from 

Kaveri to Cauvery (1134). The variants were checked against the Times of India data, 

and for the bulk of variants, the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary uses the form 

with the greatest current frequency as the headword. However, for the major river of 

India, the headword selected is Ganges, and the more common current form in Indian 

English, Ganga, is a cross-reference (845). Furthermore, the term Ganga is labelled as 

being specifically Indian English, while Ganges is not. For an Indian English dictionary, 

having the Indian English variant as the primary headword would better reflect Indian 

English. 

 Another important aspect of the variant spellings in the Macmillan Comprehensive 

Dictionary is the placement of the variant forms in the entry. Variant forms are placed 

towards the end of the entry, far removed from the actual headword, and this placement 

tacitly emphasises the secondary status of the variants provided, and thus strengthens 

the notion that the selected headword lemma is a standard form. This is partially a 

consequence of the fact that the base dictionary is a standardising dictionary, and 

therefore the structure of entries reflects this, but it is largely an editorial choice as the 

publishers would like to position the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary as a 

standardising dictionary for Indian English. 

 The Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary also has equal-status headwords, where 

the variant is moved from being at the end, and placed instead immediately after the 

headword with an equals sign in between (such as Indianise = Indianize (1053)). These 

are cases where, according to the explanatory notes, the editors consider that both 

alternatives are ‘equally acceptable’ (vii). They are also applied to run-on entries, thus 

at the end of the entry for Indianise are Indianisation = Indianization. Equal-status 

headwords include all spellings pairs relating to differences in ae/e, -ise/-ize, 

and -or/-our, as well as a number of other cases. However, the relevance of these as 

genuine reflections of Indian English spelling is questionable. According to the Times of 

India data, there is a clear preference for -ise over -ize (agonise = 54, agonize = 0; 

Indianisation = 13, Indianization = 0) and a clear preference for -our over -or (odour = 

41, odor = 0; honour = 963, honor = 13). Finally, there are perhaps some cases where 

equal status of spellings would have been relevant to Indian English spelling, such as 

sari/saree, and -wallah/-walla/-vala, but these were treated in the usual manner of 

headword and variant. 
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5.8.6.3. Irregular inflections in the Macmillan Comprehensive (2006) 

 

The low number of irregular inflections in the Indian English material is not necessarily 

remarkable, as a high number of irregular inflections are a consequence of either 

retention of grammatical features of Middle and Old English or of using Latin and 

Greek plural forms with technical vocabulary, and so will not be present in more recent 

borrowings which tend to adapt words to regular inflections. However, the marking of 

irregular inflections in the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary takes a broad view of 

irregularity. For example, the plural of peacock is stated as being either ‘peacocks, or 

esp. collectively, peacock’ (1536), and the word candy is noted as having the irregular 

plural candies (306), irregular in that it is not the simple addition of the -s plural 

marker. In terms of Indian English lexis, there are a few special cases where the plural 

is irregular, for instance, mongoose, which has the plural mongooses (1348), and 

paisa, an Indian coin, which has the Hindi plural ‘paise /paɪˈseɪ/’ (1501). Also, with 

Indian English lexis, there should be a high number of irregular inflections marked due 

to the frequency of words ending in -i, which could potentially have the plurals -is 

or -ies, and -o, which could potentially have the plurals -os or -oes, or both forms may 

be relevant, as with mango/mangos/mangoes (1270). The low number of irregular 

inflections in the data indicates that the marking of irregular plurals was very 

inconsistently applied. There are 194 headwords in the Indian English material ending 

in -i and 28 ending in -o, but only 33 of these have irregular inflections marked. 

 

5.8.6.4. Labelling in the Macmillan Comprehensive (2006) 

 

 Although an effort was made to identify and label Australian material, a number of 

Australian terms are left unlabelled. In some cases, this is because the term in question 

has not been identified as an Australianism, either by the Macquarie editors, or by any 

other sources on Australian English. Lambert (2005; 2007; 2009) identifies numerous 

terms of Australian English lexis that had previously never been identified as such, 

highlighting the need for further study of Australian English, and other Englishes, in 

order to establish the provenance of many terms. In the case of the Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary, a number of Australian English words appear unlabelled, 

such as banana kick, a type of curving kick used in Australian Rules football (157), 

doof, dance music (612), Fred Nerk, a slang term for an idiot (817), and fruit loop, a 

slang term for a crazy person (828). These are Australianisms (see Ramson 1988; 

Lambert 2004; Dalzell and Victor 2005), but are not marked as such. The usefulness of 

these in a dictionary of Indian English is clearly questionable. 
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5.8.6.5. Etymologies in the Macmillan Comprehensive (2006) 

 

There are 943 etymologies in the 1699 Indian English entries in the Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary, which amounts to approximately 56%. This is much higher 

than the provision of etymologies over the entire dictionary, which only amounts to 

approximately 37% (36977 etymologies in 98022 entries). However, the percentage of 

etymologies provided in the dictionary changes dramatically depending on whether the 

entry is encyclopaedic or non-encyclopaedic, as encyclopaedic entries, especially those 

for people and places, do not generally have etymologies. The percentage of 

etymologies provided for non-encyclopaedic material in the entire dictionary is 

approximately 44%, while percentage of etymologies provided for encyclopaedic 

material in the entire dictionary is approximately 9%. This contrasts starkly with the 

Indian English material. The percentage of etymologies provided for non-encyclopaedic 

material in the Indian English material is approximately 80% (as opposed to 

approximately 44%), while percentage of etymologies provided for encyclopaedic 

material in the Indian English material is approximately 25% (as opposed to 

approximately 9%). From these figures it is clear that there was a much greater 

provision of etymological information for the Indian English material, not only overall, 

but also with respect to both encyclopaedic and non-encyclopaedic entries. This reveals 

a greater attention to word history for the Indian English material. 

 The etymologies are generally of a high standard. As described above the 

etymologies of Hindi words were based wholly on McGregor (1993) and use the same 

transliteration system. This provides consistency throughout the etymologies. For 

example, c is used for the Hindi consistently used to render the unaspirated consonant च ्

/ʧ/ and ch for the aspirated consonant छ् /ʧʱ/. This contrasts with many other 

lexicographical works which use ch and chh, respectively, but frequently make errors, 

especially with the latter. An odd exception to this occurs in the etymology for 

sandalwood (1836), which is clearly indebted to the OED as it uses the spelling 

čandana for Sanskrit र्दंन, instead of candana. The differentiation in the etymologies 

of tadbhava and tatsama words, described above, is, as far as can be ascertained, unique 

in Indian English lexicography. Many other dictionaries give Sanskrit originals for 

tadbhava words, incorrectly presenting Sanskrit as the direct historical source of the 

modern word. 

 One area where the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary differs from many other 

works on Indian English is in the rejection of a number of highly speculative 

etymologies that occur in popular literature on Indian English as well as in a number of 

other lexicographical works. Particularly the derivation of the slang sense of cheese, 

meaning ‘anything first-rate,’ and the derivation of the phrase not give a damn from 
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dam, an obsolete Indian coin of little value. In the case of cheese, the Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary does not even cover the sense, presumably as it is now quite 

out of fashion as a slang term and does not appear to be part of modern Indian English. 

The frequently stated or suggested etymology derives the English slang term as 

originally an Anglo-Indianism derived from Hindustani चीज़ (cīz = /ʧiz/), which also 

means ‘thing.’ This derivation was first put forward by Hotten (1859: x, 10), and thence 

promulgated by Yule and Burnell, who stated that it ‘used to be common among Anglo-

Indians’ to say such things as ‘[t]hese cheroots are the real chīz, i.e. the real thing’ 

(1886: 143; 1903: 187). This derivation was later accepted as probable by the OED 

(Murray 1893: 316), and thence picked up by others lexicographers (e.g. Davidson 

1903: 161; Weekley 1921: 287; Partridge 1937: 144; Partridge 1950: 362; Rao 1954: 

123; Hawkins 1984: 18; Hankin 2003: 91; Lewis 1991: 83). Partridge hedges with 

‘prob.,’ but offers no such hedging in a later book on the topic of English slang (1937: 

1950). Lewis (1991) also hedges with ‘poss.’ Significantly, the term appears to be 

originally American English. Farmer and Henley (1891) date it to 1835, and provide the 

variants double gloster, pure limburger and stilton (85), indicating that the etymon is 

the English food item, not Hindustani. In addition, Lighter (1994) provides an American 

English example from 1841 where the form is cheshire, not cheese (386).
5
 The 

Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary also gives no space to Yule and Burnell’s 

conjectured etymology for the word damn in such phrases as not give a damn and not 

care a damn. According to Yule and Burnell, this is referrable to Hindustani dam, a 

coin of small value, thus making the phrase equivalent to not care a jot or not care a 

farthing (1886: 227-228; 1903: 293-294). This etymology was first advanced by the 

slang lexicographer Francis Grose, though he clearly thought it highly suspect, stating 

that ‘etymologists may, if they please, derive the common expression, I do not care a 

damn’ from the Indian coin (1785: 48). However, the derivation was promoted and 

popularised by Yule and Burnell who devoted much argumentation and evidence 

supporting the theory. And, even though the OED rejected the etymology as ‘ingenious’ 

but having ‘having no basis in fact’ (Murray 1897: 18), it has elicited enduring 

popularity from other lexicographers (Farmer and Henley 1891: 249; Weekley 1921: 

409; Rao 1954: 23; Hawkins 1984: 25; Lewis 1991: 98; Hankin 2003: 74), and some 

other commentators on Indian English (Rushdie 1985: 83; Holmes 2005: 530). Also 

rejected by the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary is the derivation of British slang 

tickety-boo (2159) from the Hindi expression ठीक िैं बाब ू (ṭhīk hai bābū) meaning 

everything is all right, sir (see Partridge 1970: 1469; Lewis 1991: 243; Dalzell and 

Victor 2005: 1962). Another conjectural Hindi etymology, that of the slang phrase go 

phut, is cautiously presented as ‘origin unknown; probably imitative’ (1572), rather 

than giving the usual story that it is from Hindi फटन phaṭna meaning to crack, split, or 
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explode. The Hindi etymology is usually presented as plain fact (Partridge 1937: 623; 

Rao 1954: 123; Hawkins 1984: 74; Lewis 1991: 189; Hankin 2003: 375). The problem 

with this theory is that, although the earliest evidence of this phrase is Anglo-Indian 

(Allardyce 1877: 140; Kipling and Balestier 1892: 259), the root of Hindi फटन phaṭna 

is pronounced /pʱʌʈ/ not /fʌt/, though this level of detail is not given in the Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary as the style of etymologies is concise. 

 One conjectural etymology that the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary does 

include is that for bobbery, meaning a noisy disturbance or row. The proffered 

etymology is ‘Anglo-Indian, from Hindi bāp re O father!’ (229). This seems very 

unlikely to be correct. This etymology was first put forward by Yule and Burnell 

(1886), and thence became the accepted origin (e.g. Farmer and Henley 1890: 269; 

Davidson 1903: 103; Rao 1954: 123; Partridge 1937: 73; Hawkins 1984: 11; Lewis 

1991: 67; Muthiah 1991: 38; Lighter 1994: 216: Hankin 2003: 40). Yule and Burnell’s 

theory was that the original form was the interjection bobbery-bob, which they defined 

as ‘[t]he The Anglo-Indian colloquial representation of a common exclamation of 

Hindus when in surprise or grief — ‘Bap-re! or Bap-re Bap,’ ‘O, Father!’ (1886: 

76/1903: 101; emphasis in original). However, the citational evidence they provide, 

dating from 1782 to 1864, does not record the Anglicised spelling bobbery-bob, but 

rather spellings of the Hindustani phrase, and variants thereof, that is, ‘ah-baup-aree,’ 

‘bāpre bāpre,’ and ‘bap-re-bap’ (1886: 76, 766; 1903: 101). There are two problems 

with this evidence. First, the citations record examples of the Hindustani phrase, not an 

English expression, and, second, only last of these, dated 1864, could possibly be the 

etymon of bobbery-bob. Yule and Burnell then inferred that bobbery, in the sense of 

noisy disturbance, was derived from this interjection, presumably because their earliest 

evidence for bobbery was 1830, thus post-dating the earliest evidence for the 

interjection, which they took to be 1782 even though that quotation is not an example of 

the term bobbery-bob. Despite the problems with Yule and Burnell’s documentary 

evidence, the OED favoured this theory from amongst others that had been put forward, 

stating that ‘the evidence for its origin in India is decisive’ (Murray 1888a: 959), which 

was in accordance with their own earliest evidence from an Anglo-Indian source dated 

1816. Nevertheless, there are a number of facts which argue against this derivation. 

First, the earliest evidence for bobbery, in the sense of noisy disturbance is datable to 

1796, and from a Chinese Pidgin English source, not Anglo-Indian (New-York 

Magazine, Jan.: 6). Second, the form bobbery-bob is not attested before 1868 (Out of 

the Meshes: 273), over a century and a half later than the simple term bobbery. Third, 

the English Dialect Dictionary notes that the term bobbery was in general dialect use in 

English, and cites evidence for its use from the North Country, Northumberland, 

Yorkshire, Lancashire, the Isle of Man, Lincolnshire, Berkshire, East Anglia, Suffolk, 
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Essex, Kent, Sussex, Hampshire, Somerset, Devon, and Cornwall, with dates from 1820 

to 1894 (Wright 1898: 320). It is this last point that is the most decisive. The possibility 

that an Anglo-Indianism could have permeated the length and breadth of England in the 

speech of dialect speakers, and yet at the same time not come into the common 

language, is beyond belief. Interestingly, Yule and Burnell mention a possible pidgin 

origin, stating that ‘[b]obbery is used in “pigeon English,” and of course a Chinese 

origin is found for it, viz., pa-pi, Cantonese, “a noise”’ (1886: 76/1903: 101). Again, the 

likelihood of a Chinese Pidgin English term spreading throughout the English dialects is 

very low, and it is more probable that the dialect word was brought to Chinese shores by 

dialect-speaking sailors. Therefore, it seems that the two terms bobbery and bobbery-

bob are unrelated, with bobbery being originally a British dialect term, and bobbery-bob 

being a derivative of the Hindi expression. However, the term bobbery-bob is not 

included in the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary. 

 Apart from the occasional dubious etymology, another problem is the over-reliance 

on Hindi. The Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary etymologies do not provide any 

etymons from Urdu, and it was clearly editorial policy to prefer Hindi over Urdu in 

terms of the origin of borrowed lexis. This makes sense as the dictionary was intended 

for the Indian market, not the Pakistani market, where clearly the inverse editorial 

policy would be more appropriate. Hindi and Urdu lexis substantially overlaps, though 

there are lexical items and meanings that are restricted to either Hindi or Urdu. 

McGregor’s Oxford Hindi-English Dictionary (1993), for instance, includes a selected 

number of ‘words belonging to Urdu rather than to Hindi usage’ (xii). Of the 943 

etymologies in the Indian material in the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary, 792 

have etymons from Indian languages. This number includes Persian and Arabic 

etymons, which appear as anterior etymons for words in current Indian languages, and 

Portuguese, through which many native Indian words were brought into English. Table 

5.11 lists the number of etymons from the various Indian languages in the etymologies 

for the Indian material of Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006).  

 

Table 5.11: Etymons of Indian languages in Macmillan Comprehensive (2006) 

 

Etymon language tokens 

Hindi  489 

Sanskrit 249 

Persian  120 

Arabic 112 

Portuguese 30 

Hindustani 29 
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Tamil 19 

Pali 13 

Malayalam 12 

Tibetan 12 

Anglo-Indian 11 

Punjabi 9 

Sinhalese 8 

Marathi 7 

Bangla 6 

Gujarati 6 

Dravidian 3 

Telugu 3 

Nepalese 3 

Indo-Portuguese  2 

Baltī, Kannada,  

Maldive, Lepcha, Bihari 1 

 

As can be seen from Table 5.11, the etymons are skewed towards Hindi, which accounts 

for approximately 62% of etymons. In addition, 150 of the 249 Sanskrit etymons are 

listed as anterior etymons for Hindi borrowings (that is, they represent tatsama Hindi 

words). The 29 Hindustani etymons are for words that were clearly borrowed into 

English at an early date, such as bandanna, bungalow, guru, rupee and shampoo, 

though this distinction does not seem to have been consistently applied. Many other 

borrowings date back to before the nineteenth-century, and thus would have first come 

into English through Hindustani, as opposed to modern Hindi which was not properly 

widespread in northern Indian until the beginning of the twentieth century (McGregor 

1993: vii), such as, babu, bheesti, charpoy, cheetah, shikar, tamasha, thug, and tonga. 

Together, words derived from Hindi and Hindustani account for approximately 65% of 

the etymons in the Indian material of the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary. In 

contrast, Dravidian language etymons account for only approximately 5% of etymons, 

and other north Indian languages, that is, Bangla, Bihari, Gujarati, Marathi, Punjabi, and 

Tibetan, account for only approximately 6% of etymons. Whether these proportions are 

indicative of the actual occurrence of borrowings from native Indian languages into 

modern Indian English is unknown. Hindi is the most widespread of all native Indian 

languages, and the language most known to foreigners. However, the high percentage of 

Hindi borrowings, and the low number of borrowings from India’s south, seem to 

indicate a bias that is perhaps unwarranted. This may be in part due to the fact that 

Hindi is the language for which most bilingual dictionaries exist, and therefore is the 
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most accessible language to foreign lexicographers, and thus the easiest language for 

lexicographers to cite as the source of a borrowed word. The oversimplification in 

dictionary etymologies of borrowings from Indian languages is criticised by Shapiro 

(2001), who points out, as an exemplum, that the word guru exists in many Indian 

languages, not just Hindi, and therefore its existence in English cannot simply be a case 

of borrowing only from Hindi. This over-reliance on Hindi as the go-to language when 

seeking an etymon is a way of keeping etymologies short, but it oversimplifies the 

language contact situation. For example, with the slang term goolies, meaning testicles, 

the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary cautiously states ‘origin uncertain; compare 

Hindi gullī small round object, golī ball’ (888). This conjectural etymology was 

originally put forward by Burchfield (1976), and thence taken up later lexicographers 

and writers on slang (Lewis 1991: 118; Lighter 1994; Priest 1999: 106; Dalzell and 

Victor 2005: 899; Lonely Planet 2008: 159). However, the cognate Bengali word গু ী 
(gulī) also means a globe or pill (Haughton 1833: 972), and cannot be discounted as a 

potential etymon, especially when it is remembered that the centre of British 

administration in India was Calcutta in the Bengal Presidency. 

 

5.8.6.6. Usage notes in the Macmillan Comprehensive (2006) 

 

In dictionaries from the Macquarie stable, usage notes offer information and advice on 

current usage in a prose format. Such information is of a more detailed type than would 

be possible via the normal dictionary components of definition and usage label. They 

are used for commenting on lexical items in relation to racism (e.g. Eskimo, Chinaman, 

savage, squaw), verbal taboos (e.g. bugger), sexual politics (e.g. gay, girl, man, Ms), 

political correctness (e.g. spastic, Christian name), or where some linguistic contention 

exists (e.g. agreeance, ain’t, data, hopefully, program(me)). The usage notes of the base 

dictionary were retained for the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary, but only six of 

these occur in the selected Indian English entries. Four relate to terms that may cause 

offence. For Harijan and untouchable, it is noted that these terms are now out of date, 

and for coolie and native, politically incorrect meanings are pointed out. A usage note 

for Hindustani discusses the change in meaning over the years, and at the entry for up, 

the acceptability of the spelling upto for up to is discussed. However, even though the 

upto form is very common and has a long history in Indian English (Lambert 2012a: 

301-302), the usage note discusses the whole question without even mentioning Indian 

English usage:  

 

Up to (see def. 66) is often spelled as one word, upto, in the same way as into 

and onto. In some forms of English this is an established use. However, in 
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British English it is not yet accepted as standard. (Macmillan Comprehensive 

Dictionary 2006: 2273) 

 

There is some schizophrenia here, as well as some mealy-mouthedness. This note is an 

attempt to strike a balance between positioning Indian English (apparently one of ‘some 

forms of English’) as an endonormative standard, and factually stating the 

unacceptability of upto in British English, as the de facto exonormative standard, 

thereby avoiding potential adverse criticism from educationalists and conservative 

language pundits who may come across the usage note when using or reviewing the 

dictionary. The same effort towards careful positioning can be seen with other usage 

notes, such as that for programme:  

 

Until recently, programme was the standard British spelling, and program the 

American. Today program is used widely in British English, as elsewhere, for 

meanings related to computers, while programme is generally retained in 

British English for other meanings. (Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary 

2006: 1661) 

 

Again, the usage note discusses the Indian English situation very obliquely by 

discussing American and British usage, allowing the Indian user to make their choice 

amongst two exonormative standards. In any case, it does not seem that the comments 

in usage notes are necessarily based on Indian English corpus data. According to the 

Times of India data, programme is overwhelmingly the preferred (programme = 11647, 

program = 238). In addition, program was used for a wide range of meanings, and not 

restricted to the realm of computing, and there were a number of instances of 

programme used to refer to software. 

 The usage notes very rarely discuss grammatical issues, a rare exception being use 

of like as a conjunction (1207). None of the grammatical features usually assigned to 

Indian English, such as the omission of articles, the extension of the present continuous, 

and so on (see Sedlatschek 2009), are discussed in usage notes. Also, none of these 

form part of the ‘Outline of English grammar’ (2431-2439). 

 One other area for concern with the usage notes in the Macmillan Comprehensive 

(2006) is with the layout design of the usage notes. Usage notes are in the format of a 

block of text, with the heading ‘Usage:’ in bold, italic font (including the colon). A 

horizontal bar is place both above and below the text block, in order to make it visually 

prominent on the page. However, where a series of entries have usage notes, the 

horizontal bars break up the overall page layout. For instance, the Macmillan 

Comprehensive (2006) has an entry for the digraph ae which has a usage note that 
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discusses the variation between spellings with ae versus spellings with e (29). All 

entries with lemmata that involve this spelling variation have a usage note that refers the 

dictionary user back to the original usage note. The usage note reads ‘Usage: For 

spelling variation see ae.’ When there are a series of entries which contain ae/e 

variation, this usage note is repeated for each entry. Figure 5.9 shows eight usage notes 

in the top half of one column of a dictionary page. Aside from taking up a lot of page 

space, typographically the repetition of the usage notes breaks up the normal succession 

of headwords which hinders dictionary look-up, and it would have been better to find 

some less disruptive formatting solution. This must be taken into consideration when 

considering usage notes for print dictionaries.  

 

 

 

Figure 5.9: Detail of page 1502 of the Macmillan Comprehensive (2006) 

 

Figure 5.9 clearly demonstrates how excess usage notes on a single page can seriously 

damage readability and hamper dictionary look-up in printed dictionaries.  
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5.8.6.7. Subject categories in the Macmillan Comprehensive (2006) 

 

In order to assess the content of the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006) every 

definition of the Indian English material was labelled according to semantic field, 

following the work of Baumgardner, Kennedy and Shamin (1993), and Kachru (1983). 

For the sake of clarity, the names of individual categories or subcategories are given in 

small capitals in the following discussion. Category labelling was added to each of the 

2175 definitions in the dictionary. Each label was a field beginning with <CAT> and 

ending with </CAT>, in between which were category names separated by a vertical 

bar (|). No categories were mutually exclusive. For example, the entry for Bhagavad-

gita, ‘[a] sacred text written about 200 BC, part of the epic Mahabharata’ (Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary 2006: 199), was given the following label: 

 

  <CAT>religion|Hindu|text</CAT> 

 

This means that all definitions that were concerned with RELIGION can be tallied, as can 

all definitions concerned with HINDUISM, as can all definitions for TEXTS. In cases when 

there are more than one category, the first is a primary categorisation and the following 

ones are subsidiary. 

 The two most significant primary categories in the Macmillan Comprehensive 

Dictionary (2006) are PEOPLE, which account for approximately 20.7% of total 

definitions, RELIGION, which account for approximately 20.4% of total definitions, 

PLACE, which account for approximately 20.0% of total definitions, and FLORA AND 

FAUNA, which account for approximately 9.1% of total definitions. Together these 

account for 70.1% of all definitions in the dictionary. FOOD accounts for approximately 

6.3% of total definitions, and LANGUAGE AND LINGUISTICS accounts for approximately 

5.7% of total definitions, but no other primary category is over 5%. The next most 

frequent categories are ARTICLES OF USE (approximately 2.3%), CLOTHING 

(approximately 2.0%), FAMILY RELATIONS (approximately 1.5%), CLOTH (approximately 

1.4%), MUSIC (approximately 1.2%), and WEIGHTS AND MEASURES (approximately 

1.1%). No other primary category is over 1%. 

 In terms of RELIGION, there are 443 definitions related to the subject area, 

accounting for approximately 20.4% of definitions. The definitions are skewed towards 

Hinduism, Islam, and Buddhism, respectively. The proportion of definitions for various 

religions, in descending order, is given in Graph 5.1. 

  



409 

 

Graph 5.1: Definitions for religions in the Macmillan Comprehensive (2006) 

 

 

As can be seen from Graph 5.1, HINDUISM accounts for approximately 43.3% of 

definitions relating to RELIGION, and approximately 8.8% of total definitions. ISLAM 

accounts for approximately 26.4% of definitions relating to RELIGION, and 

approximately 5.4% of total definitions. BUDDHISM accounts for approximately 23.7% 

of definitions relating to RELIGION, and approximately 4.8% of total definitions. 

Together these three religions account for approximately 93.5% of definitions relating 

to different religions, sects or denominations. In contrast, the amount of definitions 

accorded to Zoroastrianism, Sikhism, and Jainism is minimal, and there are no entries 

relating to the Christian or Syrian churches in India. The word padre is recorded in 

Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006), as a title of respect to a priest, as ‘a 

military or naval chaplain’ (1499), and as used in the Australian slang expression to go 

through on the padre’s bike, ‘to travel at great speed’ (1499). There is no mention of 

this word’s use or origin in Indian English. A good example of the low level of attention 

given to Sikhism is the fact that the dictionary does not have entries for any of the so-

called five K’s of Sikhism, the five objects that must be worn by Sikhs to show that they 

are Sikhs, namely, kesh, uncut hair, kangha, a comb worn in the hair, kirpan, a sword or 

dagger, kara, a narrow steel bracelet, and kachera, a type of underwear in the form of 

short trousers (Penney 1999: 8-9). An entry for the five K’s would also be appropriate. 

And even though Hinduism is the most fully covered religion, it is far from well-

covered. The term panchagavya, referring to a mixture of the five sacred products of the 

cow, is missing. In addition, although the five sacred products of the cow (milk, ghee, 

curds, dung, and urine) are recorded in the dictionary, none of those entries mention 

that these items, when coming from a cow, are in any way holy. With Hindu GODS and 

GODDESSES, although the Hindu trinity are included, as well as Rama, Ganesh, Kali and 
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Durga, other important gods, goddesses, and other spiritual beings, are omitted, such as 

Gayatri, Kamakhya, Lakshmana, Lalita, Mahishasura, Murugan, Parvati, Ravana, and 

Sarasvati. There are only 28 definitions for GOD, and only 6 for GODDESS. There are 

only 7 RELIGIOUS FESTIVALS defined. Many significant religious practices and festivals 

are omitted as well, including the kumbh mela and the Durga puja. 

 There are 450 definitions relating to PEOPLE, of which 126 definitions are 

encyclopaedic entries for eminent individuals (politicians, sportspeople, etc.), while 120 

definitions classify people according to their OCCUPATION. These account for 

approximately 5.8% and 5.1% of entire Indian English definitions, respectively. 

Examples of occupations include amah, ‘a nurse, especially a wet nurse’ (62), bearer, 

‘a domestic servant’ (179), bheesti, ‘a water carrier’ (199), dish-wallah, ‘someone 

employed to wash dishes at a restaurant, cafe, etc.’ (593), havildar, ‘a non-

commissioned officer in the army’ (950), syce, ‘a person employed to tend horses’ 

(2092), and tiffin-man, ‘a man who delivers cooked food in tiffin-carriers to workers in 

a factory, office, etc.’ (2160). Included in this semantic field category was the subclass 

LEADER, which was used to label any sense that was defined as having a position of 

authority over others, such as ruler, sovereign, king, queen, prince, prime minister, 

headman, elder, etc. There are 36 definitions in this category, approximately 1.7% of 

entire Indian English definitions. Less common is lexis relating to SOCIAL GROUPINGS, 

such as caste, class, community, or tribe. There are only 20 definitions relating to CASTE 

or VARNA, and only 4 terms defined in terms of TRIBE. The Macmillan Comprehensive 

Dictionary provides definitions for the four principal varnas, Brahman (251), Kshatriya 

(1157), Vaisya (2285), and Sudra (2065), and also definitions for Dalit (523), Harijan 

(944), outcaste (1482), pariah (1518), and untouchable (2271), but there is little else 

beyond these few terms. Social groupings are central to Indian society. The matrimonial 

columns of an Indian daily newspaper contain numerous examples of prominent caste 

and social group names, such as Agarwal, Arora, Bansal, Bhardwaj, Chamar, Garg, 

Garhwali, Gaur, Jatav, Kabirpanthi, Kumaoni, Mathur, Ramgarhia, Saini, Saraswat, 

Sharma, Singhal, Sood, Tonk Kshatriya, and Yadav. The names listed here are not all 

castes, some are considered sub-castes, some are umbrella terms for a number of castes, 

some are considered tribes, some are referred to as communities, while others are Sikh 

misls. Nevertheless, the names of social groupings form an important part of the Indian 

English day to day landscape, and better dictionary coverage could be provided. 

 In terms of individual PEOPLE, the category with the highest representation was 

POLITICIANS, with 53 entries, approximately 2.4% of entire Indian English definitions, 

and the next highest was for REGIONAL titles for people, such as Aryan, Assamese, 

Bengali, etc., which accounted for approximately 2.3% of entire Indian English 

definitions. Indian religious leaders were not represented very well, with only 12 
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entries, which is similar in extent to the 11 British colonial administrators recorded in 

the dictionary. The ARTS were severely underrepresented with only 7 writers, 2 

musicians, and 1 film director. Given the importance of the FILM industry in India, not 

only the Hindi-language film industry centred in Bollywood, but also the extensive film 

industries in other native languages, all of which have long histories, the inclusion of 

only one Indian film director, and no actors, producers, or play-back singers, is a 

significant area of omission. In contrast, there are 577 entries for non-Indian actors and 

actresses in the rest of the dictionary. And although the national game of India is 

CRICKET, only 3 Indian cricket players and one Pakistani cricketer are included in the 

dictionary. 

 The category WOMEN did not make up a large proportion of definitions, with only 

43 definitions relating in any way to women. This accounts for 1.7% of total Indian 

English definitions. Definitions relating to women included bhiksuni, ‘a female 

bhiksun; a nun’ (199), devadasi, ‘(formerly) a temple prostitute or dancing girl, 

dedicated to a god or temple’ (566), heroine, ‘a female movie star’ (970), yogini, ‘a 

female yogi’ (2408), and yoni, ‘(in Hinduism) a symbol for the external female 

genitalia’ (2409). A total of 9 definitions for WOMEN are as a subset of the FAMILY 

RELATIONS category, such as bua, ‘aunt (one’s father’s sister)’ (269), and nani, 

‘maternal grandmother (one’s mother’s mother)’ (1385). 

 Terms relating to FLORA AND FAUNA account for approximately 9.1% of entire 

Indian English definitions in the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006). There 

were 115 definitions relating to FAUNA, and 82 to FLORA. In terms of FAUNA, this is not 

a very extensive coverage. Of the 115 terms relating to Indian FAUNA, 37 relate to 

BIRDS. A number of birds are included that have English names derived from Indian 

languages: amadavat, avadavat, baya weaver, baza, besra, brahminy kite, brahminy 

starling, chukar, koel, monal, myna, pitta, sarus crane, and shikra. Another set of 

birds are included because they have cultural significance, adjutant (stork), brain-fever 

bird, peacock, and seven sisters, or because there are numerous species in India, such 

as the laughingthrush. Still others seem to be included because they occur in India, such 

as the crested tern, which is listed as inhabiting the Indian Ocean (493). However, 

using the same selection criteria, a number of significant terms are missing. There are 

numerous Indian birds that have names derived from Indian languages but are not listed 

in the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006). For example, within the non-

passerines there are cheer pheasant, laggar falcon, kaleej pheasant, koklass pheasant, 

malkoha, shaheen, and sirkeer malkoha, and within passerines there are cochoa, 

fulvetta, iora, minivet, munia, niltava, shama, sibia, tesia, and yuhina. In addition to 

these are numerous bird names that begin with the modifier Indian. Rasmussen and 

Anderton (2005) list 20 such names just amongst the non-passerines, including Indian 
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black ibis, Indian courser, Indian pond heron, Indian skimmer, and Indian vulture. 

However, as Rasmussen and Anderton (2005) only record their own preferred common 

names for birds, the number of bird names beginning with Indian is still greater if other 

field guides or ornithological texts are consulted, and greater still depending on the 

depth of coverage of historical names. In addition to these, there are numerous other 

bird names begin with other geographical names of Indian regions, such as Andaman 

crake, Bengal florican, Ceylon junglefowl, Himalayan buzzard, Nicobar sparrowhawk, 

Nilgiri woodpigeon, Malabar trogon, Serendib scops-owl, and Tibetan snowcock. Due 

to a high level of endemism, the epithets Andaman and Nicobar are particularly 

productive. Writing at the end of the twentieth century, Grimmett, Inskipp and Inskipp 

(1999) considered India to have 141 endemic bird species, though this number has 

increased due to taxonomic changes that have taken place since 1999. None of the 141 

endemic species is covered by the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary, with the 

exception of the Indian peafowl, though this is only recorded under the entry for 

peacock (1536), and the zoological common name Indian peafowl is not recorded.  

 The example of birds indicates that the coverage of Indian avifauna is minimal, and 

although the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary has 56 definitions relating in Indian 

MAMMALS, there are only 10 relating to Indian REPTILES, and only 8 relating to Indian 

FISH, indicating that these categories of fauna are under-represented. For instance, 

Russell’s viper, Daboia russelii, one of the commonest snakes in India, and the snake 

that causes most deaths (Backshall 2007: 134), is not included. With FLORA, the case is 

also similar. There are 82 definitions relating to FLORA, of which 39 are trees and 41 

other plants, including grain and vegetable crops. India has over 5000 endemic 

flowering plants, and over 15,000 vascular plants (Oldfield 1997: 186), and although a 

large number of these will only have scientific names, as opposed to common names, 

the disparity of numbers is suggestive of an inadequacy of botanical coverage similar to 

the situation with birds. 

 In terms of the 434 definitions for PLACES, towns, cities and ports accounted for 160 

definitions (approximately 36.8% of PLACE definitions) and geographical regions, such 

as mountains or mountain ranges, rivers, coastlines, islands, etc. accounted for 68 

definitions (approximately 15.7% of PLACE definitions). Names of states, both current 

and historical, accounted for 78 definitions (approximately 18% of PLACE definitions). 

The representation of geographical regions or places is clearly more extensive than the 

entries for people. Still, the level of detail was not extensive. For example, the Rann of 

Kutch is defined (1158), but there are no entries for the Little Rann of Kutch and the 

Great Rann of Kutch, the two significant division of this region. None of the major 

national parks, such as the Bharatpur Bird Sanctuary, the Gir Forest National Park and 

Wildlife Sanctuary, Jim Corbett National Park, Ranthambore National Park, and 
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Sariska Tiger Reserve, were in the dictionary, yet there are entries for Banff National 

Park (159), Kakadu National Park (1130), Kruger National Park (1157), and Sequoia 

National Park (1890). Many places of architectural significance are also omitted, such 

as Ajanta, Elephanta, Ellora, Fatehpur Sikri, Hampi, Jaisalmer, and Khajuraho, as are 

many other places of great cultural or historical significance, such as Adam’s Bridge, 

Aurangabad, the Backwaters, Bikaner, Dehra Dun, the Duars, Garhwal, the Grand 

Trunk Road, Haridwar, Jalalabad, Kanchipuram (and its common abbreviated form 

Kanchi), Kumaon, Mount Abu, Nainital, Ootacamund (and its common abbreviated 

form Ooty), Pathankot, the Sundarbans, and Ujjain. Another area of omission was with 

places of religious significance, such as Lake Manasarovar and Mount Kailash or 

Kailasa, which would require definitions for both the real and mythological places, and 

Ayodhya, the birthplace of Rama, and a site of religious and communal contention. The 

town of Godhra, which rose to prominence during the post-Godhra riots of in 2002, is 

also missing from the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary, as is an entry for the civil 

unrest.  

 Terms relating to FOOD account for approximately 6.3% of entire Indian English 

definitions the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary. There are 137 definitions relating 

to FOOD, consisting principally of DISHES (38 definitions), VEGETABLES (15 definitions), 

SPICES AND CONDIMENTS (15 definitions), DRINKS (12 definitions), NARCOTICS AND 

INTOXICANTS (12 definitions), and BREADS (8 definitions). A further 5 definitions related 

to SMOKING. 

 The Indian English material of the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary contains 

practically no slang. There are 11 definitions were classified as SLANG, accounting for 

less than 1.0% of all definitions. Examples includes Bombay bloomers, ‘loose-fitting 

shorts formerly worn in summer or for sport’ (234), by-heart, ‘to learn in a rote fashion’ 

(288), and laddu, ‘zero, nought’ (1163). A number of these, however, were only 

included in the Indian English material because etymologically they were said to derive 

from Anglo-Indian English, such as bobbery, ‘commotion; fuss’ (229), cushy, ‘easy; 

pleasant’ (513), dekko, ‘a look or view’ (547), and goolie, ‘a testicle’ (888). Whether 

these terms are current in Indian English or not is not stated in the Macmillan 

Comprehensive. In fact, cushy is still current in Indian English slang (e.g. Upbeat 2001: 

11; Rupera 2013), as is dekko (Lambert 2014b: 133-134), while goolies is very 

uncommon (e.g. Suraiya 2008), and bobbery appears to be now obsolete. Some terms 

that are clearly colloquial or slang were not labelled as so, such as griffin, ‘a newcomer, 

especially a white person from a western country’ (908), and the cricket term mankad, 

‘to run out (the non-facing batter who is backing up)’ (1271). As shown in Lambert 

(2014b), despite a lack of scholarly attention, Indian English slang is rich, varied, and 

very much alive. 
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 In terms of the overall coverage of lexis the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary 

(2006), the content analysis reveals a number of subject areas with very few items 

recorded. These include types of TRANSPORT (20 definitions), HEALTH AND MEDICINE 

(19 definitions), SPORT (11 definitions), FILM (10 definitions), EDUCATION (10 

definitions), MILITARY (9 definitions), and WEATHER (7 definitions). 

 By numerical calculation, the amount of Indian English covered by the Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary is not extensive. With only 1692 terms covered, its Indian 

English content is smaller than that of Hawkins (1984), Muthiah (1991), Lewis (1991), 

Sengupta (1996), and Hankin (2003), and on par with the small booklet Lonely Planet 

(2008). With such a small sample of Indian English lexis, Macmillan Comprehensive 

Dictionary omits numerous terms of present-day Indian English that are as frequent and 

significant as the terms that are included. Examples of exceptional omissions include 

abuse (count) ‘an insult,’ agebar ‘an age limit unto which something is forbidden,’ auto 

‘an autorickshaw,’ backside ‘the rear side of a building, compound, or the like,’ 

batchmate ‘a person in the same year or class in an educational institution,’ Bong ‘a 

Bengali or Bangladeshi,’ cow belt ‘the Indo-Gangetic plain, regarded as the spiritual 

home of Hinduism,’ detenu ‘a person detained by the authorities; a detainee,’ gotra ‘an 

exogamous sub-division of a caste group,’ kitty party ‘a regular social gathering for 

women usually held in the homes of the attendees,’ Mumbaikar ‘a native or inhabitant 

of Mumbai,’ reach ‘to arrive,’ tubelight ‘a cylindrical fluorescent light,’ sangh ‘an 

Indian labour union or organisation,’ and undertrial ‘a person accused of a crime.’ 

These are all unremarkable terms in contemporary Indian English and as such should be 

in the dictionary.  

 Run-on entries, derivative forms and compound forms are also unrepresented in the 

Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary. For instance, although there are entries for the 

words caste (328), outcaste  (1482) and scheduled caste (1853), derivatives such as 

anti-caste, casteism, casteist, casteless, extra-caste, intercaste, intracaste, multi-caste, 

mono-caste, neo-caste, non-caste, sub-caste, and uni-caste are omitted. Also omitted are 

the common compounds backward caste, caste-bar, caste-barrier, caste-based, caste 

certificate, caste discrimination, caste-fellow, caste-like, caste Hindu, caste-mate, caste 

mark, caste politics, and caste war, and the distinctions of low caste, middle caste and 

upper caste with their associated adjectives, low-caste, middle-caste and upper-caste, 

and left-hand caste and right-hand caste, and their associated adjectives. Another 

example occurs with the terms India and Indian, where such terms as all-India, all-

Indian, anti-India, anti-Indian, non-Indian, pan-Indian, pan-Indianism, pro-India, pro-

Indian, and un-Indian are not included. Also missing are Indianism, Indianist, and 

Indianness, and entries for regional terms such as North India, South India, Upper 

India, and Mother India. Such terms are not necessarily transparent, that is, their 
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specific meanings within Indian English contexts are not necessarily readily derivable 

from knowledge of the affix plus the noun or adjective, and as such many of the terms 

would deserve treatment at the definition level. Transparent formulations, such as caste-

based and caste-like, that merit inclusion on the basis of frequency, may be more 

suitably accommodated at the run-on level. 

 Occasionally a definition has been localised in order to reflect Indian usage. For 

example, the definition of holdall is ‘a large portable case or bag; in India, especially 

one used to carry bedding’ (987), and the definition of Supreme Court is ‘(in some law 

court systems) the court at the apex of the judicial system in the country or state, as the 

Supreme Court of India’ (2078). However, this has not been consistently carried out. 

For example, Independence Day is defined only as the American 4th of July celebration 

(1051), with no definition covering the Indian Independence Day, 15 August. At the 

same time, Republic Day, 26 January, celebrated to commemorate the coming into force 

of the constitution of the Republic of India, is not defined at all, however, Australia 

Day, which also falls on 26 January, is defined (133). Other words for which there is an 

entry, but for which Indian English meanings are missing are, hotel, which has the usual 

English sense, but can also refer to a restaurant or even a small roadside stall that sells 

food; drape, which is the verb used to describe the process of donning a sari; and 

gymkhana, which in Indian English not only refers to various sporting carnivals, but 

also to an athletics facility. 

 The Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary forbore including a number of the 

relatively ‘outlandish’ Anglo-Indian terms that are commonly found in other 

dictionaries of Indian English, such as bamboo baksheesh, referring to beating someone 

who asks for baksheesh (Hotten 1865: 87; Lewis 1991: 58); barnshoot, a despicable 

person, a euphemistic spelling of bahinchod, from Hindi बहहिंचोद (bahīncod), literally, 

daughter-fucker (Yule and Burnell 1886: 42; Hawkins 1984: 8; Lewis 1991: 58); 

brandy pawnee, a drink of brandy and water (Rao 1954: 121; Lewis 1991: 70); 

chummery, a lodging used by European bachelors in colonial days (Muthiah 1991: 49; 

Sengupta 1996: 1442); Corporal Forbes, a jocular perversion of cholera morbus 

(Partridge 1937: 181; Lewis 1991: 93); jawaub to dismiss or reject an offer, especially a 

romantic offer (Forbes 1848; Hotten 1865: 164; Allardyce 1877: 544; Lewis 1991: 

135); Sir Roger Dowler, a nickname for Siraj-ud-daula (Partridge 1970: 1405; Ahmed 

2002: 123); and Upper Roger, the crown prince of Burma (Yule and Burnell 1886: 732; 

Barrère and Leland 1889: II. 390-391; Partridge 1970: 1492; Lewis 1991: 242; Ghosh 

2008: 107). Also omitted was the triad of Anglo-Indian nicknames for inhabitants of the 

three colonial presidencies: Bombay Duck, someone from Bombay, Mull, someone from 

Madras, and Qui-hi, someone from Bengal, all which appear in Yule and Burnell 

(1886), Barrère and Leland (1889-1890), Partridge (1937-1970), Hawkins (1984), 
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Lewis (1991), and Hankin (2003). A number of these ‘outlandish’ terms appear to have 

been genuine terms formerly in Anglo-Indian use. However, their continued 

reproduction in Indian English dictionaries is more to do with the inherent novelty value 

such terms possess, rather than their significance in Anglo-Indian English. In fact, a 

number of these terms appear to have been transitory or ephemeral even in colonial 

times, if indeed they had any real currency at all. Yule and Burnell label the term Upper 

Roger as a ‘happy example of the Hobson-Jobson dialect’ stating that it is ‘a corruption 

of the Skt. yuva-rāja’ which means ‘young king’ (1886: 732, 1903: 959). By ‘Hobson-

Jobson dialect’ they mean the assimilation of borrowed lexis to word forms of the 

borrowing language. They state that it ‘occurs in a letter dated 1755, from Capt. Jackson 

at Syrian in Burma,’ which suggests that it was, at best, a hapax legomenon. However, 

on closer inspection, the information provided by Yule and Burnell is not exactly 

correct and that rather than being merely a hapax legomenon, it is actually a ghost word. 

The form of the term in the original source used by Yule and Burnell is actually Uper 

Roger (Dalrymple 1793: 192), not ‘upper’, and the immediate etymon is not Sanskrit, 

but rather the Burmese form of the Sanskrit: ‘Apporazah, Brother of the King of Pegu’ 

(Dalrymple 1793: 163). In addition, we find that Yule and Burnell have been deceitfully 

selective, as Dalrymple’s index lists numerous other variant spellings, Upa Rajah, Upoo 

Rajah, Uppa Raja, Uppa Rajah, and Upper Rajah, all which appeared in other 

eighteenth-century letters reproduced in Dalrymple. By respelling Uper as Upper, Yule 

and Burnell make the term appear to be a case of the ‘Hobson-Jobson dialect,’ that is, a 

case of the Burmese word Apporazah misanalysed as a compound of upper and Roger. 

The original source does not support this interpretation. Nevertheless, both Partridge 

(1970: 1492) and Lewis (1991: 242), copying Yule and Burnell, record this term as 

though it were a genuine term of Anglo-Indian vocabulary. In Partridge’s case, it is 

erroneously dated as being in use from the mid-eighteenth century until the twentieth 

century. 

 Terms such as these have been copied from one dictionary to another since their first 

appearance in colonial era lexicons (such as Yule and Burnell (1886/1903), or Hotten 

(1859-74)), and it appears that such words have remained standard fare for popular 

writings and popular lexicographical works on Indian English because of their 

perceived humour, quaintness or novelty value. By avoiding such terms the Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary sets itself apart from much other twentieth-century Indian 

English lexicography (e.g. Partridge (1970), Hawkins (1984), and Hankin (2003)) by 

taking a less backward-looking perspective of Indian English, and the overall exclusion 

of such novelty-value lexis is indicative of a more professional approach to recording 

modern Indian English. 
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5.8.7. Summary of analysis for Macmillan Comprehensive (2006) 

 

In many ways the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary is the best dictionary of Indian 

English currently available, despite the deficiencies outlined above. It is the only 

comprehensive, synchronic, inclusive dictionary that covers Indian English. However, 

with less than 2000 entries devoted to Indian English lexis, the Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary does not compare favourably with other current Indian 

English dictionaries, such as Hawkins (1984), Muthiah (1991), Lewis (1991), Sengupta 

(1996), and Hankin (2003), all of which cover a greater amount of Indian English lexis, 

and does not represent any significant extension of the lexicography of Indian English. 

The process of de-Australianising the base dictionary was done well, though a small 

amount of unnecessary Australian material survives unlabelled. Variant spellings are 

covered reasonably well, though the equal-status headwords and run-on entries, 

especially those for -our/-or and -ise/-ize, do not reflect current Indian English spelling 

which prefers the former form in both cases. Also, there are a number of cases, such as 

with Ganga/Ganges and sari/saree, where the selection of headword and variant do not 

capture current Indian practice. Further, the placement of the variant spelling at the end 

of the entry, far removed from the fronted position of the headword, serves to 

strengthen the feeling that the headword spelling is the preferred form. How accurately 

this reflects Indian English spelling practice is doubtful. The marking of irregular 

inflections does not appear to have been consistent, particularly in the case of nouns 

ending in -o and -i which frequently do not their plural forms indicated. Etymologies are 

brief, but particularly accurate in their transliteration of Hindi etymons. In addition, a 

number of highly suspect but widely promulgated etymologies have been dispensed 

with. However, the etymologies show a distinct bias towards Hindi etymons which 

effectively overshadows the other major Indian languages and their potential influence 

as donor languages to Indian English lexis. In terms of usage notes, only a few pertain 

directly to Indian English, but these avoid direct mention of Indian English, and instead 

discuss usage in terms of British and American English. Pronunciations are given for all 

headwords, run-on entries and, where relevant, inflected forms. These pronunciations 

are based on those of the Australian-English base dictionary and are non-rhotic, despite 

the fact that there is extensive variation in rhoticity in Indian English. The editorial 

changes to the pronunciations consisted of adding length markers to long vowels (see 

Table 5.8 above) to more accurately represent Indian English. However, the marking of 

primary and secondary stress was retained from the base dictionary, and as this stress 

marking was for Australian English, it does not map well to Indian English. 

 With regard to content, the Indian English material in the Macmillan Comprehensive 

Dictionary amounts to only 1699 entries, which accounts for only 1.7% of the entire 
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dictionary. The Indian English material is also heavily biased towards nouns, which 

account for over 90% of the Indian material. This reveals a lack of coverage of 

vocabulary from other grammatical classes. There is also a lack of coverage of 

derivative words and compound words for the lexis that is covered, so that while the 

word caste is defined, terms such as caste certificate, casteism, casteless, and sub-caste 

are not recorded. Other areas where there is an obvious lack of coverage include 

religion, flora and fauna, and, in terms of encyclopaedic material, a great deal of places 

of cultural and historical significance, and important personages, especially those 

relating to the arts and sports. On the whole, there is great room for expansion of the 

Indian English material. However, the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary very 

sensibly omits a number of obsolete terms of doubtful importance or limited frequency 

that still are given a place in other contemporary Indian English lexicography. The back 

cover promotional blurb is relatively accurate with regard to the size of its contents, but 

the front matter and introductory material is extremely brief and does not explain a 

number of aspects of the work that pertain directly to the Indian English material, 

including pronunciation and transliteration conventions, the order of senses, and certain 

points about variants and etymologies. 

 Section 5.8 contained the analysis of the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary 

(2006). The following section (Section 5.9) contains the analysis of Mahal (2006). 
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5.9. Mahal, The Queen’s Hinglish, 2006 

 

Section 5.9 contains the analysis of Mahal (2006). Figure 5.10 is the cover of Mahal 

(2006). 

 

 

 

Figure 5.10: Cover of Mahal (2006) 

 



420 

 

5.9.1. Introduction to Mahal (2006) 

 

Mahal (2006) is small book directed at the popular market, as the punning title 

signposts: clearly to speak Hinglish is not to speak pukka (properly). It is published by 

HarperCollins, Glasgow. The book is ‘designed with easy browsing in mind’ (x). 

Despite being written for a popular audience, the content of the dictionary is informed 

by professional lexicographical methods. According to the Introduction, the lexis 

covered in the dictionary falls into three categories: (a) terms from Hindi, Urdu, and 

Punjabi ‘that are currently being absorbed into British English,’ (b) terms from Hindi, 

Urdu, and Punjabi ‘commonly mixed into English on the South Asian subcontinent’ but 

that have not reached Britain yet, and (c) terms ‘peculiar to the branch of English used 

in South Asia, and which are a mixture of quaint throwbacks to another era, such as 

stepney, and new formations like prepone and airdash’ (vi-vii). According to the back 

inside flap of the dust jacket, Mahal is ‘a teacher working in Derby’ who writes novels 

for young adults. The Introduction gives some background on Indian English, the 

influence of Indian languages in current British English, the Hindi, Urdu and Punjabi 

languages, the spelling of headwords, the limitations of the coverage, pronunciation, 

and some acknowledgments. There are no explicit details of how the dictionary was 

constructed, though the high number of illustrative quotations (sometimes with source 

given, though usually not) indicates that the entries are based on a citation collection or 

corpus. Virtually hidden from the user on the imprint page is a small advertisement for 

‘Collins Word Web,’ a corpus upon which ‘the highly successful range of Collins 

dictionaries is based’ (Collins Language website). According to the Collins Language 

website, the ‘English corpus contains 550 million words’ from ‘both written and 

spoken’ sources, in ‘8 varieties of English,’ with the ‘majority of sources’ dating from 

2001 to 2005. References in the front matter to ‘our diverse range of sources’ (xi) and 

‘our sources’ (xii), suggest that Mahal used this corpus in the construction of the 

dictionary. The advertisement for the dictionary on Amazon.com places the book in the 

‘Collins Humour’ category, and refers to the author as the ‘Collins Hinglish consultant’ 

(Amazon.com 2012). There has only been one edition. Newspaper reviews either repeat 

the contents of the Introduction, dressing it up as an interview (e.g. Harris 2006), or 

subsume the discussion of the dictionary into a pleasant article about the general growth 

of Indian English (e.g. Coughlan 2006; Gentleman 2007), and so do not do the 

dictionary the justice of a proper review. Occasional brief references to Mahal (2006) 

are found in the literature (e.g. Adami 2010: 195; Thussu 2011: 106), but there seem to 

be no substantial analyses done, with the most in-depth being the brief analysis in 

Lambert (2012a). According to the back of the dust jacket, the original retail price was 

£5.99. The dictionary is now out of print and only available second-hand. Google Books 
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has an electronic version but it is not searchable; other electronic copies could not be 

located. 

 For the purposes of this study an analysis was performed on a personal copy of the 

first and only edition. 

 

5.9.2. Physical description of Mahal (2006) 

 

Mahal (2006) is a slim, hardback volume with a glossy maroon cover (Figure 5.10). The 

background image of the cover is of faintly faded maroon material (suggestive of a 

colonial-era antiquarian book), bordered in white Indian paisley, with the title in 

mustard lettering. The paper dust jacket mimics the cover exactly. The book measures 

12.3 x 16.3 cm, and is just under 1.5 cm thick. The paper is thick, rough, and faintly 

yellow. The book is 128 pages in length (xiv + 114). The font of the subtitle, How to 

speak pukka, is in a faux Sanskrit font (i.e. the Latin alphabet with a superscripted line 

running across the letters and joining the words). The back of the dust jacket has a short 

self-advertising blurb.  

 The dictionary consists of a title leaf with the imprint page on the verso, followed 

by a contents page with blank verso. These are followed by a brief Introduction (v-ix), a 

‘How to use this book’ section (x-xi), and an explanation of ‘Spellings and 

pronunciations’ (xii-xiii), followed by a blank verso. This front matter is followed by 

the dictionary proper of 114 pages (1-114). The main text of entries is double spaced, 

large (12-point), with one column per page and wide 2.5 cm margins. Citations are set 

at a smaller font size (10-point). Headwords are in lowercase in bold, san serif, magenta 

font, and begin on a new line with no hanging indent. Variants are in the same font as 

the headword, and usage notes are in plain magenta type. The rest of the text is black. 

Part of speech and restrictive labels are in italic serif font. Page numbers are at the 

bottom left on left-hand pages, and at the bottom right on right-hand pages. There are no 

running heads, but to the right of right-hand page numbers are the top and bottom 

headwords of the right-hand page in very small font (6-point). There are 14 full-page 

illustrations in the dictionary, each a colourful watercolour illustrating some item of 

vocabulary in the dictionary. There is an 8-page appendix (107-114). 

 

5.9.3. Content description of Mahal (2006) 

 

Entries consist of a headword (in magenta coloured font), followed by part of speech 

label and definitions written is standard dictionary style. Variant spellings, where 

present, are given directly after the headword in the same font. Cross-references within 

entries are in bold font. Senses are separated by numbers, or letters when deemed to be 
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at the sub-definition level. Restrictive labels include ‘derogatory,’ ‘offensive,’ ‘slang,’ 

and ‘informal,’ and nouns used attributively are labelled ‘modifiers.’ For certain terms 

both male and female genders are given, as bandar/bandari, monkey (9), and 

gandha/gandhi, vulgar (43). Many entries are supported by citations, which we are told 

are taken from a ‘diverse range of sources’ (xi), though, judging by the source 

information supplied, the sources appear to be mostly newspapers and websites. Sources 

are only supplied for approximately 66% of citations. When sources are given the 

source information is minimal, usually restricted to the title only. There are no 

pronunciations, but the long a vowel /aː/ is indicated by spellings with ‘aa,’ as in 

chalaak, sly, crafty (21). A brief pronunciation guide is given in the front matter, 

treating the difference between short a and long a (/ʌ/ and /aː/), the difference between 

aspirated and unaspirated ‘ch’ (/ʧ/ and /ʧʰ/), aspirated ‘bh,’ ‘gh,’ and ‘dh,’ and heavily 

voiced ‘b’ and ‘d’ (xiii). The dictionary text is broken up by some colourful full-page 

illustrations and some encyclopaedic-style articles that go into more detail about a 

certain term’s usage, etymology, or context. There are also four longer encyclopaedic-

style articles interspersed throughout the dictionary that are not related to any specific 

entry but rather give context for the lexis covered. The topics covered are fashion (12-

13), family ties (50-51), food (61-62), and pop culture (64-66). The appendix is entitled 

‘Old Hinglish’ and defines 28 terms borrowed from Indian languages many years ago 

and that are now ‘commonplace’ in English, such as, bandanna, Blighty, cot, cushy, 

dekko, gymkhana, kebab, pundit, pyjamas, seersucker, shampoo, and thug. Part of 

the reason for selecting these terms seems to be that the Indian origin of many of these 

words may not be known to many English speakers who use them. 

 

5.9.4. Method of data extraction for Mahal (2006) 

 

The present analysis is based on a personal copy of the dictionary. The dictionary was 

read through and a word list was compiled, taking into account variant morphological 

forms. This list differentiated terms according to word class (that is, a word with both a 

noun and adjective definition counted as two separate items in the list). The 

grammatical categories used were common noun, proper noun, verb transitive, verb 

intransitive, adjective, adverb, preposition, pronoun, conjunction, interjection, article, 

determiner, suffix, prefix and phrase. The verb categories included two-word multi-

word verbs, though terms of more than two words were placed in the phrase category. 

As the dictionary does not always explicitly indicate word class, these categories were 

derived from context. Homonyms were also treated separately in the resulting word list. 

In addition, a close reading was performed on the front matter, entries, and index. 
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5.9.5. Results of analysis for Mahal (2006) 

 

Mahal (2006) contains 378 entries, of which only 2 are proper nouns. Thus less than 1% 

of the lexis covered is encyclopaedic material. In addition to this there are 32 variants 

listed (approximately 7.8% of entire forms). Table 5.12 records the breakdown by 

grammatical class. 

 

Table 5.12: Frequency of grammatical classes in Mahal (2006) 

 

Grammatical class Quantity Percentage* 

common noun 285 75.4% 

proper noun 2 < 1% 

verb 9 2.4% 

transitive 4  

intransitive 5  

adjective 48 12.7% 

phrase 7 1.9% 

adverb 8 2.1% 

interjection 19 5.0% 

Total 378  

* Percentages have been rounded to one decimal place. 

 

As is apparent from Table 5.12, nouns make up the bulk of the lexis covered. If 

common and proper nouns are taken together they amount to approximately 75.9%. 

Adjectives account for approximately 12.7%, interjections for approximately 5.0%, 

verbs for approximately 2.4%, adverbs for approximately 2.1%, and phrases for 

approximately 1.9%. There were no prepositions, pronouns, affixes, conjunctions, 

articles, or determiners in Mahal (2006). 

 Of the three categories of lexis outlined in the Introduction (vi-vii), the majority of 

dictionary entries are of borrowings from Hindi, Urdu, and Punjabi, used currently in 

British English. An analysis of the content reveals that the target audience for the book 

is British youth. This is clear from the commentary attached to the entry for the phrase 

chak de phatte, ‘an exhortation to be joyful, often exclaimed at parties and clubs’ (20). 

The commentary discusses the disputed origins of the phrase, but concludes that 

‘[w]hatever its origins, it’s fairly clear that if you hear it these days you know you’re in 

the right place’ (21). The pronoun ‘you’ in this commentary refers to the reader, and 

being at a club or party where such a phrase would be exclaimed is undeniably ‘the 

right place’ for a young person.  
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 It is not possible to assess the extent of Indian English coverage in Mahal (2006) by 

using the dictionary alone. Mahal makes some effort to distinguish between terms that 

are used in British English and terms that are used in Indian English, however, the 

differentiation is generally only applied one-way. That is, terms that are peculiar to the 

Subcontinent and are not common in Britain have definitions preceded with parenthetic 

remarks such as ‘in South Asia,’ ‘in India,’ or ‘in Mumbai.’ Whereas, terms that are 

common in Britain are left unmarked, and terms that are common to both India and 

Britain are also unmarked. Thus, for the bulk of terms, there is no way of knowing if it 

has currency in Indian English. An example is the term chuddies, meaning underpants 

(27-28). The commentary on the term notes that it was ‘introduced into the mainstream 

British vocabulary in the 1990s by the BBC comedy show Goodness Gracious Me!’ 

(28). There is no information given about whether or not the term chuddies is also part 

of Indian English. Sometimes the citation source provides some evidence about this. For 

instance, a citation from The Guardian reveals that the term has some currency in 

Britain, and a citation from The Hindu reveals that the term has some currency in India. 

However, this information is only one-way as well. Occasionally, Mahal provides 

information that makes the situation clear, as with the term balti, ‘a spicy Indian dish 

[…] served in a wok-like pot’ (9). Mahal states ‘balti is a British Asian phenomenon. If 

you ask for a balti in India or Pakistan you are more likely to be handed a bucket, as it’s 

the Urdu word for “pail”’ (9). However, this is the exception rather than the rule. 

 Mahal (2006) provides a modest amount of variant spellings. According to the front 

matter:  

 

a few words, especially those – such as aashique – that feature heavily in 

Bollywood film titles, subtitles, and promotional material have taken on 

quasi-conventional spellings. Where these exist we have given them; for other 

entries we have simply provided the most common spelling occurring in our 

sources. (Mahal 2006: xii) 

 

This suggests that the headword forms given in Mahal (2006) indicate the most 

common spellings. However, this information depends on the range and scope of the 

Indian English material in the corpus used, and to what extent it is representative of 

Indian English as opposed to British English. As Mahal provides no detailed 

information about this corpus, the headword forms selected cannot be taken as 

indicative of the most common in either Indian English or British English.  

 Compounding this is the lack of information about the sources of the citations. 

Roughly one third of the citations have no source provided, so offers no information 

about the provenance, date, authorship, or greater context of the excerpt. Even for the 
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citations where source information is provided, this is so minimal as to be almost 

completely useless. Normally only an abbreviated name of the source is given. There 

are no dates, authors, chapter numbers, or page numbers given. Occasionally the 

sources are well-known newspapers or magazines (e.g. The Guardian, The Times, India 

Today), of which the user may reasonably have an idea about the quality and content. 

Other sources are relatively unknown. For example, in order of appearance, ‘Samachar’ 

(72), ‘pluralism.org’ (76), and ‘www.vj.com’ (77). When checked, it turns out that 

‘Samachar’ refers to samachar.com, a reputable Indian news portal, and ‘pluralism.org’ 

is a website for The Pluralism Project, whose ‘mission is to help Americans engage with 

the realities of religious diversity through research, outreach, and the active 

dissemination of resources.’ The website ‘www.vj.com’ could not be found, and so is 

presumably now defunct. In any case, such terse source information is not very helpful. 

Less helpful still is the source information for a citation at the entry for gora, ‘a white 

person’ (45). The source for the second citation is ‘conversation.’ Perhaps this is meant 

to indicate that the citation is from the spoken, rather than written, part of the corpus. 

Whatever the case, without knowing who was taking part in the conversation and when 

it took place, the information is not particularly revealing. 

 Occasionally headwords are not lexical items, for example, horn OK please, 

defined as ‘(in India) a phrase painted on the back of commercial vehicles requesting 

that drivers of overtaking vehicles should sound their horns before passing’ (55). This 

information is correct to a point, but is an oversimplification as the request is couched in 

a variety of ways, including simply ‘horn please,’ ‘horn please OK, ‘horn for overtake,’ 

and ‘sound horn OK.’ Better would have been to have an entry for the Indian English 

intransitive verb horn, meaning ‘to sound the horn of a vehicle.’ 

 Although Mahal does not regularly provide etymologies, she occasionally does 

supply some information about the origin of a term in the commentary section. For 

instance, at the entry for balti, it is explained that balti is ‘the Urdu word for “pail”,’ and 

that the word was ‘[i]nitially used to describe the container this particular dish is cooked 

in’ (9). The commentary for chamcha, which means ‘spoon,’ ‘lackey,’ and ‘sycophant,’ 

points out that ‘there are several suggestions as to why the Hindi word for “spoon” has 

become synonymous with an obsequious person’ (24), and then details the one which is 

‘the most convincing’ (24). At gurdwara, ‘a Sikh place of worship’ (47), we are told 

that the word ‘ultimately comes from Sanskrit meaning “teacher’s (guru’s) door”’ (48). 

However, there are less than 20 such etymologies in the main dictionary of 350 words. 

By omitting etymologies, Mahal avoids a problematic area of lexicographical work. 

This is especially so with the lexis covered in the dictionary, which Mahal states 

primarily consists of borrowings from Hindi, Urdu, and Punjabi. Many of the terms 

covered in the dictionary are present in all three languages, so listing all three languages 
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for the bulk of borrowings would be very repetitive and add unnecessary clutter to each 

entry, while stating that a certain term was from only one of the three languages would 

not be wholly accurate. For instance, the word ਗੁਰਦੁਆਰਾ (gurduārā) is in Punjabi 

(Lodiana Mission 1854: 135), and since it is a word relating to the Sikh religion, it is 

normally said to have come into English from Punjabi. However, the word is also found 

in Hindi (spelled गुरदवारा, गुर्दचवारा gurdwārā, alongside the standardised Hindi form 

गुरुर्दवारा gurudwārā (McGregor 1993: 271)), so simply stating that the word is 

borrowed into English from Punjabi oversimplifies the situation. In contrast to the main 

dictionary, all 28 terms in the ‘Old Hinglish’ appendix are given etymologies. In this 

case, the etymologies are taken directly from the Collins Dictionary (see, for example, 

the online version). Unfortunately, the dubious derivation of bobbery from Hindi bāp 

re (108), is included in the selection. 

 Finally, in terms of pronunciation, Mahal (2006) opts to avoid this area of 

difficulty, a decision consistent with its target market. Some attempt to address the 

matter of pronunciation is included in the front matter, where it is stated that ‘[w]hen 

talking about Hinglish as a whole, pronunciation is a fairly fluid concept’ (xii). Mahal 

points out that the same word may be pronounced differently even by the same speaker 

depending on the language context in which they use it, and that there is regional 

variation (xii). Nevertheless, as the items of borrowed lexis are written ‘in Roman 

characters […] to reflect pronunciation’ (xii), Mahal gives some information about 

‘generally observed [spelling/pronunciation] conventions’ (xiii). This information is 

written for the non-phonetician and is not particularly precise. For instance, the 

difference between short a and long a is described in this manner:  

 

‘A’s in South Asian languages are usually clipped and lower than they would 

be in standard English, so a double a is used to represent a longer a sound. In 

bakwaas, for example, the first syllable might equally be rendered in English 

as ‘buk,’ while the second is longer than the first, more like the English word 

was. (Mahal 2006: xiii) 

 

This incorrectly equates aa with the short vowel /ɒ/, rather than the long vowel /aː/, and 

also suggests that the -waas of bakwaas is pronounced with a final /z/ (as in was), 

whereas it has a final /s/. The rest of the ‘generally observed conventions’ are equally 

unhelpful, especially as they require the reader to be familiar with the aspirations 

involved in occasional ‘Scottish pronunciations of what and where,’ and the word that 

said ‘in a mild Irish brogue’ (xiii). 
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5.9.6. Summary of analysis of Mahal (2006) 

 

Mahal (2006) is a well-edited and internally consistent dictionary, an admirable piece of 

lexicography. However, it is written for the popular market and consequently covers 

only a small amount of Indian English lexis rather than aiming for comprehensiveness. 

It is particularly poor on proper nouns, including only two. It employs more 

lexicographical features than most post-Independence dictionaries of Indian English 

(e.g. Hawkins 1984, Lewis 1991, Sengupta 1996, Hankin 2003), especially with the 

provision of citational evidence showing the headwords used in context. Unfortunately, 

the source information for the citations is either minimal or non-existent, and there is 

little information on the make-up of the corpus from which the citations were taken. 

 Unlike other works, Mahal (2006) treats both the English spoken by Indians in 

Britain as well as those on the Subcontinent. However, this merit is diminished by the 

fact that the extent to which the lexis of the two varieties does or does not overlap is 

only made explicit in a few cases. The poor sourcing of the citations, and the lack of 

information about the base corpus, does not help to elucidate the provenance of 

individual terms. Mahal (2006) also departs from other works in its emphasis on current 

usage, with earlier borrowings such bandanna, bangle, Blighty, cushy, shampoo, etc., 

relegated to an appendix. It is to be commended for its coverage of current lexis, much 

of which is not recorded in other dictionaries. However, how relevant each of the items 

is in terms of Indian English is not able to be ascertained from the dictionary. There are 

very few etymologies. Pronunciations are not given, and the guide to the relationship 

between the spelling of borrowed lexis and pronunciation is decidedly less than helpful. 

 Section 5.9 contained the analysis of Mahal (2006). The following section (Section 

5.10) contains the analysis of Lonely Planet (2008). 
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5.10. Lonely Planet, Indian English: Language and Culture, 2008 

 

Section 5.10 contains the analysis of Lonely Planet (2008). Figure 5.11 is the cover of 

Hawkins (1984). 

 

Figure 5.11: Cover of Lonely Planet (2008) 
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5.10.1. Introduction to Lonely Planet (2008) 

 

Lonely Planet’s Indian English: Language and Culture (2008) is not strictly speaking a 

dictionary. It is a small booklet dealing with various aspects of the English language in 

India and how that relates to Indian culture. It is published by Lonely Planet, 

Melbourne. For the purposes of this research, the term Lonely Planet is used as a short-

hand reference to the booklet. The textual style clearly announces that the Lonely Planet 

guide is aimed at the popular market, but its small size and tiny font indicate that it is 

more specifically directed at English-speaking tourists travelling to India, especially 

youthful backpackers (i.e. it is light, easy to pack, durable, and suited to eyes that have 

less trouble reading small fonts). This booklet is partially composed of prose text about 

Indian English, and partially of topical lists or mini-glossaries. An alphabetically 

arranged index of the terms defined or discussed in the body of the text is provided at 

the end, and thus the book can be used as a dictionary of sorts via this index (i.e. terms 

can be looked up and definitions and/or other useful information can be located). Given 

the paucity of contemporary dictionaries of Indian English, this booklet falls within the 

purview of the present research. The imprint page of Indian English: Language and 

Culture (2008) does not indicate any specific author or editor. Rather, the text appears 

to be the result of a coordinated project with many contributors and editors. Five 

specific contributors are acknowledged, with mini-biographies attached, on an 

acknowledgements page (3). These are specifically presented as contributors not 

authors. The same page lists an editor named Loughnane, but that name comes below 

that of the ‘associate publisher’ and the ‘commissioning editor and project manager,’ all 

of which are in small type and are placed below the list of five contributors who are 

given top billing in larger type. It is probable that Loughnane was merely a copy editor, 

and not involved in the actual writing of the text. The style that the acknowledgments 

page is written in precludes any comprehension of the actual qualifications of the 

authors/contributors: the top billing contributor ‘considers Indian English the Loch Ness 

monster of all languages’ because ‘all have heard about it but none can locate its source’ 

(3), whereas the contributor who gets second billing ‘was at an illegal rave in England 

the first time he heard the word “pukka” and is convinced that something very tantric 

and serene moved him to discover the origins of this word’ (3). Such trite populist 

sentiment is commensurate with the target audience, but, at the same time, belies the 

overall content of the booklet which is of very high quality, even though it is not written 

in the academic register. For convenience sake, Lonely Planet (2008) is used as a short-

hand title for this dictionary. 

 The booklet has only had one edition, 2008. Exceedingly few references are found 

in the literature. Mesthrie (2013) states that ‘Lonely Planet has stolen a march on the 
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lexicographers in producing a vibrant, popular book Indian English: Language and 

Culture (2008), with an emphasis on vocabulary amidst other culture lessons’ (36), but 

there seem to be no substantial analyses done, with the most in-depth being the brief 

analysis in Lambert (2012a). According to the back cover, the original retail price was 

USD $8.99, and UK £4.99. Both new and second-hand copies are available on Amazon. 

Google Books has an electronic version that is not searchable. Other electronic copies 

could not be located.  

 For the purposes of this study an analysis was performed on a personal copy of the 

first and only edition.  

 

5.10.2. Physical description of Lonely Planet (2008) 

 

Lonely Planet (2008) is a paperback booklet, measuring 9.4 x 14 cm, and is just over 1 

cm thick. It easily fits into a pocket. The book is 234 pages in length. The front cover 

serves as the title page, with page 1 as a half title. The cover is substantially bright pink, 

and is an image of an interior of what is presumably meant to be an iconic Indian 

domicile. The fictive ‘room’ has bright pink wallpaper with a lotus flower design, a 

framed picture of Mohandas Gandhi, a statuette of the elephant-headed Hindu god 

Ganesh, typically Indian furnishings, a cricket bat leaning against the wall on the right, 

and a poster of a Bollywood movie on the left. At the base of the cover-art is the caption 

‘Total timepass!’ The Lonely Planet logo appears in the top left corner. The back cover 

continues the pink wallpaper design from the front, and has a blurb which begins 

‘Mastify your life and open this book. We worked very hardly to get the fundas right 

and show you English as it’s spoken in India’ and ends with ‘Bollywood jargon, 

Hinglish slang, were 200% sure you’ll love-shove it!’ (italics in original), showcasing 

some of the lexis covered within and providing an example of the tone of the text. This 

paragraph is followed by a separate sentence ‘Features special section on India’s official 

languages,’ attempting to point out that the content has some more scholarly material as 

well. The cover is glossy cardboard, and the pages are thin paper, edged with different 

colours corresponding to different sections of the text. 

 The booklet consists of a half-title (1), with imprint page on the verso (2), followed 

by the acknowledgements page (3). A contents listing appears on the next two pages (4-

5), with coloured section headings. The bulk of the book is set out in colour-coded 

sections with coloured sidebars running along the outer page edge, making access to 

sections easy, provided the user is familiar with the colour-coding. There are 10 major 

sections: Short History (7-23); Speaking Indian English (24-43); Lifestyle and Society 

(44-91); Travel and Transport (92-98); Food and Drink (99-120); Sport (121-134); 

Entertainment (135-154); Slang (155-164); Misunderstandings (165-168); Local 
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Languages (169-196). Each of these has smaller subsections and additional text boxes. 

These are followed by two indexes: a Wordfinder (197-218), which indexes all the 

lexical items treated within the booklet, and an Index (219-223), which indexes 

subjects. The indexes also have colour-coded sidebars. The section headings appear 

vertically in the sidebars. There are two maps: a geographical map of India (6), and a 

map of the official languages of India (170-171). Type is small (8-point), in san serif 

font, with extremely tight margins (3 mm). There are no headers or footers. Page 

numbers are at the base of the sidebars.  

 

5.10.3. Content description of Lonely Planet (2008) 

 

Lonely Planet (2008) does not have regular entries as a dictionary, but is instead 

composed of sections of prose text and short two-column glossarial lists. The glossarial 

lists have terms in bold in the left-hand column and glosses or definitions in normal 

Roman type in the right-hand column. There are also numerous coloured text boxes, 

which contain both prose and glossarial lists. Terms of Indian English discussed in the 

prose sections are in bold font. The glossarial lists do not have pronunciations, part-of-

speech labels, or restrictive labels. Etymologies, when present, appear in parentheses 

straight after definitions. 

 

5.10.4. Method of data extraction for Lonely Planet (2008) 

 

The present analysis is based on a personal copy of the dictionary. The dictionary was 

read through and a word list was compiled, taking into account variant morphological 

forms. This list differentiated terms according to word class (that is, a word with both a 

noun and adjective definition counted as two separate items in the list). The 

grammatical categories used were common noun, proper noun, verb transitive, verb 

intransitive, adjective, adverb, preposition, pronoun, conjunction, interjection, article, 

determiner, suffix, prefix and phrase. The verb categories included two-word multi-

word verbs, though terms of more than two words were placed in the phrase category. 

Whenever the dictionary did explicitly indicate word class, the category was derived 

from context. Homographs were also treated separately in the resulting word list. In 

addition, a close reading was performed the text. 

 

5.10.5. Results of analysis for Lonely Planet (2008) 

 

Lonely Planet (2008) contains 1705 entries, of which 248 are proper nouns. Thus 

approximately 14.5% of the lexis covered is encyclopaedic material. There are 3 
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variants listed (less than 1% of entire forms). Table 5.13 records the breakdown by 

grammatical class. 

 

Table 5.13: Frequency of grammatical classes in Lonely Planet (2008) 

 

Grammatical class Quantity Percentage* 

common noun 1168 68.5% 

proper noun 248 14.5% 

verb 57 3.3% 

transitive 37  

intransitive 20  

adjective 115 6.7% 

phrase 85 5.0% 

adverb 7 < 1% 

interjection 18 1.1% 

preposition 2 < 1% 

pronoun 1 < 1% 

suffix 4 < 1% 

conjunction 1 < 1% 

Total 1706  

* Percentages have been rounded to one decimal place. 

 

As is apparent from Table 5.13, nouns make up the bulk of the lexis covered. If 

common and proper nouns are taken together they amount to approximately 83.0%. 

Adjectives account for approximately 6.7%, phrases for approximately 5.0%, verbs for 

approximately 3.3%, interjections for approximately 1.1%. All other grammatical 

categories account for less than 1% of total lexis. There are no prefixes, articles, or 

determiners in Lonely Planet (2008). 

 As Lonely Planet (2008) is a designed for browsing rather than to be used as a strict 

reference work, hence, there is no systematic treatment of lexical items. Some terms, 

such as goolies, testicles (159), get their own text box, other terms are included in 

glossarial lists, and other terms appear in prose text with a definition, gloss, or 

explanation following. A wide range of lexis is covered, mostly contemporary lexis, 

with a small amount from the pre-Independence period. Coverage is, however, not 

comprehensive, as the text readily admits. For example, the glossary of terms under the 

subsection on politics is headed by the statement ‘Here are a few terms relating to 

politics in India’ (77). The following list has 34 terms. There is no information given 
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about how lexis was selected for inclusion, or what kind of source materials the lexical 

information is based on. The lexis covered consists primarily of terms that differ from 

British and American usage, in other words, Indianisms.  

 Etymologies for borrowings from non-English languages are frequently, but not 

always, supplied. When they occur, they are of a very minimal nature, usually restricted 

to the naming of a single source language. For example, ishq is defined as ‘love (Urdu)’ 

and pyaar as ‘love (Hindi)’ (63). Though, this information is an oversimplification, for 

example, the word ishq occurs in Hindi, इश्क़ (iśq), as well as Urdu, and ultimately 

comes from Arabic (McGregor 1993: 107). Other words that are claimed to originate in 

Urdu are taluka, a landed estate (Lonely Planet 2008: 78), and zillah, an administrative 

district (78). These are both common words in Hindi, and it appears that the only reason 

they have been labelled Urdu is because their ultimate origin is Arabic (McGregor 

1993: 450, 372). Viewing all Arabic or Persian origin words as being automatically 

Urdu rather than Hindi is based on a false understanding of the history of the languages 

involved. Since Partition and Independence, Hindi and Urdu have diverged and Hindi 

has become more Sanskritised, while Urdu has developed under greater influence of 

Arabic and Persian lexis. However, the terms taluka and zillah were present in 

Hindustani long before Pakistan and India separated, and have persisted in both 

languages since. In terms of modern Indian English, the use of taluka and zillah within 

India (as opposed to within Pakistan) is as a result of the presence of those words in 

modern Hindi, not Urdu. 

 Sometimes more than one language is supplied in an etymology. For instance, 

brahmin is listed as from ‘Hindi/Sanskrit’ (83). Again this is a simplification as many 

Indian languages have the word brahmin, including Urdu, رہمن رهمن or ب  (brahman) ب

(Thompson 1838: 46). Sometimes more detail is given, such as for the term camphor, 

the chemical substance, which is said to be ‘Indian English, from Arabic via Latin’ (83). 

This, again, does not give a complete picture of the origin of the word. The term 

camphor has been in English since the fourteenth century when it was borrowed from 

Old French (Murray 1893: 55). It is part of Indian English, but it is also in British 

English, Australian English, American English, and so on. By giving an etymology that 

states that camphor is Indian English, Lonely Planet (2008) incorrectly gives the 

impression that the term either originated in Indian English, or is restricted to Indian 

English. In contrast, the etymology for lorry, a truck, states that it is ‘Indian English; 

also British English’ (97). Here there is recognition that the word occurs in both 

Englishes (albeit, this is still a simplification, as lorry is also present in, for example, 

Australian English, though at a much lower frequency.) For the sake of consistency and 

accuracy, similar information about the word camphor should have been supplied. 

Similarly, hooch, illegal alcohol (115), is listed in Lonely Planet (2008) as Indian 
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English without any recognition that it is originally American English and still prevalent 

there. 

 Another curiosity of the etymology system is the use of the term ‘Hinglish’ to label 

terms that are of a hybrid origin. For example, the term burning ghat, a riverside place 

for Hindu cremations (50), is stated to be Hinglish, because it is a blend of an English 

word, burning, with a Hindi word, ghat. Hybrid compound words are not what is 

usually meant by Hinglish, though Lonely Planet (2008) seems to believe there is an 

overlap:  

 

Hinglish is an on-the-fly mixture of English and Hindi words in the one 

sentence. It is different to Indian English in that it is not (or at least not yet) a 

distinct language or dialect of its own – it can be English with a few Hindi 

words thrown in, or Hindi with a few English words thrown in. Some more 

persistent Hinglish inventions have, however, been incorporated into standard 

Indian English. (Lonely Planet 2008: 8) 

 

The term burning ghat, is, however, not Hinglish as it did not arise from ‘an on-the-fly 

mixture of English and Hindi words in the one sentence.’ The word ghat was well 

established in Indian English since the eighteenth century (Bradley 1901: 147), and the 

compound burning ghat dates back to 1838 (Asiatic Journal: 212), long before the rise 

of Hinglish. 

 There are no original script forms given, nor transliterations other than the 

headword/lemma spelling. The exception to this is the Local Languages section (169-

196), which has both original script and transliterations, but these are for non-English 

words and phrases, not Indian English terms. 

 Pronunciations are not given. There is a one-page description of Indian English 

pronunciation that emphasises its variability due primarily to first-language phonology, 

but also notes that ‘social status, class and educational background’ play a role (24). A 

few specific indications of Indian English pronunciation are provided, but these are 

aimed at the non-phonetician. For example, ‘Southern Indians […] curl the tongue more 

for l and n sounds, so that the word “total” comes out sounding like the American 

pronunciation of “turtle”’ (24). Vowel length is not marked with diacritics, though some 

words are transcribed with doubled letters indicating long vowels. However, this is not 

consistently applied. For example, aavakai, a type of dried mango pickle (104), is 

spelled with double aa, indicating a long a vowel for the first syllable, and the term 

adivasi, an indigenous or tribal Indian (45), is spelled with two single a’s, indicating 

short a vowels. However, the Hindi word is आहदवासी (ādivāsi), which would be 
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rendered aadivaasii if there was a policy of consistently transliterating long vowels with 

doubled letters. 

 There are no illustrations as such, with the exception of a handful of colourful page 

ornaments used to break up the text. Some of these ornaments are iconic images of 

Indian culture, such as the lotus, elephants with howdahs, mehndi’d hands, and 

Mohandas Gandhi sitting at a spinning wheel making khadi. Each of these appears 

numerous times in the booklet but are for decorative purposes only and are not 

specifically related to the text of the page they appear on. 

 The ‘Wordfinder’ index covers most of the lexical items dealt with in the main 

body of the booklet. However, the indexing is occasionally incorrect. For example, the 

phrase arre choosya?, ‘OK, choose already,’ is stated to be on page 69 (198), but the 

word occurs on page 70, while the term lorry is stated to be on page 96 (209), but 

actually occurs on page 97. There are also some slight spelling inconsistencies: the 

word ackoori in the index (197) appears as akoori in the text (105), and the term 

adhrak-waali in the index (197) occurs as adrak-waali in the text (118). Finally, the 

occasional term is left out of the index, such as accent trainer, a person employed to 

train call centre workers to speak English with native-speaker accents (75). 

 

5.10.6. Summary of analysis of Lonely Planet (2008) 

 

Lonely Planet (2008) is an exceedingly well-written and well-conceived booklet. Its 

handy size makes it suitable for travellers, and its contents are informative and helpful. 

It is meant to be read or browsed, however, the ‘Wordfinder’ index allows the booklet 

to be used as a quasi-dictionary. The content is up-to-date and particularly strong on 

encyclopaedic material. Variant forms are virtually non-existent. The type and extent of 

information about the terms treated in the booklet is variable and the ‘Wordfinder’ 

index does not indicate what information will be found upon look-up. The ‘Wordfinder’ 

index also has a number of minor errors. Definitions of terms are normally given, and 

there are numerous etymologies for terms borrowed from non-English languages, 

though the etymologies are very brief and entail a certain level of oversimplification 

which renders them unreliable. Pronunciation is essentially left untreated and the 

spellings used offer no systematic or clear indication of vowel length. There is no 

information on the source materials used or how the book was constructed. 

 Section 5.10 contained the analysis of Lonely Planet (2008), and concludes the 

analyses of post-Independence lexicographical works on Indian English. The following 

chapter (Chapter 6: Towards a new lexicography of Indian English) synthesises and 

summarises the analysis undertaken in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5. 
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6.1. Introduction to Chapter 6 

 

Chapter 6, Towards a new lexicography of Indian English, has two goals. First, to 

summarise the deficiencies of the 18 individual lexicographical works surveyed in 

Chapter 4 and Chapter 5. Second, to suggest lexicographical solutions to remedy these 

deficiencies. This chapter, thus, brings together the fruits of the dictionary review 

undertaken for Chapter 4 and Chapter 5. It is beyond the scope of the present research to 

deal with every deficiency uncovered in the dictionary review (Chapters 4 and 5), and 

therefore a selection of salient problems is addressed.  

 Section 6.2, Deficiencies in etymologies, examines a range of deficiencies in the 

etymologies of the Indian English dictionaries surveyed; a case study of the word bhisti 

has been used in order to explicate more fully the nature of the deficiencies. Appendix 4 

(page 592) contains the complete dataset for the word bhisti, consisting of 200 citations 

of the word in context. Section 6.3, Deficiencies in pronunciations, discusses how 

dictionaries of Indian English have generally failed to provide an adequate description 

of the way English is pronounced in India. 

 Section 6.4, Deficiencies in content, looks at the ways in which the content of 

Indian English dictionaries to date provides an inconsistent and vastly incomplete 

coverage of lexis. This is highlighted by the great disparity between the surveyed 

dictionaries in terms of grammatical class (Section 6.4.2, Part of speech analysis), and 

in terms of semantic category of definitions (Section 6.4.3, Subject category analysis). 

The deficiencies in content are further examined in light of variant spellings (6.4.4, 

Deficiencies in variant spellings), grammar (6.4.5, Deficiencies in grammar), and 

encyclopaedic material (Section 6.4.6, Encyclopaedic material). For section 6.4.4, 

Deficiencies in variant spellings, a case study of the word bhisti is used in order to 

explicate more fully the disparity between the variation in Indian English orthography 

and how that variation has been presented in dictionaries of Indian English. Appendix 4 

contains the complete dataset for the word bhisti, consisting of 200 citations of the word 

in context. Section 6.4.7, Summary of content deficiencies, summarises the deficiencies 

in content examined in Section 6.4.  

 Section 6.5, Global deficiencies, discusses the deficiencies that come to light when 

the Indian English dictionaries surveyed in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 are taken together 

as being representative of the present state of Indian English lexicography as a whole, 

bringing to light a number of global issues that characterise Indian English 

lexicography. This section largely concentrates on post-Independence lexicons, which, 

collectively, represent the current state of Indian English lexicography. The deficiencies 

treated in Section 6.5 fall into four categories, dealing with a lack of a detailed historical 

perspective (Section 6.5.1), the continuing influence of Hobson-Jobson on modern 
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Indian English lexicography (Section 6.5.2), the marginalisation of Indian English via 

comparison to British English (Section 6.5.3), the untested assumption of an overlap 

between Indian English and with British English (Section 6.5.4). 

 Section 6.6, Potential dictionaries of Indian English, discusses a number of 

theoretically possible dictionaries and what contribution these dictionaries could make 

towards overcoming some of the deficiencies that have been detected in the Indian 

English dictionaries surveyed. Section 6.6.1, Overcoming global deficiencies, discusses 

dictionary types and how each would contribute to overcoming the deficiencies in 

outlined in the previous section (Section 6.5, Global deficiencies), while Section 6.6.2, 

Potential focussed dictionaries, describes a number of small, more focussed dictionaries 

that could make a significant contribution to the lexicography of Indian English. 

 Finally, Section 6.7, Summary of Chapter 6, provides a summary of the substantive 

issues covered in this chapter. 

 

6.2. Deficiencies in etymologies 

 

Section 6.2 examines a range of deficiencies in the etymologies of the Indian English 

dictionaries surveyed. It is broken down into a number of subsections: 

 

6.2.1 The importance and function of etymologies 

6.2.2. History of etymology in Indian English lexicography 

6.2.3. Lexicographical methods for overcoming deficiencies in etymologies 

Deficiency (a) to deficiency (i) 

6.2.4. Transmission types in Indian English 

6.2.4.1. Romanised etymons 

6.2.4.2. Transliterated etymons 

6.2.4.3. Original script etymons 

6.2.4.4. IPA etymons 

6.2.4.5. Sound recording etymons 

6.2.5. Potential combinations 

 

Section 6.2.1 discusses the importance and function of etymologies, Section 6.2.2 

provides a brief history of etymologies in Indian English lexicography and then lists 9 

separate deficiencies in the etymologies of the dictionaries surveyed in Chapter 4 and 

Chapter 5. These are labelled deficiency (a) to deficiency (i). Section 6.2.3 suggests 

lexicographical methods for overcoming deficiencies each of the 9 deficiencies outlined 

in the previous section. Section 6.2.4 provides an overview of the various transmission 

types in Indian English, some of which entail the presentation of etymons from 
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languages other than English, and discusses the advantages and disadvantages of five 

different techniques for rendering non-English etymons (Romanisation, transliteration, 

original script, the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), and, for electronic 

dictionaries, via sound recordings). The benefits of original script etymons, which have 

been abandoned by modern lexicographers of Indian English, are specifically promoted. 

Section 6.2.5, Potential combinations, discusses various ways of combining original 

script etymons with other techniques for rendering non-English etymons. 

 

6.2.1. The importance and function of etymologies 

 

The etymology section of lexicographical work is where information about the history 

of a native English word, or about the history of a borrowing antecedent to its 

appearance in English, is treated. For words that have been adopted from other 

languages, the etymology section is concerned with the transmission history, that is, 

how the word came into English, at what time, through what channels, from which 

languages. Etymology is not only concerned with the semantic aspect of transmission, 

but also the phonetic and orthographic aspects. 

 Although etymologies are a common feature of many dictionaries, both in the 

English-language lexicographical tradition and in the lexicographical tradition of other 

languages, the usefulness of etymological information for dictionary-users may be 

considered less prominent than for other parts of a traditional dictionary entry. For the 

most part, etymologies do not help users understand the meaning, spelling, 

pronunciation, or usage of a word or expression, which is normally supplied in other 

parts of the dictionary entry, though in many cases etymological information can assist 

here as well. Some etymologies have entertaining stories to tell, stories that might make 

a good newspaper or magazine column, but many do not. Learner’s dictionaries 

frequently omit etymologies altogether, and use the space that etymologies would have 

taken up for information that is more practical for students of a language. Nevertheless, 

the origin of words in a language is an important part of a detailed description of a 

language. Etymologies are an important lexicographical element from the point of view 

of the dictionary as history, especially with regard to the nexus of languages and 

cultures that give rise to a language or language variety. Hence, etymologies contribute 

a vast amount of data regarding the overall picture of cultural identity associated with a 

language, as each word has its own unique set of circumstances under which the word 

entered the language. 

 The first comprehensive dictionary of etymology for the English language was 

Stephen Skinner’s Etymologicon Linguae Anglicanae of 1671, written in Latin. The 

information in this book was liberally incorporated into later monolingual English 
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dictionaries, including Nathan Bailey’s dictionaries, from whence the practice of 

including etymologies has become a lexicographical commonplace in the English-

language lexicographical tradition. In the seventeenth century the English language was 

going through the early stages of standardisation as it gained ground against the 

classical languages as an acceptable language for literature and science. Dictionaries 

played a significant role in this process, and the provision of etymologies in dictionaries 

was a way of providing a pedigree, or at least the perception of a sufficiently long 

history, for the English language, one that could rival the pedigree and age of the 

classical languages. In this way, etymologies play a significant part in the role of 

dictionary as language historian and the intimate connection between social and 

language identities. 

 The etymological tradition in English language lexicography, constantly refined 

and expanded since the seventeenth century, reached great heights in the Victorian era, 

enriched by the advances in scholarly pursuit of Anglo-Saxon and medieval language 

and literature, and the rise of the academic discipline of comparative philology. The 

fruits of this wide-ranging academic endeavour can be seen in the publication of such 

dictionaries as the Oxford English Dictionary (1888-1928) in Britain, and the ten-

volume Century Dictionary (1889-1891) in America, both of which devoted substantial 

portions of dictionary entries to etymologies. The OED, in all aspects of its entries, was 

particularly concerned with delineating the history of the English language, from 

medieval times to present, and was especially comprehensive in its treatment of 

etymologies, especially of native English words, where not only was ‘the proximate 

origin of each word’ given but also ‘several of its affinities with the related languages 

for the sake of comparison, always including that language which seems to present the 

radical element contained in the word in its oldest form’ (Proposal 1859: 4). That said, 

the OED did not expend as much effort for words of Indian English, being more 

concerned with the history of English in Britain. The reason for this etymological zeal, 

was that etymological information as presented in English-language dictionaries 

provided the English language with a pedigree that was as ancient as that of classical 

European languages, which in turn had a positive impact on the self-perception of the 

English language as a fit language for philosophy, science and academia, and poetry and 

literature, as well as for day-to-day communication. 

 In this light, etymologies can play a similar role in valorising Indian English, and 

thus are a primary concern for any lexicographer dealing with the variety. This does not 

mean that etymologies must be included in every dictionary of Indian English, however 

the lexicographer must at least take the subject into consideration at the planning stage. 
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6.2.2. History of etymology in Indian English lexicography 

 

The following history is based on the works analysed for the present research. Pre-

nineteenth-century dictionaries that treated Indian English (e.g. B.E. c.1699; Bailey 

1721-1808; Johnson 1755-1785) supplied very little etymological information, if any. 

Where any attempt was made, it amounted to giving the general provenance of a term 

(e.g. ‘an Indian word’), rather than stating from which language the word was borrowed 

or derived. In contrast to Indian-origin lexis, Bailey and Johnson supplied copious 

etymologies for words from Romance languages, Anglo-Saxon and Teutonic, Greek, 

Hebrew, and even Celtic and Syrian.  

 The first monolingual lexicographical work to give substantial etymologies for 

Indian English lexis was Wilkins (1813). These etymologies were largely for words of 

Persian, Arabic, and Sanskrit origin (by order of frequency), but also included words 

from Hindustani, Tamil, and Bengali, and a small number of both Malayalam and 

Telugu. Wilkins also provided original script etymons, accompanied by transliterations, 

for Persian, Arabic, Sanskrit, Hindustani, and Bengali etymons, using the Arabic, Perso-

Arabic, Bengali, and Devanagari scripts (though etymons from Dravidian languages 

were in transliteration only). These original script etymons had the dual benefit of 

giving the etymons as they appear visually in their original languages, and also offering 

an accurate indication of the pronunciation and spelling for dictionary users who were 

literate in the script. The transliterations Wilkins gave were not as accurate as the 

original script etymons. Following Wilkins, original script etymons were employed by 

some later lexicographers (e.g. Wilson 1855; Elliot 1860), but eschewed by others 

(Whitworth 1885; Yule and Burnell 1886; Fennell 1892; Temple 1897). Another feature 

of Wilkins’ etymologies was his incorporation of the understanding that words entering 

English may be borrowed from more than one Indian source language. This represented 

a high point in Indian English lexicography etymologies that was not to be matched for 

more half a century. 

 Chronologically, the next contribution to the etymology of Indian English lexis is 

found in the various editions of Hotten’s famous slang dictionary (1859-1874). In 1859 

Hotten introduced his theory about an ancient connection between nineteenth-century 

British English slang, early modern English criminal’s canting vocabulary, the 

Angloromani language of British gypsies, and Hindustani. He was confident that there 

was ‘a Gipsey element in our British language hitherto unrecognised’ (1859: xiv), and 

he devoted an entire chapter of his slang dictionary to explicating his theory, which 

included a number of far-fetched etymologies connecting words that bore a vague 

similarity in form and meaning. According to Hotten, English cant was a blend of 

English and Angloromani, the latter of which was ‘principally Hindoo’ (1859: x). 
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Hotten retracted his initial statements about his confidence in the very next edition, 

1860, replacing his previous positivistic statements with considerable hedging, but at 

the same time did not essentially change the core argument of his theory. Hotten 

retained his theory in all later editions, including his etymological conjectures. This 

theory was not original, and actually had been ‘hitherto’ recognised (see Hancock 

1984). Most of the etymologies put forward by Hotten in accordance with his theory 

have been subsequently rejected by later lexicographers, with the exception of his 

derivation of the slang sense of the word cheese, something of superior quality, from 

Persian and Hindustani chīz, a thing. This derivation was accepted and expanded on by 

Yule and Burnell (1886), but deemed to be only probable by the OED (Murray 1893). It 

has become the standard etymology in English dictionaries, though usually presented 

only as a possibility (Partridge 1937: 144; Gove 1961: 383; Brown 1993: 380; Flexner 

and Hauck 1993: 353; Chamber’s Dictionary 1998: 280). It has been repeated widely 

by lexicographers of Indian English (Rao 1954: 49; Hawkins 1984: 18; Lewis 1991: 83; 

Hankin 1992: 31; 2003: 91).  

 Yule and Burnell’s Hobson-Jobson (1886) represented another step forward in the 

etymology of Indian English by treating much Indian English lexis using the historical 

principles approach. In fact, Yule and Burnell took an extremely deep historical 

perspective, attempting to delve into the first contact between the East and Europe for a 

great deal of the lexis they treated, not just restricting themselves to the contact between 

the English language and the East. This wide-ranging and far-reaching perspective 

allowed Yule and Burnell to gather, and present to the user, early instances of lexical 

transfer, across a large number of languages. However, original script etymons were not 

used, the effects of multiple donor languages were often not accounted for, and Yule 

and Burnell reproduced a number of dubious etymologies (e.g. for bobbery, cheese, and 

not give a dam(n)), and introduced some of their own (e.g. for chopsticks, and Hobson-

Jobson). 

 The historical perspective was continued by Murray et al. in the OED, and there 

brought to a high state of excellence. Unfortunately, original script etymons were only 

haphazardly applied in OED1 and the 1933 Supplement, and then discarded altogether 

in favour of transliterations from 1972 onwards. No edition of the OED has ever 

supplied a table of correspondences for the transliteration systems employed. Also, 

OED did not make a distinction between tatsama and tadbhava words, and used the 

terms Hindustani and Urdu inconsistently. Meanwhile, slang lexicographers Barrère and 

Leland (1889) did not make any substantial contribution to the etymology of Indian 

English beyond accepting Hotten’s cant/Romani/Hindustani notion, and repeated some 

of Hotten’s erroneous etymologies. 
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 After Independence, there was a long hiatus in Indian English lexicography. In the 

modern era, Indian English etymology has not seen any improvements. A number of 

works do not supply any etymological information at all (Nihalani et at. 1979, 2004; 

Muthiah 1991; Sengupta 1996), or only very few etymologies (Mahal 2006). Others 

have supplied only the most basic of etymologies, restricted to merely naming source 

languages, usually only a single immediate source (e.g. Hankin 1992, 2003; Lonely 

Planet 2008), and without any etymons (Hawkins 1984). The high point of post-

Independence lexicographical works, in terms of etymologies, is the Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary (2006), which used a consistent transcription system (based 

on McGregor 1993), and made a distinction between tatsama and tadbhava etymons 

(also based on McGregor 1993). Unhelpfully, no information was supplied about these 

features in the front matter of the dictionary. The low point is represented by Lewis 

(1991), whose etymologies are not only wholly indebted to previous works, but employ 

inconsistent transliterations applied in a slapdash manner incorporating numerous 

simplifications and errors. Hankin (2003) is equally unreliable.  

 In the post-Independence era, original script etymons have been universally 

abandoned. Etymologies, where they exist at all, are frequently very basic, though 

some, notably those from the OED3, are occasionally more detailed. Nevertheless, there 

is a tendency towards giving only minimal information that simplifies the actual 

transmission history. A number of specific deficiencies in the etymologies of pre-

Independence dictionaries persisted into the post-Independence era. These deficiencies 

include: (i) the misconception that all words ultimately deriving from Persian or Arabic 

entered English solely through Urdu, and conversely that all native Indo-Aryan words 

are from Sanskrit; (ii) ignoring the difference between tatsama and tadbhava words, in 

favour of positing Sanskrit as the original source of many words derived from Prakrits; 

(iii) giving single source etymons in cases where a number of languages are involved in 

the transmission history; (iv) ignoring the influence of ongoing language contact; (v) 

providing inconsistent and inaccurate transliterations; (vi) failing to provide explicit 

details about the transliteration system(s) used; (vii) continuing to repeat a number of 

dubious or incorrect etymologies (e.g. bobbery); (viii) neglecting discussion of 

etymological conjectures; (ix) the abandonment of native script etymons. 

 These deficiencies are present, to a greater or lesser extent, in all modern 

lexicographical works on Indian English. The following section will address these 

issues and present lexicographical methods for overcoming the deficiencies. 
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6.2.3. Lexicographical methods for overcoming deficiencies in etymologies 

 

Deficiency (i) the misconception that all words ultimately deriving from Persian or 

Arabic entered English solely through Urdu, and conversely that all native Indo-Aryan 

words are from Sanskrit. The simplistic assignation to Urdu of all words ultimately of 

Persian and Arabic origin, and the simplistic assignation to Hindi of all words 

ultimately of Indo-Aryan origin, as seen in a number of dictionaries, is not linguistically 

justifiable. In reality, the situation is much more complex. For instance, the Indian 

English word taluka, a particular type of subdivision of land, occurs both in Hindi and 

Urdu, and an etymology that assigns it to Hindi and not Urdu, or to Urdu and not Hindi, 

is an oversimplification. However, Hindi and Urdu only diverged into two separate 

languages since Partition, but the word taluka came into English in the eighteenth 

century (Appendix to the India Courier 1786: III. 71). At this time Urdu and Hindi did 

not exist as independent languages in the manner that they do today. In the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries the term Urdu was essentially synonymous with Hindustani. 

One etymological solution to this would be to use the language name Hindustani for all 

lexis borrowed from Hindi-Urdu before Partition. Hindustani ‘refers to a variety of 

Hindi/Urdu written in Perso-Arabic script’ (Shapiro 2001: 147). However, choosing 

Partition as the cut-off point of course unrealistically implies that Hindi and Urdu split 

immediately the after the signing of the documents on 14 August 1947. Clearly, a 

significant amount of time was needed for the languages to diverge. Thus a later date 

than 1947 might be though appropriate as a cut-off point, though whatever date is 

chosen will be a value judgement. Also, the term Hindustani itself has a number of 

differing significations. Here I have used it to refer to Hindi-Urdu that existed in the 

colonial era and was commonly used as a lingua franca across northern India, and 

commonly learned by European colonists. However, Gandhi used the term Hindustani 

to refer to a register of that same language ‘deliberately free of ultra-Sanskritization on 

the one hand and ultra-Perso-Arabization on the other’ (Shapiro 2001: 150), and Bhatia 

notes that the terms Hindi, Hindustani, and Urdu have been used interchangeably in the 

past (1987: 9). Clearly, it is mandatory that the nomenclature used in etymologies in 

terms of these closely allied and interrelated languages must be clearly explicated in the 

front matter or associated explanatory notes of any Indian English dictionary which 

provides etymologies. One extra level of clarification may be added by attaching dates 

to language names relevant to the etymon in question, such as ‘18thC Hindustani.’  

 An additional complexity in labelling etymons as either Hindi or Urdu is the 

language politics associated with the very recognition of Hindi and Urdu as two 

languages. Everaert (2010) notes that Hindi and Urdu are closely ‘intertwined’ that ‘it is 



446 

 

even questionable whether they are one or two’ languages (1), and that ‘linguistically, it 

would be difficult, even arbitrary, to draw sharp boundaries’ (3). However, despite this,  

 

In most publications and in public perception inside and outside of India and 

Pakistan, ‘Hindi’ means a (possibly sanskritized) language written in the 

Devanagari script, closely connected to Hindu culture [while] ‘Urdu’ means a 

(possibly Arabicized) language written in the Perso-Arabic script, closely 

related to Muslim culture. (Everaert 2010: 12-13) 

 

And undeniably, there are distinct linguistic differences between modern Hindi and 

Urdu, in spite of the large overlap in lexis. Obviously, for any borrowing into Indian 

English of a word that is clearly only in Urdu, or only in Hindi, the etymological 

decision is uncomplicated. However, for the bulk of borrowings, such as with taluka, 

this will not be the case. With language politics in mind, a lexicographer writing a 

dictionary of Indian English, might want to draw a distinction between Indian English 

and Pakistani English, and thus assign all Hindi-Urdu borrowings to Hindi only (as the 

Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006) does). Alternately, a lexicographer 

writing a dictionary of Pakistani English, might want to draw a distinction between 

Pakistani English and Indian English, and thus assign all Hindi-Urdu borrowings to 

Urdu only. Such a decision may be underpinned by marketing considerations. The 

overlap between Indian and Pakistani English is great, but, at the same time, there are 

also significant differences (for Pakistani English lexis see Baumgardner, Kennedy, and 

Shamim 1993). The problems discussed here admit of no easy solution, and the 

lexicographer, as always, is beset with having to draw distinct lines where clear 

boundaries do not exist. Nevertheless, any considered movement away from 

automatically labelling Perso-Arabic etymons as from Urdu, and Indo-Aryan etymons 

as from Hindi or Sanskrit, is a movement forwards. 

 Deficiency (ii) ignoring the difference between tatsama and tadbhava words. As 

revealed in the dictionary analysis section of the present research, there is an 

unwarranted practice in dictionary etymologies of positing Sanskrit as the original 

source of any modern word of Indo-Aryan stock. This is an oversimplification, 

revealing a certain lexicographical lack of concern for the etymologies of such 

vocabulary. McGregor (1993), in The Oxford Hindi-English Dictionary, draws an 

etymological distinction between ‘Hindi tadbhava words,’ which are ‘words which have 

evolved organically’ from Old Indo-Aryan or Middle Indo-Aryan, and ‘tatsama words,’ 

which are ‘words borrowed from Sanskrit, or formed on Sanskrit structural models, 

[and] which show minimal phonetic adjustment to Hindi phonological patterns’ (xi). An 

example of the usual practice in Indian English lexicography can be seen with the word 
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koel, the well-known Indian cuckoo Eudynamys scolopaceus. A number of dictionary 

etymologies present this as being derived from Hindi koīl or koyal, which in turn is said 

to be a direct descendant of Sanskrit kokila (Whitworth 1885: 168; Murray 1901: 725; 

Fennell 1892: 492; Lewis 1991: 184; Stevenson and Waite 2011: 790). However, 

according to McGregor (1993), the word is a tadbhava term, which evolved organically 

from some term that was cognate with Sanskrit kokila, but that was not necessarily the 

same as the Sanskrit word, nor the Sanskrit word itself. Thus koel differs from a tatsama 

word such as puja, worship, which is a Sanskrit word that was borrowed in its Sanskrit 

form into Hindi, and thus made its way into English. This distinction is all but absent 

from etymologies in Indian English dictionaries. The method used by OED3 for 

providing etymologies of tatsama words appears to be to say that the word entered 

English directly from Sanskrit. Though, the direct transmission of the word puja from 

Sanskrit into English is unlikely in the extreme, especially as puja is such a common 

word in the vernaculars. So an etymology that reads ‘from Sanskrit’ or ‘< Sanskrit’ does 

not accurately record the transmission history. Shapiro (2001) also comments on the 

failure to take into account the differences between tadbhava and tatsama words in 

dictionary etymologies, noting that ‘tatsama loanwords occur not only in Indo-Aryan 

languages, but also other South Asian languages as well, including Dravidian and 

Austro-Asiatic languages’ (148). In contrast, tadbhava words cannot have descended 

into Dravidian and Austro-Asiatic languages. 

 Deficiency (iii) giving single source etymons in cases where a number of languages 

are involved in the transmission history. This deficiency was highlighted by Shapiro 

(2001), who notes that although dictionaries etymologies generally derive the English 

word guru from Hindi-Urdu, but that the word ‘exists as a tatsama loan word in all New 

Indo-Aryan languages,’ and that thus it is ‘as valid to say the English guru is from 

Gujarati or Punjabi as it is to derive it from Hindi’ (148). Shapiro suggests that a more 

accurate etymology would derive the English word from ‘Skt./NIA guru’, and give 

‘Hindi guru’ as an example (149). Here the dual language label ‘Skt./NIA’ refers to 

tatsama terms existing in New Indo-Aryan languages. Shapiro’s etymological plan 

overcomes the problem of listing the term as coming into English solely from a single 

indigenous Indian language. However, the claim that the word guru entered English via 

all New Indo-Aryan languages appears unfounded. There are numerous New Indo-

Aryan languages, for example the Dardic and Nuristani languages. It is unlikely that 

these had any influence on the word guru in English. A better solution would be to list 

the languages for which there was some evidence of influence. Moreover, as a tatsama 

word, guru has also entered other non-Indo-Aryan languages, such as Tamil குரு guru. 

Tamil is more likely as a donor language to English than any of the Dardic languages.  
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 A case in point can be seen with the etymology of the Indian English word bhisti, a 

person employed to carry and dispense water, a water carrier (in the following 

discussion spelled bhisti, except for direct quotations). Yule and Burnell traced this 

word in English sources back to 1781, and gave five citations (1886: 70), and the OED 

gave four citations dating from 1781-1883 (Murray 1888a: 843), the first two of which 

were taken directly from Yule and Burnell. Crooke (1903: 92) added a further citation 

to Hobson-Jobson from Kipling’s famous poem ‘Ganga Din.’ My citation database has 

considerably more evidence, with 200 citations from primary sources, plus citational 

evidence for the hitherto-unrecorded compound nouns bhisti-bag, bhisti-bullock, 

bullock-bhisti, and hand-bhisti. These citations are presented in Appendix 4 (page 591-

611). The earliest date in my data is 1776 (Webber: II. 216), thus antedating Yule and 

Burnell and OED. In terms of orthography, Hobson-Jobson records four forms (beasty, 

bheestee, bheesty, and bhisti), as does the OED (beasty, beestie, bheesty, and bheestie), 

together amounting to six forms in total. These, however, are barely representative of 

the variation in spelling as there are a total of 32 forms recorded in the citation data. 

More importantly, the different forms provide valuable insight into the etymology of 

this term in English, and reveal that more than one donor language is involved. 

 The forms differ depending on whether the initial consonant is unaspirated /b/ or 

aspirated /bʱ/, whether the first vowel is short /ɪ/, long /iː/, or /e/, whether the sibilant is 

/s/ or /ʃ/, and whether the final vowel is short /ɪ/ or long /iː/. In addition, there are forms 

that show influence (presumably punning) of the English words beast and beastie, and 

Persian forms with three syllables the first of which is /bɪh-/. Etymologically, 

dictionaries have generally claimed that the word entered English from Urdu (by which 

they mean Hindustani), and that it is ultimately from Persian (e.g. Murray 1888a: 843; 

Hawkins 1984: 10; Lewis 1991: 65; Hankin 2003: 53). The Macmillan Comprehensive 

Dictionary (2006) differs in giving the immediate source language as Hindi. Brown 

(1852: 7), Yule and Burnell (1886: 69-70), Fennell (1892: 153), and Giles (1886: 15) 

only provide the ulterior etymon, stating that the word comes directly from Persian, 

even though the headword forms they give are two-syllabled. However, the 

transmission into English cannot be as simplistic as these etymologies suggest, 

especially in light of the occurrence of the term in various Indian languages. 

 Many Hindustani dictionaries and grammars record this term. In colonial times, 

Hadley (1784: 147) has beestee, and in a later edition beehishtee (1801: 58). Gilchrist 

has bihistee defined as ‘waterman’ (1800: 87), but later gives buhistee defined as 

‘water-carrier’ (1825: 702). It is possible that the ‘u’ vowel is a typographical error, 

though it also appears in Thompson who has buhishtee (1852: 326). Thompson earlier 

transliterated this as bihishṭee (1838: 37), with the dotted-t (ṭ) indicating a ‘soft dental’ 

(1). Shakespear gives bihishtī defined as ‘water-carrier’ and points out that it is a 
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masculine noun and a borrowing from Persian (1834: 311). The text of Forbes (1857: 

142) is identical to Shakespear. Platts and Forbes (1874: 93) record bhishtī, where the 

first vowel has been lost and the initial two consonants have been assimilated to the 

Hindi aspirated voiced bilabial plosive भ ्/bʱ/. In modern Hindi, McGregor (1993: 768) 

has ‘मिश्ती bhiśtī [P. bihiśtī], m. euph. water-carrier’ which adds the information that 

the term is a euphemistic name for a person following this occupation, and that the 

sibilant is the palatal fricative श /ʃ/, as opposed to the dental or retroflex fricatives. This 

accords with (Caturvedi 1970: 554) who has ‘मिश्ती bhishti: (nm) a water-carrier’. The 

most comprehensive monolingual Hindi dictionary defines मिश्ती as ‘पानी ढोनेवाला’, 
that is, pānī dhonevālā, literally, water carrier (Śyāmsundardās 1965-75: 3660). 

 In Persian the word is technically an adjective, derived from the noun بهشت bihisht 

‘heaven,’ ‘paradise’ + the suffix ی- -ī. Its application as a noun to water carriers is not 

traditional or classical Persian, and was a sense extension that happened on the Indian 

subcontinent only. Some nineteenth-century Persian-English bilingual dictionaries 

record the nominal meaning as though it is Persian, for example, Sen (1841: 31) records 

bihishtí as meaning ‘paradisiacal; a water-carrier; handsome.’ However, according to 

Johnson, Persian bihishtī only means ‘paradisiacal’ or ‘handsome’, and the nominal 

sense ‘water-carrier’ is only in Hindustani (1852: 262). The same information is given 

by Steingass (1892: 211). Johnson also records bīstī as Hindustani for water-carrier, not 

Persian (1852: 267). Barretto only records an adjectival sense, ‘beheshtee, Belonging to 

paradise’ (1804: I. 346). Yule and Burnell note that this use of the Persian word 

‘appears to be peculiar to Hindustan’ and ‘does not apparently occur in the Āīn’ (1886: 

69-70). The ‘Āīn’ is Yule and Burnell’s shorthand reference to the Āīn-i-Akbarī, an 

important sixteenth-century Persian text dealing with the history and administration of 

the rule of the emperor Akbar (1542-1605). Yule and Burnell are suggesting that the 

absence of the term bihishtī in that document is evidence that the term did not exist in 

sixteenth-century Persian. The usual Persian word for a water-carrier is the native 

Persian āb-kash (Johnson 1852: 13; Bayramji 1882: 494), or saqá (Sen 1841: 106), also 

transliterated sakká (Wollaston 1882: 413), from Arabic. 

 Yule and Burnell (1886) suggest that the application of such a superlative title to 

such a lowly profession is deliberately ironic, stating that it is ‘one of the fine titles 

which Indian servants rejoice to bestow on one another, like Mehtar, Khalifa, &c.’ (70). 

Mehtar is from Persian mihtar, a prince, but is applied to sweepers in India, and khalifa 

is the Arabic word for a caliph, but is applied to tailors and cooks in India. Here Yule 

and Burnell imply that the word was coined by the lower class of servants themselves, 

albeit they offer no supporting evidence for this. Yule and Burnell’s pronouncement are 

probably behind the statement in the OED etymology of bheesty, that it is ‘prob. of 

jocular origin’ (Murray 1888a: 843). Other authors do not wholly agree with this theory. 
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Singh suggests that the name was ‘given to them on account of the relief which their 

ancestors provided to thirsty soldiers’ (2004: 336), Phillott observers that ‘to quench 

another’s thirst is a heavenly act’ (1914: 138), and Edaljí notes that ‘high regard and 

esteem’ were ‘awarded to the supplier of water’ (1868: 642). Even Yule and Burnell 

allow that the title ‘in this case has some justification,’ since ‘[n]o class of men (as all 

Anglo-Indians will agree) is so diligent, so faithful, so unobtrusive, and uncomplaining 

as that of the bihishtīs. And often in battle they have shown their courage and fidelity in 

supplying water to the wounded in face of much personal danger’ (1886: 70).  

 Importantly, the word does not occur only in Persian and Hindi-Urdu, but also 

occurs in numerous other north Indian languages. Punjabi has ਮਿਸਤੀ (bhistī) ‘water 

carrier; an inhabitant or heir of heaven’ (Lodiana Mission 1854: 357). Bengali has র্ির্ি 

(bhisti) ‘water-carrier’ (Marshman 1828: II. 430; Haughton 1833: 2165; Biswas 2000: 

816), and also with a long vowel in the final position: র্িিী (bhistī) (Haughton 1833: 

2165). Also, in Bengali the word can mean ‘a leather bag for carrying water, a water-

bag’ (Biswas 2000: 816). Gujarati has ભિસ્તી (bhistī) ‘[a] carrier of water for sale’ 

(Edaljí 1868: 641-642). Marathi has मिस्ती (bhistī) ‘[o]ne that carries a water-skin under 

his arm’ (Molesworth 1831: 777). Sindhi has बबश्ती (biśtī) a ‘water carrier’ (Stack 1855: 

275), and Oriya has ଭିସି୍ତ (bhistī), which can mean either a water carrier, or ‘[a] 

collapsible leathern bag used in carrying water’ (Praharaj 1931-1940: 6104). I was not 

able to locate the word in dictionaries of Assamese (Candrakānta Abhidhāna 1962), 

Kashmiri (Grierson 1932), Nepali (Schmidt 1994), or Sinhalese (Carter 1924), and the 

word does not appear to be used in the major Dravidian languages, Kannada (Sanderson 

and Reeve 1858), Malayalam (Gundert 1872), Tamil (Winslow 1862; Fabricius 1972), 

or Telugu (Brown 1903; Gwynn 1991). Thus, alongside Hindi-Urdu, a word with the 

same meaning and same or similar pronunciation occurs in six other major north Indian 

languages: Bengali, Gujarati, Marathi, Oriya, Punjabi, and Sindhi. For native speakers 

of these languages who do not know any Hindi-Urdu (which in colonial times was more 

commonly the case than today), the use of the word bhisti in an English context will 

map to the word in their mother tongue, not to Hindi-Urdu. But, the same is also more 

than likely the case even for native speakers of these languages who know Hindi-Urdu 

as a second language. The case is similar for Anglo-Britons, many of whom only 

learned the language of the area where they were stationed. Thus an Anglo-British 

colonist who spent their Indian career in Bengal may have only known the word bhisti 

as a Bengali word. Thus the word bhisti in Indian English is a coalescence of 

borrowings from a range of indigenous Indian languages. 

 In this case, the closeness of the forms in the various indigenous languages means 

that the variation in orthography of the word in English cannot wholly be accounted for 

by different forms in the donor languages. The various forms in English that begin with 
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an unaspirated consonant are beasty/beastie, beastee, beestee, beesty, bisti, and bisty. 

The only indigenous form that lack initial aspiration is Sindhi बबश्ती (biśtī), but this has 

the sibilant /ʃ/, which does not occur in the English forms. Instead, these forms most 

probably arise partially from the fact that native English speakers view /bʱ/ and /b/ as 

allophones of the same phoneme, and would regularly pronounce these forms with 

initial /bʱ/ in any case, as properly dental /b̪/ is not a regular phoneme in English. 

Additionally, the forms beginning with beast-, while representing pronunciation, are 

perhaps also feebly punning on the word beastee, due to the mildly humorous overlap in 

pronunciation of the two words. Lewis (1991) maintains that bhisti was ‘(jocularly) by 

Anglo-Indians Hobson-Jobsonized into “a beastie”’ (65). The English forms with a 

short first vowel /ɪ/ correspond to the forms in all the indigenous languages, none of 

which appear to have a variant with /iː/ as the first vowel. The English forms with a 

long final vowel /iː/, that is, ending in -ee, -ie, or -y, correspond to the forms in all 

indigenous languages except Bengali, though according to Haughton (1833: 2165) and 

Chatterjee (1914: 169), Bengali has a variant form with the long final vowel as well. 

English forms with -sh- correspond to the Hindi-Urdu and Sindhi forms. However, the 

Persian form also has medial /ʃ/. It is difficult to account for the English forms with /e/ 

or /ɛ/ as the first vowel, namely, bhesti, bhestie, and bhestee. These are quite common in 

the citation data, with 26 citations from different sources, dating from 1806 to 1872 

(with two twenty-first-century citations as outliers). Many of the sources appear to be 

from the Bengal Presidency, I could not locate a Bengali form with mid front vowels. 

Finally, the Persian type forms include bihistee, bihishtee, bihishti, bihishty, bihishti 

(also bihishtí), and the hapax legomenon bahisties. These date from 1804 to 1944 and 

are sometimes cited as the ‘correct’ form of the word in opposition to two-syllable 

forms. For example, Simmonds (1858) has ‘BHEESTY, properly Bihishtee, an Indian 

water-carrier’ (36), and Gilchrist (1820) has ‘bihishtee divine (too often degraded, by 

bad pronouncers among us, to beasty!) a waterman’ (188). 

 The foregoing reveals that more than one donor language is involved in the 

transmission of the native Indian word bhisti into English, which aligns with the fact 

that English in India existed, and still exists, in an extensively multilingual environment. 

A more finely honed picture would be afforded by a better knowledge of the lexical 

history of indigenous Indian languages. For instance, the colonial-era dictionaries allow 

us to date the Indian sense of ‘water-carrier’ in Hindi-Urdu to 1784 (Hadley: 147), but 

this nominal sense of the Persian adjective must have arisen much earlier than this date 

as the earliest English language usage is 1781. In contrast, the colonial-era dictionaries 

only allow us to date the word bhisti (and variants) in the other Indian languages where 

it exists to the nineteenth century, though presumably it arose earlier in those languages 

as well. Whatever the case, such dating is an important component in discovering the 
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overall transmission history. Dictionary etymologies that take the multilingual nature of 

the Indian linguistic environment into account will offer a more accurate picture of the 

transmission history of native Indian lexis into Indian English than the picture presently 

afforded by the lexicographical works on Indian English to date. 

 Deficiency (vi) ignoring the influence of ongoing language contact. 

Recommendations made by Shapiro (2001) for improving the etymologies of South 

Asian loan words only pertain to etymologies for words that were borrowed into general 

English, not Indian English specifically, and thus omit to mention another aspect to 

transmission, namely, that transmission is an ongoing process. Indian English is a living 

language within the multilingual context of India, and as such, there is a constant flow 

of lexical transfer between Indian English and indigenous Indian languages. Most 

dictionary etymologies for borrowed lexis embody an assumption that a word was 

borrowed at a certain time, and thence became part of English. For example, the term 

kangaroo was borrowed from the Indigenous Australian language Guugu Yimidhirr, 

where it referred to a male Eastern Wallaroo, Macropus robustus robustus, and perhaps 

also the Eastern Grey Kangaroo, Macropus giganteus, and then generalised in English 

to any species of the genus Macropus (see Ramson 1988). The borrowing occurred on a 

single occasion, and the subsequent spread and semantic development of the word 

occurred in English. However, the situation in India is markedly different as there is an 

ongoing development of Indian English occurring alongside the ongoing changes to the 

indigenous Indian languages in the same linguistic environment. Thus there is the 

possibility that changes to vocabulary in indigenous languages will be reflected in 

Indian English. For instance, the Hindi word गरर् (garm) literally means ‘hot,’ but is 

widely used in modern Hindi slang to mean ‘fashionable, extremely good, splendid, 

etc.’ In Indian English slang garam is used in the same way (e.g. Khatib 2001; Dawar 

2006: 38; see also Lambert 2014b). This example relates to a sense extension in the 

slang register, however, changes in any aspect of a lexical item in indigenous Indian 

languages, such as to the orthography, pronunciation, grammatical usage, etc., can flow 

on into Indian English even if the word has been present in Indian English since 

colonial times. Additionally, there is the possibility of the Indian English usage for a 

word originally borrowed from an indigenous Indian language affecting the use of the 

term in the original language. For example, it may be that the slang sense of the Hindi 

word गरर् (garm) is a calque on English usage: that there is, in some cases, a two-way 

street. On a case by case basis, such interaction will be restricted to particular 

indigenous Indian languages: certainly not only Hindi, and certainly not all languages in 

which the etymon is present. So far, etymologies in Indian English dictionaries have not 

treated the subject matter in enough detail to bring any of these complex transmission 

factors to light. But, a more finely delineated description of the languages involved in 
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borrowings from indigenous Indian languages will in effect treat Indian English 

vocabulary with the same historical detail and concern that has been devoted to most 

non-Indian English vocabulary in the English-language lexicographical tradition. This, 

in turn, can have a legitimising and valorising effect on the wider perception of Indian 

English. 

 Deficiency (v) providing inconsistent and inaccurate transliterations, is closely 

allied to Deficiency (vi) failing to provide explicit details about the transliteration 

system(s) used. These are treated together. Explicit details about the transliteration 

systems used in the dictionaries surveyed are non-existent. Other dictionaries provide 

such information (e.g. Gove 1961; Ramson 1988; Flexner and Hauck 1993), but 

dictionaries of Indian English seem to have universally failed in this regard. 

Overcoming these two particular deficiencies should present no problems for future 

lexicographers of Indian English. Modern transliteration systems for the major 

indigenous Indian languages, are commonplace in modern linguistic literature. Selecting 

an appropriate transliteration system for each the language involved in a dictionary’s 

etymologies is best done at the outset of a dictionary project. Where there are competing 

systems used for the same language, there may be some debate about the choice. But, in 

the final analysis, all that is required is for the transliteration system to fully represent 

the orthography and phonology of the source language at the phonemic level. After the 

transliteration systems have been selected, editors can easily adhere to the system. Since 

other professionally produced dictionaries have presented the details of their 

transliterations systems in the front matter of their dictionaries, it is difficult to imagine 

what could reasonably be considered an obstacle to future dictionaries of Indian English 

doing the same. For electronic dictionaries, the explanatory information about 

transliterations can be added to the general explanations to the user. However, there is 

also the potential to present on a webpage details of the relevant transliteration systems 

for each etymology. For example, if an entry has an etymon from Punjabi, then the 

correspondences for the letters of the Punjabi etymon could appear in a text box, or 

footer strip, on the page. There would be no need for the full set of Punjabi 

transliterations to be displayed, just the ones in the particular etymon or etymons for the 

particular entry. This is a simple matter in terms of back-end programming. 

 Deficiency (vii) continuing to repeat a number of dubious or incorrect etymologies. 

The number of these is not particularly great, but the extent of the problem lies in the 

amount of lexicographical works that present such dubious or incorrect etymologies 

without any equivocation or hedging. The evidence against accepting the etymologies 

of the terms listed below has been discussed in Chapter 5, but the following list 

demonstrates the pervasiveness of these etymologies in dictionaries and other works. 

The list excludes references to works where the etymologies are presented as doubtful. 
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 bobbery: Yule and Burnell (1886, 1903); Murray (1888a); Farmer and 

Henley (1890); Fennell (1892); Whitney (1895); Davidson (1903); 

Rao (1954); Partridge (1937); Gove (1961); Klein (1966); Hawkins 

(1984); Lewis (1991); Muthiah (1991); Brown (1993); Flexner and 

Hauck (1993); Lighter (1994); Collins English Dictionary (2000); 

Hankin (2003); Macmillan Comprehensive (2006); Mahal (2006) 

 cheese: Hotten (1860, 1864, 1874); Yule and Burnell (1886, 1903); 

Whitney (1895); Davidson (1903); Weekley (1921); Partridge (1937); 

Partridge (1950); Rao (1954); Klein (1966); Hawkins (1984); Shapiro 

(2001); Hankin (2003) 

 chopstick: Yule and Burnell (1886, 1903); Murray (1893); Farmer and 

Henley (1890); Whitney (1895); Davidson (1903); Weekley (1921); 

Gove (1961); Partridge (1937); Klein (1966); Macquarie Dictionary 

(1985); American Heritage Dictionary (1992); Flexner and Hauck 

(1993); Brown (1993); Lighter (1994); Chambers Dictionary (1998); 

Room (1999); Collins English Dictionary (2000) 

 Hobson-Jobson: Yule and Burnell (1886, 1903); Birdwood (1887); 

Barrère and Leland (1889); Wallace (1895); Davidson (1901); Cox 

(1909); Century Dictionary Supplement (1910); Funk and Wagnalls 

(1912); Partridge (1937); Goldberg (1938); Rao (1954); Jacobs (1958); 

Gove (1961); Klein (1966); Burchfield (1976); Shah (1977); 

Kirkpatrick (1983); Burgess (1985); Lewis (1991); Paxton (1991); 

Brown (1993); Flexner and Hauck (1993); Chaudhuri (1994); Kachru 

(1995); Room (1999); Hankin (2003); Macmillan Comprehensive 

Dictionary (2006); Majeed (2006); Mishra (2009); Purcell (2009); 

Sailaja (2009); Teltscher (2013b)  

 not give a dam(n): Yule and Burnell (1886, 1903); Farmer and Henley 

(1891); Weekley (1921); Rao (1954); Hawkins (1984); Rushdie 

(1985); Burgess (1985); Lewis (1991); Gorrell (1994); Hankin (2003); 

Holmes (2005) 

 

The diffusion of these etymologies into later works is clearly extensive, and, 

importantly, the bulk of the works cited above are dictionaries. What this reveals is a 

significant tendency to unquestioningly accept the etymologies presented in earlier 

works, and a corresponding lack of further enquiry into the etymological conclusions of 

previous scholars. More recently, some scholars have begun to critically examine such 

etymologies. Bolton (2003) effectively dismissed the Pidgin English origin of chopstick 
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on chronological grounds, and Nagle (2010) and Lambert (2014a) have detailed a more 

correct origin of the term Hobson-Jobson. However, change appears to be slow, for it is 

now over a decade since Bolton published his findings, but dictionaries continue to 

repeat the chronologically impossible etymology of chopstick proffered first by Yule 

and Burnell (1886: 162) (exceptions are the 5th edition of the Macquarie Dictionary 

(2005) and the Macmillan Comprehensive (2006)). What is clear is that etymological 

pronouncements in previous Indian English lexicography cannot be automatically relied 

on, and that there is much to be gained from further research. The resources of the 

information age enormously increase the potential productivity of such investigations. 

This situation will improve as more and more data becomes available.  

Deficiency (viii) neglecting discussion of etymological conjectures. The etymology 

of many items of Indian English lexis is not straightforward, and a number of terms 

have generated much discussion. Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) give detailed accounts 

of various etymological theories for a number of terms, however, such critical analysis 

is generally absent from other lexicographical works, and, of course, the information in 

Yule and Burnell is now long out of date. As discussed above, the complex etymology 

of the word bhisti involves conjectures about whether or not the application of the term 

to a menial profession was ironic or jocular in nature. Most recent dictionary 

etymologies (e.g. Hawkins 1984; Hankin 2003; Macmillan Comprehensive 2006) 

provide no discussion on this point. Thus a user of those dictionaries is given no 

information on the validity of the conjectural jocular aspect. In addition to this, in the 

1903 edition of Hobson-Jobson, William Crooke details a conjectured etymology of the 

word bhisti from Sanskrit, stating that: 

 

The trade must be of ancient origin in India, as the leather bag is mentioned in 

the Veda and Manu (Wilson, Rig Veda, ii. 28; Institutes, ii. 79.) Hence Col. 

Temple (Ind. Ant., xi. 117) suggests that the word is Indian, and connects it 

with the Skt. vish, ‘to sprinkle.’ (Yule and Burnell 1903: 92) 

 

This conjectured Sanskrit derivation is extremely unlikely in light of the close 

conformity to the Persian word, and the analogy with the other Hindustani words such 

as khalifa and mehtar for similarly menial professions. Nevertheless, etymologies 

would benefit from providing a critical analysis of the veracity of alternate etymological 

theories that have been put forward for various items of Indian English lexis. 

 Deficiency (ix) the abandoning of native script etymons. The following section 

argues that native script etymons are the most accurate way of recording etymons in 

dictionary etymologies, and suggests ways in which such etymons could be 

incorporated in future Indian English dictionaries. It begins with a discussion of 
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transmission types in Indian English, and then discusses five different methods of 

rendering etymons, namely, Romanisation, transliteration, native scripts, IPA, and 

sound recordings. 

 

6.2.4. Transmission types in Indian English 

 

In the General Explanations in the Oxford English Dictionary, Murray stated that 

 

[i]n light of historical Etymology, an English word is (1) the extant formal 

representative, or direct phonetic descendant, of an earlier word; that is to say, 

it is the earlier word itself, in a later or more recent form, as it has been 

unconsciously changed in the mouths of successive generations that have used 

it.  […]  If not the extant formal representative of an original Teutonic word, an 

English word has been (2) adopted (a.), or (3) adapted (ad.), from some foreign 

language; i.e. it is a word once foreign, but now, without or with intentional 

change of form, used as English; or it has been (4) formed on or from (f.) native 

or foreign elements. (Murray 1888b: xx) 

 

Murray was writing substantially of Victorian British English. The distinctions made by 

Murray were abandoned for the Third Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary, as it 

was determined that the ‘categorization of etymological types’ was ‘ill-suited to reflect 

the modern general recognition in linguistic and philological work of the importance of 

a distinction between phonemic and graphemic contrasts’ (Durkin 1999: 8). In many 

instances it was impossible to determine precisely which category a certain etymon 

should be put, and so Murray’s system was abandoned. 

 The situation is not exactly the same with Indian English. For Indian English, a 

current word is (1) an extant descendant of a word brought to India by British colonists 

in the colonial period (irrespective of its ultimate etymology), (2) a word adopted from 

any of the various varieties of English outside of India since Independence, (3) a word 

adopted from a native Indian language, (4) a word representing a coalescence of cognate 

words adopted from a number of native Indian languages, (5) a loan translation from 

some expression in a native Indian language, or (6) a hybrid of any of the above, 

including compound forms. In addition, there are sense extensions where words attain 

new meanings or usages. Category (1) is relatively straightforward, referring to English 

used in India since the late sixteenth century until Independence, the core vocabulary of 

Indian English. Category (2) includes words such as computer, shopaholic, television, 

trendy, meritocracy, or rap music, which have become part of English internationally 

since Independence, and are now also part of Indian English, but also words such the 
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Australianism journo, a journalist, which is not internationally used, but has been 

borrowed into Indian English. There is a continual and ongoing influence of English, or 

Englishes, in the international sphere upon Indian English. Category (3) dates back to 

the earliest adoptions of Indian words, principally names of trade goods, into English in 

medieval times, and continues until present, with new borrowings occurring on a daily 

basis in every part of the region. Category (4) is a special case which is quite common 

in Indian English, will be treated in detail below. Category (5) includes expressions 

such as sit on someone’s neck, ‘to watch carefully,’ and stand on someone’s head, ‘to 

supervise carefully’ (Kachru 1986b: 32).  

 In terms of dictionary etymologies, categories (1) and (2) essentially involve the 

same treatment of material as conventional English dictionary etymologies. For the core 

vocabulary of the language, the proximate date that individual terms entered Indian 

English is not able to be accurately assessed. Basic English nouns, verbs, adjectives, 

pronouns, prepositions, conjunctions, etc., have all been in use in India since the arrival 

of English merchants in the seventeenth century. However, for register-restricted words, 

such as slang vocabulary, it may be of interest to attempt to locate the early instances. 

For example, the words crap and dude are common in present-day Indian English, but 

when did they come into Indian English? Was it in the 1860s or the 1960s? Similarly, 

tracing the history of salient lexical items concerned with colonialist attitudes and racial 

relations may be of interest, such as nigger used to refer to Indians (which dates back to 

the seventeenth century: see Sainsbury 1878: 75), or the term dusky used to refer to 

brown skin (which dates back to the eighteenth century at least: Arwaker 1702: 182). 

Even so, the more remote etymology of such core English vocabulary is well 

documented in numerous other dictionaries, and poses no significant problems for the 

lexicographer of Indian English, except perhaps for the decision of whether or not to 

include them at all. The fact that the word beauty entered English in the Middle English 

period from Old French, may considered information of little importance for a 

dictionary of Indian English because the transmission of the word into English occurred 

before English even started to be used in India. Thus the etymology might be omitted 

altogether, or given in very brief form (e.g. ME < OF), leaving more space to 

etymologies from categories (3), (4), (5), and (6). 

 Categories (3) to (6) present a number of challenges to the lexicographer as they 

entail the presentation of native Indian (non-English) words. As revealed by the present 

study, the representation of etymons in previous lexicographical works of Indian 

English has been fraught with inconsistencies and inaccuracies. 
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6.2.5. Rendering etymons in Indian English lexicography 

 

One primary challenge is how to render the etymon of a word from an Indian language, 

especially since Indian languages do not use the Roman alphabet. Representations of 

etymons in dictionary etymologies can be presented in five different ways: via 

Romanisation, via transliteration, via original script, using the International Phonetic 

Alphabet (IPA), and, for electronic dictionaries, via sound recordings, either in place of 

or as an adjunct to the four former methods. 

 

6.2.5.1. Romanised etymons 

 

In written Indian English, borrowings from native Indian languages are normally not 

transliterated but rather Romanised. While this is suitable for real language situations, 

due to the demands of lexicographical accuracy, Romanisation is not an acceptable 

method to use in dictionary etymologies. A Romanisation is a subtype of transliteration 

that only uses the characters of the Latin alphabet, without any diacritics or other 

markings to specify the phonetic or graphemic character of the direct etymon. For 

example, sari and saree are both Romanisations of the Hindi word सरी, whereas a 

transliterated form often used is sarī, where the i with macron represents the long vowel 

/iː/. Romanisations, instead, reflect the /iː/ vowel either by a simple i, as in sari, or by a 

double-e, as in saree. As a consequence of the historical variety of orthographic systems 

used to transliterate native Indian languages, there is a relatively high level of variant 

spelling for certain items of current Indian English, especially in the case of borrowings 

from native languages. The problem with Romanisations, especially those employed in 

written Indian English, and used, both historically and at present, to represent lexis in 

other Indian languages, is that they often do not reflect the true character of the native 

Indian language word. For example, the Indian English words tika, a decorative dot 

worn of the forehead, and tikka, a small piece of meat, are both Romanisations of Hindi 

words which begin with different letters in Hindi. Tika is a Romanisation of Hindi हटका 
(ṭikā, with retroflex /ʈ/), whereas tikka represents Hindi ततक्का (tikkā, with dental /t̪/), 

but both Romanisations begin with t, blurring the dental/retroflex distinction. Similarly, 

the Hindi word छोटा (choṭā, with aspirated fricative /tʃʱ/), small, is commonly 

Romanised as chota, while the Hindi word र्पाती (capātī, with unaspirated fricative 

/tʃ/), a type of flat bread, is commonly Romanised as chapati or chapatti; both 

Romanisations use ch to render different Hindi characters and sounds. Because of the 

inability to accurately record the phonology and morphology of etymons, Romanisation 

is not suitable for dictionary etymologies where accuracy is paramount. 
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6.2.5.2. Transliterated etymons 

 

The use of transliteration systems based the Latin alphabet with the addition of 

diacritics to certain letters is a common feature of the etymologies of many dictionaries. 

However, the use of such transliterations poses many problems. Historically, the 

application of such systems in lexicographical works dealing with Indian English has 

been very varied, and often poorly executed.  

 One primary problem with transliteration systems is that they are unknown to the 

general dictionary user and therefore present a decoding burden. Most bilingual 

dictionaries that use a transliteration system, or provide pronunciation guidance with a 

respelling system, include a table explaining how the transliteration system maps to the 

letters of the native language script (e.g. Haughton 1833; Forbes 1857; McGregor 1993; 

Dua 1998), but this is not universally the case (e.g. Thompson 1846; Mather 1861). For 

those dictionaries of Indian English that give etymological information, the situation is 

more complex. Mesthrie (1992), who deals specifically with South African Indian 

English, has a complete explanation of the transliterations he uses for the various source 

languages in the etymologies (xiv-xv). In contrast, Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) do not 

supply this information, and, following in their footsteps, neither does Lewis (1991). 

Hankin (2003), on the other hand, gives partial pronunciations information about native 

Indian borrowings by using a system of diacritic markings for long vowels in the 

headword field. These may be considered pronunciation guidance, or may be a method 

of adding etymological information into the headword field. It is often unclear. 

However, such marking is omitted on other terms of borrowed lexis in his entries, so 

that overall the supply of information about etymons, such as it is, is irregular and 

fragmentary. The Macmillan range of Indian English dictionaries, for example, The 

Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006), employ the same transliteration for Hindi 

and Urdu words as McGregor (1993), the source of their Hindi-Urdu etymologies. 

However, the system is nowhere explained in the dictionary. Thus, for the two Hindi 

etymons khaddar (1140) and laḍḍū (1163) the user is unable to determine from the 

dictionary itself what the difference is between the ordinary d and dotted d (d versus ḍ). 

The system McGregor employs is the current Hindi transcription system in common 

use, and a linguist familiar with present-day academic studies of Hindi will know that 

the ordinary d represents the dental stop /d̪/ while the dotted ḍ represents retroflex stop 

/ɖ/, but this is not common knowledge to the vast number of users. If the difference 

between dental and retroflex stops is important enough for the dictionary to mark them 

in etymologies, then the phonetic meaning of the symbols used surely should be made 

available to the users. 
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 The lack of explanation of etymological transliterations is actually more the norm 

than the exception, especially with English dictionaries for the general market. Even 

with large scale dictionaries the provision of the transliteration system used for 

etymologies is not universal. The Random House Unabridged Dictionary provides a 

detailed explication of transliterations for the numerous languages that appear in their 

etymologies (Flexner and Hauck 1993: xxiv), as does the Australian National 

Dictionary which transliterates words from a number of Indigenous Australian 

languages (Ramson 1988: ix). However, two of the most important dictionaries in the 

English language, Webster’s Third New International Dictionary (Gove 1961) and the 

Oxford English Dictionary (in any edition) do not. As with many large-scale 

dictionaries of the English language, the Oxford English Dictionary has etymons from 

numerous non-English languages, all of which are now in transliterated form. However, 

the phonetic value of the various special characters and diacritics used for the 

transliterated etymons are nowhere explained in the dictionary. In fact, no explanation 

or table of correspondences for transliterations seem to have even been supplied in the 

explanatory material of the Oxford English Dictionary: such explanations are absent 

from the General Explanations of the first edition, and from the introductory matter of 

the 1933 Supplement, Burchfield’s new Supplements, and the second edition of 1989. 

Furthermore, the online third edition, OED3, does not explain the various systems of 

transliterations for the various languages used throughout the newly revised 

etymologies. In OED3, Russian etymons have č, Hebrew etymons have ḥ, Syriac 

etymons have ĕ, and Tamil etymons have ḷ, but the meaning of these characters is 

unexplained. The newly-revised entry for Aceldama, a ‘field of bloodshed,’ includes the 

Aramaic etymons ḥăqal and ḥaqlā, but the difference between ă, a and ā is left up to the 

reader to either imagine or determine by conducting research in sources outside of the 

dictionary about the transcription of Aramaic. 

 However, even when a table of correspondences between the transliteration system 

and the native script, or between the transliteration system and the corresponding 

phonemes, is given in the front matter of a dictionary, the user still has to locate and use 

that table in order to decode the information given in the etymology. With regular use a 

dictionary user may become familiar with the transliteration system used in due course. 

Nevertheless, as such systems are not common knowledge, the system has to be learned 

by the dictionary user if the etymologies of a particular dictionary are to be readily 

understood. For many English-language speakers who do not have any familiarity with 

the Indian source languages in question, this would also require the acquisition of a 

certain amount of phonemes that are not present (or not present as distinctive 

phonemes) in the so-called native-speaker varieties of English. For example, words 

from Hindi not only have dental and retroflex stops, but also fully aspirated consonants, 
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as well as the uvular plosive /q/ and velar fricatives /x/ and /ɣ/, represented in 

Devanagari by क़, ख़, and ग़, respectively.  

 Another problem with transliterations results from the mismatch between 

graphemic and phonemic representations of Indian language native scripts. To illustrate, 

transcription of Hindi etymons frequently distinguish between the symbol ś (for the 

palatal fricatives /ɕ, ʃ/ = Devanagari श) and the symbol ṣ (for the retroflex fricative /ʂ/ = 

Devanagari ष), even though in modern Hindi speech both of these have coalesced to /ɕ, 

ʃ/ except in the most formal and Sanskritised registers (Cardona and Jain 2007: 286). 

Preserving the distinction between ś and ṣ in etymologies makes sense as the distinction 

refers to historical forms of the words, and matches with current Hindi spelling in 

Devanagari. Similar transliteration complexities will exist for other Indian English 

source languages, such as Tamil, Telugu, Sindhi, etc., and with the more remote 

etymons from Persian, Arabic, and Sanskrit. In all likelihood, most non-Indian users of 

dictionaries that cover Indian English, when confronted with the etymons khaddar and 

laḍḍū, would pronounce the geminated stops simply as alveolar /d/, as this is the 

phoneme they are most familiar with producing. Or else, would use alveolar /d/ for 

khaddar, but balk at pronouncing laḍḍū at all due to a lack of knowledge of what the 

dotted letters mean. 

 For Indian English speakers who are familiar with one or more native Indian 

language, that is, the bulk of Indians, the situation is different. In the first place, a wider 

comprehension of the phonologies of Indian language will exist. India is a multilingual 

environment and much of the population, especially the more educated population that 

has had the opportunity to learn English, will often know more than one native Indian 

language, at least to some degree. Hence, the phonetic qualities of the etymons for 

borrowed lexis, such as the dental-retroflex distinction for example, will already be 

comprehended at an intuitive level. In many cases, the actual etymon itself will be 

known and be a part of the user’s first language. However, despite these obvious 

advantages, the use of transliterations still presents problems, in that the symbols used 

in transliterations are just as unfamiliar to Indians as they are to non-Indians. For 

example, the Hindi word which is the etymon of the Indian English word laddu, a type 

of sweet in the shape of a ball (Hawkins 1984: 55), would be instantly recognised spelt 

in Devanagari लड्डू, or even spelt with the simple Latin alphabet Romanisation as in 

Indian English laddu, as either of these forms would be part of the user’s everyday 

linguistic environment. In contrast, the transliterated form that appears in dictionary 

etymologies, laḍḍū, would be unfamiliar, making the diacritics on the letters more 

obfuscatory than elucidatory. Obviously, if the user is familiar with the Indian English 

word laddu, then, in the context of a dictionary etymology at the entry for laddu, it 

would easy to extrapolate that the dotted d (ḍ) stands for the retroflex d, and the u with 
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macron (ū) stands for the long u vowel. However, the words given in etymologies are 

not always so close in form to the headword of the entry, especially for more remote 

etymons. If a user is looking at an etymology, it can be assumed that there is some 

information gap that they wish to fill.  

 Another major problem with using transliterations in dictionary etymologies is that 

they are from the perspective of the western linguistic tradition. This point must be 

considered in light of the potential intended audience of dictionaries of Indian English. 

Are the intended users solely foreigners who do not speak or know Indian English, or 

does the intended audience include, or does it consist primarily of, Indians who speak 

Indian English? By using a transliteration, the close connection between the word of the 

native Indian language and the Indian English word is pushed one step further apart by 

the intromission of a form that has no existence in real-world language. 

 

6.2.5.3. Original script etymons 

 

For most speakers of Indian English, literacy one or more native Indian scripts is the 

norm, and the use of a native Indian script in an etymology would present no problem, 

provided the user knew the particular script being used. Thus, for a dictionary user 

familiar with Devanagari, an etymology that reads 

 

 [from Hindi लड्डू ] 

 

has benefits over an etymology that reads 

 

 [from Hindi laḍḍū]. 

 

Firstly, the Devanagari etymon is preferable in that it is easier to read than the 

transliteration as it involves no unfamiliar characters or diacritics. Secondly, the 

Devanagari etymon gives an exact indication of pronunciation as the native script is 

adapted to the local language. This is especially so in cases of allophonic variation of 

phonemes, but also in other cases. For example, the medial sibilants in the etymon of 

the Indian English word trishul, त्रिशुल (triśūl), and the etymon for Indian English 

parishad, पाररषद (pāriṣad), are both colloquially pronounced /ɕ, ʃ/, even though they 

are spelled in Devanagari with different letters (श and ष respectively). However, when 

pronounced carefully, or with the Sanskrit term in mind, पाररषद is pronounced with /ʂ/. 

The transliterated spelling pāriṣad, on the other hand, limits the pronunciation of 

pāriṣad to the retroflex sibilant only. This example involves only one contrastive pair, 

from one language, in one native script, but the real number of cases must be multiplied 
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greatly when all potential donor languages are considered. Sindhi has a complex 

consonant system including voiced unaspirated, voiceless unaspirated, voiced aspirated, 

voiceless aspirated, and voiced implosive stops (Ladefoged and Disner 2012). However, 

‘the situation is complicated by the fact that the so-called palatal plosives are actually 

prepalatal affricates; but the voiced implosive is a true palatal stop’ (Ladefoged 1971: 

26). For a transliteration system to capture this complexity would necessarily involve a 

complicated system of symbols. At the same time, this complex phonetic environment 

is even further complicated by the history of Sindhi writing wherein a number of 

different scripts have been used and promoted over the years, based variously on the 

Perso-Arabic script, the Lunda script, Devanagari, and Gurmukhi (Cardona and Jain 

2007: 696). Today both the Perso-Arabic and Devanagari-based scripts are most 

commonly used. However, despite this complexity, native speakers of Sindhi are able to 

correctly read Sindhi scripts, and presenting Sindhi etymons in a Sindhi script, or 

multiple Sindhi scripts, is more user-friendly to Indian English dictionary users literate 

in Sindhi than presenting them in transliteration. 

 The first edition of the Oxford English Dictionary, 1888-1928, regularly gave 

original script etymons with following transcriptions for the Biblical languages 

Aramaic, Hebrew, and Syriac, as well as for Arabic, Persian, and Turkish. Malay 

etymons were given in the Jawi script (a modified Arabic script formerly in use 

throughout Malay speaking areas), and Russian etymons in Cyrillic. Ancient Greek 

etymons were also given in original script, but without transliterations, there being an 

assumption that the educated Victorian reader should know how to read Greek. In terms 

of native Indian languages, Hindustani etymons were occasionally given in the Urdu 

script, and Hindi ones rarely in Devanagari. Sanskrit etymons were also rarely given in 

Devanagari. Original script etymons were not given for Japanese, Chinese, Egyptian, or 

Celtic etymons. The 1933 Supplement also provided original script etymons, but not 

consistently. For example, the entry for cherem, ‘excommunication from the 

Synagogue’, gives the etymon in Hebrew script ‘הרמ’ (Craigie and Onions 1933: 184), 

whereas chedar, ‘a Hebrew school for Jewish children’, does not (183). Again, with 

Malay etymons, the entry for blukar, ‘a secondary forest in Malaya’, gives the Jawi 

form ‘بلوكر ’ (without transliteration) in the etymology (95), whereas corocoro, ‘a boat 

used in the Malay Archipelago’, only gives the transliteration ‘kurakura’ (237). 

However, the practice of supplying original script etymons was discontinued by 

Burchfield in the new Supplements (1972-1986), and in the case of those entries of the 

1933 Supplement which were subsumed into the new Supplements by Burchfield, the 

original script etymons were deleted and replaced with transcriptions alone. This is now 

the style of the complete Oxford English Dictionary: original script etymons have been 

abandoned for transcriptions from the second edition of 1989 until present. In 
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explaining the editorial policy of the Supplements, Burchfield states that ‘the characters 

of all foreign languages except Greek have been transliterated (where necessary) into 

the roman alphabet’ (1971: xvi). The reason for this change is not explained. We can 

conjecture that it was because it was assumed most intended users could not understand 

the foreign scripts, though, that assumption should apply equally well to Greek. Perhaps 

it was instead a time-saving and cost-cutting measure, to save on typesetting costs and 

the necessity of having the various scripts checked by experts. 

 In terms of Indian English, another benefit of original script etymons is in the 

handling of schwa syncope. In many native Indian languages the schwa vowel is 

retained in some phonetic environments and deleted in other phonetic environments. 

This phenomenon is realised in various ways in different Indian languages. For Hindi, 

some scholars have attempted to formalise a rule governing this phenomenon (e.g. see 

Bhatia 1987: 39-40). However, this rule does not work in one hundred per cent of cases 

(Choudhury, Basu and Sarkar 2004). For other languages, the system is different (e.g. 

see Mistry 2007). In Brahmic-based scripts, such as the scripts for Hindi, Punjabi, 

Gujarati, Tamil, and Malayalam, for instance, each syllable has the schwa vowel as an 

inherent vowel, and so when vowel syncope occurs, the writing system does not 

indicate the deletion of the schwa. For example, the Hindi word लड़का, a boy, is spelled 

ल la + ड़ ṛa + का kā, which would seemingly indicate the pronunciation laṛakā 

/ləɾəkaː/, but, due to schwa syncope, the correct pronunciation is laṛkā /ləɾkaː/. This 

would seem to indicate that the native script is not a good indicator of pronunciation. 

However, this is not the case, since literate native speakers of Hindi are fully cognisant 

of the correct pronunciation associated with the graphic form लड़का. This makes the 

original script form a suitable an etymon in an Indian English dictionary to dictionary 

users who are literate native Hindi speakers, more easily recognisable than the 

transliteration laṛkā.  

 The schwa syncope phenomenon also comes into play with Sanskritic tatsama 

words, such as the name of the god Ram or Rama. In both Sanskrit and modern Hindi 

the name is spelled रार्, and this presents a problem for transliteration, as the final 

syllable carries the inherent schwa vowel. In Sanskrit, the inherent vowel is regularly 

pronounced rāma /ɾaːmə/, but in modern vernaculars the inherent vowel is often 

weakened or omitted and thus pronounced rām /ɾaːm/, as in the common greeting ‘Ram, 

Ram’ (Muthiah 1991: 130). However, it is not always omitted. Under certain 

circumstances, especially in religious contexts, there is a tendency to pronounce the 

name in the correct Sanskrit manner. In Indian English, this accounts for the variant 

spellings Ram and Rama. In terms of etymology, a dictionary user who understands this 

aspect of the Devanagari writing system has no problem reading and comprehending the 

dual phonetic realisations of the native script etymon रार्. With transcription systems, 
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there are a number of possible methods of treating such tatsama nouns. First, is to offer 

both transcriptions rāma and rām. The downside to this is deciding which should come 

first in order: a decision that may differ depending on the word in question. Second, is 

to use parentheses to show that the final vowel is optional, rām(a). The downside to this 

is that its meaning is not immediately clear and involves another step in decoding. 

Third, is to use a separate symbol to indicate the reduced or dropped vowel, such as the 

symbol ă used by McGregor (1993), thus resulting in rāmă. The downside to this is that 

it adds another symbol to the set of transliteration symbols to be learned and decoded. 

  The major drawback of original script etymons is that they only work for users who 

can already read the script. In India, familiarity with Devanagari is widespread, as Hindi 

is the national language. However, knowledge of Devanagari is not universal. In the 

Dravidian south, particularly, for reasons of language politics, Hindi is actively 

eschewed by many people. Also, in many predominantly Muslim areas of India, Arabic-

based scripts are more familiar. In the Punjab, Gurmukhi is much more commonly used 

than Devanagari. For non-Indian users of a dictionary, Indian scripts are generally 

unknown. Users with no literacy in Indian scripts, if sufficiently motivated, can learn 

how to read the various Indian scripts, but this entails no small effort, especially as most 

Indian scripts are abugidas, that is, scripts based on consonant units with inherent 

vowels or vowels marked with diacritics (e.g. Devanagari), or abjabs, scripts in which 

vowels are absent or optional (e.g. the Perso-Arabic script) (see Powell 2009: 172-173). 

These writing systems differ considerably from alphabets where both consonants and 

vowels are accorded individual characters. In addition, while the English alphabet 

places each letter in sequence left to right as they are pronounced, a number of Indian 

Brahmic scripts do not. For example, the Hindi word ततक्का (tikka), although 

pronounced with an initial stop and followed by a vowel, is written letter-by-letter, from 

left to right, i, t, k, k, a, which seems counterintuitive to people only familiar with 

alphabetical writing systems. The placement of the conjoined stroke ज  before the 

consonant त ् (t) indicates the short vowel /ɪ/, while placing a conjoined stroke  ी after 

the consonant त ्indicates the long vowel /iː/, as in the Hindi word तीर्च (tīrth), a place of 

pilgrimage. For users unfamiliar with the Hindi script Devanagari, or similar Brahmic 

scripts, ततक्का and तीर्च do not appear at first sight to begin with the same letter. The 

scripts used for Dravidian languages have a much higher incidence of this type of vowel 

and consonant placement. Therefore, a simple table of correspondences between 

characters and the sounds they represent presented in the front matter to a dictionary is 

not enough for users unfamiliar with such scripts to be able to decipher text written in 

most of the Indian abugida scripts. In the case of abjab scripts, a knowledge of the 

language involved is required in order to fill in the appropriate vowels when they are 

omitted. Plus there is the extra burden of swapping between reading left-to-right and 
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right-to-left. The complexity of most native Indian scripts mean that for users unfamiliar 

with Indian scripts transliterations, despite their high level of unfamiliar characters and 

diacritics, are easier to comprehend, decode or learn, and are thus easier to use.   

 

6.2.5.4. IPA etymons 

 

The International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) is now the commonplace method of 

rendering pronunciations in lexicography. One of the earliest dictionaries to use IPA for 

pronunciations was the Macquarie Dictionary (1981), though in a specially adapted 

form (see Cox 2012: 151-163). The universal use of IPA by linguists and language 

teachers internationally means that the IPA symbols have a wide comprehension, 

though knowledge of IPA is far from universal. It is possible to give etymons in the 

International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), though this has not been done in any major 

English-language dictionary. Such etymons would give priority to the phonetic form of 

borrowed lexis, and may help highlight the differences in pronunciation that occur 

during the process of Anglicisation. Another benefit would be that only one table 

explaining the meaning of the symbols would be needed, as opposed to a dictionary that 

used IPA for pronunciations and a transliteration system for etymons, which would 

require two explanatory tables. The obvious downside is that an IPA rendering of an 

etymon does not give any information about the orthography of the etymon, which can 

have an effect on the form, meaning, and pronunciation of a borrowed term. For 

example, the Indian English word thug is derived from Hindustani ठग, rendered in the 

usual transliteration ṭhag, and pronounced /ʈʱəg/. The word was commonly Romanised 

as thug in colonial times, and this is now the usual spelling in Indian English (as well as 

other varieties of English). This Romanisation gave rise to the regular English 

pronunciation /θʌg/, a spelling pronunciation. In Indian English, the pronunciation is 

usually /ʈʱəg/, though /θʌg/ also occurs (note that the Macmillan Comprehensive 

Dictionary (2006: 2156) only gives /θʌg/). In any case, the morphological history is an 

important factor in the etymology of the word thug, and etymons given solely in IPA 

would not be able to capture this effectively. 

 

6.2.5.5. Sound recording etymons 

 

With the advances in technology that have come about with the advent of the digital 

revolution, dictionaries have started including sound recordings for pronunciations (e.g. 

The Macquarie Dictionary online). For electronic dictionaries, sound recordings could 

be used to render etymons. This would give a faithful representation of the phonological 

content of the etymon, and would remove any of the complications associated with 
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using transliterations, original scripts, or IPA. However, as with IPA etymons, the 

morphological content of the word’s history is not given by a sound recording. 

Furthermore, lexicography is largely based on evidence from literary sources, and while 

sound recordings can be created for etymons, in most cases there are no original sound 

recordings for dictionary etymons, especially as etymons usually refer to past usage, 

often the distant past. For historical etymons, sound recordings would be modern 

interpretations of former pronunciations, and the further back in time they reach, the 

more conjectural pronunciations are. This last caveat applies to a certain extent to IPA 

etymons and to transliterated etymons. 

 

6.2.5.6 Potential combinations 

 

The above discussion of five ways of rendering etymons for borrowed lexis 

demonstrates that each method has its own strengths and weaknesses and that no one 

method is wholly satisfactory. A practical solution to this is to use combinations of the 

four different rendering methods. A number of combinations are possible. A 

combination of original script etymons and transliterations was sometimes used in the 

first edition of the Oxford English Dictionary. For example, the etymology of the word 

algum, a tree mentioned in the Bible, has ‘אלגומ algūm’ (Murray 1888a: 218), which has 

the original Hebrew script followed by a transliteration. Since original script etymons 

were abandoned by Burchfield (1971: xvi), the current Oxford English Dictionary only 

has the transliteration. A similar method could be used for Indian English. For the word 

laddu, the etymology could be presented with the original script followed by a 

transliteration: 

 

 [from Hindi लड्डू laḍḍū] 

 

This etymology has all the benefits of using original script, but allows users unfamiliar 

with Devanagari to obtain an idea of how the etymon is pronounced, and how this 

connects to the headword (Indian English) form. It still requires the user who does not 

know Hindi to understand the meanings of the transliteration diacritics. Another 

possibility is to have the original script followed by IPA: 

 

 [from Hindi लड्डू /ˈlɑɖu/] 

 

or 

 

 [from Hindi लड्डू /ˈlɑɖːu/] 
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The second of these uses the IPA length mark (ː) to indicate the phonetic effect of the 

gemination of the consonant, though this is a phonetic rather than phonemic distinction. 

Such an etymology may suit a linguist, but would present difficulties to a general user 

who did not know either Devanagari or IPA.  

 A third option, possible for electronic dictionaries, would be for the original script 

to be supplied with a sound recording which could be accessed by a mouse click. The 

sound recording could be accessed by either clicking on the original script word, or by a 

clicking on an obvious symbol, such as 🔊 (a speaker), placed after the etymon: 

 

 [from Hindi लड्डू 🔊 ] 

 

This solution does away with the problems that arise from the use of transliterations and 

IPA. At the same time, it has the positive benefit of uplifting indigenous Indian 

languages and scripts within the context of English-language lexicography, as opposed 

to the usual practice of using only transliterations, which places original scripts in the 

background and Western linguistic notations in the foreground. Indian English exists in 

a multilingual environment, and native-script etymons are commensurate with that 

reality. The word laddu and the word लड्डू are both genuine Indian words, that is, they 

exist in real language situations. The transliteration laḍḍū does not occur as a natural 

word in India, while the IPA rendition /ˈlɑɖu/ is not even a word. 

 A fourth option, possible for electronic dictionaries, would be for the original script 

to be supplied with a transliteration or phonetic transcription available on mouse-over or 

a right mouse click. On mouse-over, the transcription could appear in boxed text. Thus 

the initial screen entry would appear as: 

 

 [from Hindi लड्डू ] 

 

When the original script word is moused over, the transcription would appear: 

 

 

 [from Hindi लड्डू ] 

 

And then the screen would return to:  

 

 [from Hindi लड्डू ] 

 

when the mouse cursor is moved off the etymon. 

 

laḍḍū 



469 

 

 The same effect could be used with IPA transcriptions. For example: 

 

 

 [from Hindi लड्डू] 

 

or with a sound recordings. For example: 

 

 

 [from Hindi लड्डू] 

 

or with any combination of transliteration, IPA transcriptions, and sound recording. For 

example, transcription plus IPA: 

 

 

 [from Hindi लड्डू] 

or, transcription plus sound recording: 

 

 

 [from Hindi लड्डू] 

or, transcription plus IPA, plus sound recording: 

 

 

 [from Hindi लड्डू] 

In fact, any content thought necessary to explain a native script etymon for a user 

unfamiliar with the script can be incorporated and revealed only on mouse-over. For 

example: 

 

 

 

 [from Hindi लड्डू] 

As far as I am aware, this type of functionality, which is common in HTML documents, 

has not been applied to dictionary etymologies. The benefits of this solution are 

manifold. First, it does away with the problems that arise from cluttering up the screen 

with transliteration or IPA text. Second, this solution uses native script etymons which 

are accurate and are examples of real-world language, as opposed to being linguistic 

/ˈlɑɖu/ 

Transcription: laḍḍū 
Pronunciation: /ˈlɑɖu/ 
Listen: 🔊 

🔊 

 laḍḍū,  /ˈlɑɖu/ 

 laḍḍū 🔊 

 

 laḍḍū, /ˈlɑɖu/, 🔊 
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descriptions. Finally, this solution has the positive benefit of elevating indigenous 

Indian languages and indigenous Indian scripts within the context of English-language 

lexicography, as opposed to the usual practice of using only transliterations, which 

places original scripts in the background and western linguistic notations in the 

foreground, yet, at the same time, allowing access to explanatory material for those 

users who are unfamiliar with indigenous scripts.  

 Section 6.2 discussed the numerous deficiencies in the etymologies of the Indian 

English dictionaries surveyed in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5, including the importance and 

function of etymologies, and the history of etymologies in Indian English lexicography. 

A total of 9 separate deficiencies in the etymologies were identified and lexicographical 

methods for overcoming deficiencies each of the 9 deficiencies were put forward. 

Section 6.2 also provided an overview of the various transmission types in Indian 

English and discussed the advantages and disadvantages of five different techniques for 

rendering non-English etymons (Romanisation, transliteration, original script, the 

International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), and, for electronic dictionaries, sound 

recordings). The re-adoption of original script etymons for Indian English etymology 

was suggested and various ways of combining original script etymons with other 

techniques for rendering non-English etymons were discussed. The following section 

(Section 6.3) will discuss deficiencies in pronunciations. 

 

6.3. Deficiencies in pronunciations 

 

Section 6.3 discusses the deficiencies in the provision of pronunciations in the Indian 

English dictionaries surveyed in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5. The possibility of using IPA 

descriptions or sound recordings of the pronunciation of educated speakers of Indian 

English (as well as, or instead of, IPA descriptions or sound recordings of Received 

Pronunciation) for dictionary etymologies in future dictionaries of Indian English is 

discussed. 

 One major deficiency of all dictionaries surveyed is the treatment of Indian English 

pronunciation. Kachru concurs, noting that ‘the phonetic level (or pronunciation aspect) 

has generally been ignored in dictionaries of Indian English’ (1980: 85). Of the 

dictionaries surveyed for the present research, B.E (c.1699), Bailey (1721-1808), 

Johnson (1755-1785), Wilkins (1813), Hotten (1859-1874), Yule and Burnell 

(1886/1903), Barrère and Leland (1889-1890), Muthiah (1991), Lewis (1991), Sengupta 

(1996), Hankin (1992/2003), Mahal (2006), and Lonely Planet (2008), either did not 

provide any pronunciations at all, or only provided pronunciation information for a few 

lexical items. Yule and Burnell (1886/1903), for example, provide explicit information 

about pronunciation for less than 5% of headwords. In addition, the pronunciation 
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information supplied is generally cursory in nature, and often ambiguous or unclear. 

Whitworth (1885) provides some pronunciation information via transliterated 

headwords, though this is limited in scope, marking aspiration of consonants, and 

distinguishing between dental and retroflex t and d, but marking vowel length only for 

the letter a (i.e. short /ʌ/ versus long /ɑː/ or /aː/), and not for the letter i. Lewis (1991) 

marks vowel length for a and i, but very irregularly, and does not distinguish between 

dental and retroflex consonants. In addition, out of 3777 entries, Lewis (1991) provides 

explicit information for a single word, namely, the word cantonment, though the 

pronunciation given appears to be British English, not Indian English.  

 Nihalani et al. (2004) is a special case as this ‘handbook’ devotes a 60-page section 

to Indian English pronunciation (201-260), which includes ‘a Dictionary of 

Pronunciation’ that comprises of ‘something over 2000 words’ (228). However, the 

lexis in the first section of the handbook is not given pronunciations (13-198), and not 

all the words in this section are covered in the pronunciation section. For example, in 

the letter S, approximately 50% of the terms the first section part of Nihalani et al. 

(2004) do not appear in the pronunciation section. Moreover, the pronunciations 

provided in Nihalani et al. (2004) are not descriptive, but are instead prescriptive, being 

an invented compromise that consists of Indian English phonemes with British English 

stress, rhythm, and intonation patterns, which the authors believe are ‘essential’ features 

that Indian learners should ‘adopt’ (206). 

 The OED regularly provides pronunciations of all definitions, but the first and 

second edition pronunciations were wholly British, and the pronunciations in the 

revised entries for OED3 are only provided for British and American English. No 

Indian English pronunciations are given the OED, even for Indian English lexis. 

Hawkins (1984) gives pronunciations for all lexis with an adapted set of IPA symbols, 

including stress marking. However, these are not Indian English pronunciations, but 

rather pronunciations ‘of a speaker of southern England with some acquaintance with 

Hindustani’ (viii). The only dictionary that attempts to provide Indian English 

pronunciations for the entire lexis, including both Indianisms and core English entries, 

is the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006). These pronunciations consists of 

an adapted set of IPA symbols, but are occasionally inconsistent for Indian English 

terms (e.g. in marking aspiration and post-vocalic rhoticity), and retain the Australian 

English primary and secondary stress marks from the base dictionary.  

 Kachru posits that the ‘primary reason’ for the lack of this treatment of 

pronunciation in Indian English lexicography ‘is that traditionally Indian English has 

been considered a substandard variety of British English’ (1980: 85). While this may 

have been true of pre-Independence lexicography, in the post-Independence dictionaries 

surveyed in the present research, the usual reason put forward for omitting 
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pronunciation descriptions is that Indian English pronunciation is not standardised 

throughout the whole country. For instance, Sengupta (1996) states that pronunciations 

were not given because Indian English pronunciation ‘differs widely from place to place 

and from speaker to speaker’ (1431). Likewise, Muthiah (1991) complains that 

pronunciations ‘tend to vary so much from area to area in the same country’ (vi), and 

Mahal (2006) cites regional variation as a reason for abandoning any attempt at 

providing pronunciation information (xi-xii). How accurately these reasons reflect the 

real decision-making process are is unknown, nevertheless, regional pronunciation 

variation is a feature of British and American English as well, and is not in itself a 

cogent reason to avoid giving pronunciations in a dictionary.  

 It might be argued that both British and American English have standard 

pronunciations, namely, ‘Received Pronunciation’ (RP) for British English, and 

‘General American’ for American English, and Indian English does not. But this is to 

oversimplify the situation. It is true that British English dictionaries regularly give RP 

pronunciations, but these pronunciations are not representative of the majority of British 

English speakers. Nor are such dictionary pronunciations widely taken as didactic or 

prescriptive by most dictionary users, as non-RP pronunciations have remained the 

norm in Britain despite the consistent presence of RP pronunciations in dictionaries 

since the nineteenth century. Regional variation in American English accents has 

remained in place alongside dictionary pronunciations in General American as well. 

Davies (1999b) points out that there is ‘more than one’ Standard English in the world, 

but ‘that what distinguishes one standard from another is not substantial’ (184). In light 

of this, it should be noted that a number of phonetic descriptions of Indian English posit 

that, despite the variation in pronunciation that exists in India, there are number of pan-

Indian features that are associated with educated speakers of Indian English. Further, 

Gargesh notes that ‘many of these features converge into what can be considered a 

“general” phonology of IndE,’ and provides an overview of ‘phonological 

generalizations’ (2008: 231). Wells (1982) also gives an overview of ‘the accent of 

educated Indian’ (626-632), as do Nihalani et al. (2004: 207-227), and Sailaja (2009: 

17-37). The type of educated Indian English pronunciation that Wells, Gargesh, and 

others describe might well serve for pronunciations in an Indian English dictionary. 

Such dictionary pronunciations would, at the very least, be an improvement on merely 

giving British or American English pronunciations, and certainly an improvement on 

giving no pronunciation information at all. For lexical items, or sets of lexical items, 

where there are widely used variant pronunciations, these could be provided, as is the 

usual lexicographical practice. 

 There are, however, a number of important caveats. First, it is widely recognised 

that a full description of Indian English pronunciation is wanting, and much more work 
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needs to be done (e.g. Gargesh 2008: 242). Kachru particularly noted that ‘no serious 

attempts have been made to structure Indian English stress and determine its 

predictability’ (1980: 87). In the absence of well-grounded and well-researched 

linguistic knowledge of educated Indian English pronunciation, dictionary 

pronunciations cannot proceed. But, of course, it is within the scope of the 

lexicographer to perform such phonological research as part of a dictionary project. 

Second, for dictionaries that are required to be commercially successful, the potential 

backlash from educators, self-appointed language guardians, and the like, who perceive 

dictionaries as prescriptive enterprises must be taken into consideration. This is 

especially relevant for standardising dictionaries. Davies argues that: 

   

it is indeed a trahison des clercs for applied linguists to advocate a new or 

emerging or politically motivated variety of English as the standard of choice 

where it does not have the imprimatur of speech community acceptance. 

(Davies 1999b: 184) 

 

Whether or not the pronunciation of educated Indian English speakers has ‘community 

acceptance,’ or how much community acceptance it has, is an unknown at present. The 

fight for community acceptance of the Australian English pronunciation in Australia 

took place over many decades, championed by a small group of academics, and fought 

out in various public forums, notably with newspaper journalists. By 1981, the fight was 

largely over and the Macquarie Dictionary, with Australian English pronunciations for 

all lexis, was published to great acclaim and attendant national pride. It does not appear 

that such a fight is currently being fought for Indian English pronunciation. However, 

the promotion of Indian English pronunciation as an acceptable and valuable accent for 

Indians could form part of a dictionary project. Lexicographers of successful 

dictionaries constantly have to defend their dictionaries in the public forum. Defending 

the dictionary on grounds of it being descriptive rather than prescriptive is part of life 

for practising lexicographers who are in the public eye. From a purely descriptive point 

of view, using the pronunciation of educated Indian English speakers, is perfectly valid. 

At the same time, if the dictionary pronunciations do not match with the perceived 

prestige pronunciation of a certain section of the speech community, then criticism is 

inevitable. How this criticism will affect sales, and hence profitability, and hence even 

successfully completing publication, must not be ignored.  

 One solution would be to provide both educated Indian English pronunciations and 

Received Pronunciations, the perceived prestige form still prevalent with many people 

in India. This would satisfy the descriptive goal, and potentially satisfy the 

prescriptivists. For printed dictionaries, there are three issues to be considered. First, 
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how feasible this is in terms of typesetting, and entry layout. That is, it must be 

typographically obvious to the user which pronunciation is which, without cluttering up 

the page, causing awkward line-breaks or excessive line-breaks, or employing an excess 

of symbols or type devices which make it difficult for the user to decode. Second, the 

choice of which pronunciation to put first is important. Here the lexicographer must 

decide how important it is to please the prescriptivists. Third, clearly, providing two 

pronunciations increases the size of the dictionary content, essentially doubling the 

pronunciation content except for the cases where both Indian English and RP 

pronunciations are the same. 

 For electronic dictionaries, the increase in size is inconsequential, and the problems 

of entry layout and typesetting are considerably lessened, especially if only one entry at 

a time is to be displayed on screen. There is plenty of room on a computer screen to 

provide more than one pronunciation. Additionally, sound recording pronunciations can 

be provided, either in concert with IPA or some other phonemic transcription, or instead 

of a phonemic transcription. As for the question of which pronunciation to put first, the 

freedom to return any particular selection of data from the underlying database and how 

that is displayed on screen can be tuned to the individual user. For example, an 

electronic dictionary could employ the concept of ‘skins,’ that is, a set of graphical 

features of a user interface that is customised to the individual user. Thus, a user could 

choose if they wanted to have RP displayed first and Indian English pronunciations 

displayed second, or Indian English pronunciations displayed first and RP second, or to 

display only RP, or only Indian English pronunciations. These preferences could be 

linked to individual users so that each time the dictionary data was accessed, the same 

‘skin’ would be used. Each individual user could also be given the power to modify the 

skin any at any point, thus suiting the particular type of lexicographical query they were 

following. The greater freedom of space afforded to electronic dictionaries means that 

an electronic dictionary of Indian English could also provide pronunciations also for 

American English, or any other variety of English that was deemed useful for 

comparison purposes. 

 Section 6.3 discussed the deficiencies in the provision of pronunciations in the 

Indian English dictionaries surveyed in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5, and the possibility of 

using IPA descriptions or sound recordings of the pronunciation of educated speakers of 

Indian English (as well as, or instead of, IPA descriptions or sound recordings of 

Received Pronunciation) for dictionary etymologies in future dictionaries of Indian 

English. The following section (Section 6.4) will discuss deficiencies in content in the 

Indian English dictionaries surveyed in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5. 
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6.4. Deficiencies in content 

 

Section 6.4 discusses the various deficiencies in content provided by the Indian English 

dictionaries surveyed in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5. It is broken down into a number of 

subsections. Section 6.4.1, History of content in Indian English dictionaries, provides a 

brief historical overview of how the content of dictionaries that treat Indian English 

changed from the later seventeenth century to the early twenty-first century. Sections 

6.4.2, Part of speech analysis, and 6.4.3, Subject category analysis, highlight the great 

disparity between the surveyed dictionaries in terms of grammatical class and the 

distribution of semantic categories in definitions between dictionaries. Section 6.4.4, 

Deficiencies in variant spellings, discusses deficiencies in content from the point of 

view of variant spellings via a case study of the word bhisti which details the great 

disparity between the orthographical variation in Indian English and how that variation 

has been presented in dictionaries of Indian English (the complete dataset for the word 

bhisti is presented in Appendix 4). Sections 6.4.5, Deficiencies in grammar, and 6.4.6, 

Encyclopaedic material, assess deficiencies in content with regard to grammar and 

encyclopaedic material, respectively. Section 6.4.7, Summary of content deficiencies, 

summarises the deficiencies in content examined in Section 6.4.  

 

6.4.1. History of content in Indian English dictionaries 

 

The analysis of dictionaries in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 has uncovered a changing 

attitude towards what lexical items of Indian English are worth recording in 

dictionaries. The earliest dictionaries, namely, B.E. (c.1699), Bailey (1721-1808), and 

Johnson (1755-1785), concentrated largely on trade items coming from the East to 

Europe, but the coverage of lexis was minimal. Bailey included a number of highly 

inaccurate definitions which characterised Indians as outlandish and fabulous, while 

Johnson, who borrowed much from Bailey, excluded the fabulous in favour of more 

factual and credible definitions. The content of Wilkins (1813) was constrained by the 

base dataset which he was charged to explicate, namely, the Fifth Report, which was 

largely concerned with economic and administrative matters of British governance in 

India. Hotten (1859-1874) concentrated largely on slang items, as did Barrère and 

Leland (1889-1890), but also only covered a very minimal selection of Indian English 

vocabulary. The lexis covered by Whitworth (1885), Yule and Burnell (1886/1903), and 

the OED (1888-), is more extensive and more catholic, and includes terms from a wide 

range of subject areas. However, considerable biases towards particular subject areas 

are apparent, especially focussing on names of occupations, names of places, and terms 

relating to religion. Meanwhile, various subject areas are severely under-represented, 
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such as music, dance, and education. Some post-Independence dictionaries, such as 

Hawkins (1984), Lewis (1991), Sengupta (1996), and Hankin (2003), while introducing 

a number of modern lexical items, still owe much to the major pre-Independence 

dictionaries. Lewis (1991), in particular, is highly derivative of earlier sources. 

However, despite the expansion in the range of subject areas, the coverage of Indian 

English lexis in individual dictionaries lacks consistency and comprehensiveness. And, 

even when all dictionaries are taken together, the currant lexicographical coverage of 

Indian English vocabulary is fragmentary and is far from complete. The following 

sections provide greater detail on the ways in which this content deficiency can be 

determined, and discusses a number of ways this might be remedied.  

 

6.4.2. Part of speech analysis 

One aspect of the dictionaries surveyed that reveals the inconsistency of lexical 

coverage is the inconsistency in the percentage the various grammatical classes. Table 

6.1 lists the distribution of the most common grammatical classes (in percentages) for 

11 dictionaries. All percentages are rounded to one decimal place. For comparison, the 

percentages for a conventional desk dictionary, namely, the complete Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary (2006), exclusive of its Indian English material, are given. 

These figures are considered here as representative of the distribution of grammatical 

categories in a conventional dictionary of the English language. Figures for noun 

percentages are given in total and broken down into common and proper nouns. 

Table 6.1: Percentage of grammatical classes in surveyed dictionaries 

 

Dictionary total 

noun 

common 

noun 

proper 

noun 

adj. verb adv. phrase 

Whitworth (1885) 96.9 61.7 35.2 2.1 < 1.0 < 1.0 < 1.0 

Yule and Burnell (1903)  96.6 72.9 23.7 2.0 < 1.0 < 1.0 < 1.0 

Hankin (2003) 95.0 76.8 18.2 2.7 < 1.0 < 1.0 1.1 

Hawkins (1984) 93.9 86.9 7.0 3.4 < 1.0 < 1.0 < 1.0 

Lewis (1991) 93.5 83.5 10.0 3.9 1.3 < 1.0 < 1.0 

Macmillan (2006) 91.3 53.1 38.2 6.8 < 1.0 - < 1.0 

Muthiah (1991) 90.2 81.7 8.5 2.9 3.3 < 1.0 2.1 

Sengupta (1996) 89.9 81.8 8.1 3.9 3.5 < 1.0 1.2 

Lonely Planet (2008) 83.0 68.5 14.5 6.7 3.3 < 1.0 5.0 

Mahal (2006) 75.9 75.4 < 1.0 12.7 2.4 < 1.0 1.9 

Nihalani et al. (2004) 41.6 41.6 - 7.9 37.0 3.4 5.7 

Macmillan total (2003) 61.9 49.6 12.2 18.2 12.1 4.8 2.3 



477 

 

A number of trends can be seen in Table 6.1. First, the majority of Indian English 

dictionaries are skewed heavily towards nouns, with the two highest in this regarding 

being Whitworth (1885) and Yule and Burnell (1903), which both have nouns for over 

96% of the total lexis covered. With the exception of Nihalani et al. (2004), all 

dictionaries had a greater percentage of nouns than a standard desk dictionary (i.e. 

61.9%). Nihalani et al. (2004), in contrast, fell far below this, with nouns making up 

only 41.6% of total lexis covered. Second, the amount of adjectives covered by all 

dictionaries falls far below that of a standard desk dictionary. The complete Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary (2006) has adjectives for 18.2% of total lexis covered, 

whereas Mahal (2006) has 12.7%, Nihalani et al. (2004) has 7.9%, and all other 

dictionaries have less than 7.0%. Third, the amount of verbs covered by all dictionaries 

falls far below that of a standard desk dictionary. In the complete Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary (2006), 12.1% of total lexis covered consisted of verbs, 

whereas all Indian English surveyed dictionaries have less than 4.0%. The only 

exception to this is Nihalani et al. (2004), with verbs making up 37.0% of total lexis 

covered, far exceeding the rate of a standard desk dictionary. Fourth, the amount of 

adverbs covered by all dictionaries falls far below that of a standard desk dictionary. 

The complete Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006) has adverbs for 4.8% of 

total lexis covered, whereas all Indian English dictionaries have less than 1.0%. The 

only exception to this is Nihalani et al. (2004), with adverbs making up 3.4% of total 

lexis covered, approaching the rate of a standard desk dictionary. 

 There are a number of conclusions that can be drawn from these figures. First, it is 

clear the each dictionary consists of a unique selection of Indian English vocabulary that 

does not closely match that of other dictionaries. The corollary of this is that none of the 

dictionaries approach a comprehensive coverage of Indian English lexis, for each has 

numerous items that are not in other dictionaries. Second, lexicographers that have 

treated Indian English have on the whole concentrated on nouns to the exclusion of 

other grammatical categories. The present research does not allow reasons for this 

discrepancy to be postulated. Nevertheless, it can be safely reasoned that the over-

representation of nouns is not because Indian English has any greater set of nouns than 

other varieties of English. It can also be safely reasoned that the over-representation of 

nouns is not because the bulk of Indianisms, that is, terms peculiar to Indian English, 

consists predominantly of nouns. The large number of adjective, verb, and adverb 

definitions in Nihalani et al. (2004) is testimony to this. In any case, it is clear that the 

lexicography of Indian English, to date, has not produced a balanced treatment of Indian 

English lexis. 
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6.4.3. Subject category analysis 

 

An analysis of definitions according to subject area was carried out for three 

dictionaries, Whitworth (1885), Yule and Burnell (1903), and the Macmillan 

Comprehensive (2006). This analysis entailed labelling every definition, including 

nested entries, according to semantic field, following the work of Baumgardner, 

Kennedy and Shamin (1993), and Kachru (1983). Category labelling was added to 5697 

definitions in Whitworth (1885), the 4332 definitions in Yule and Burnell (1903), and to 

2175 definitions in the Macmillan Comprehensive (2006). For the sake of clarity, the 

names of individual categories or subcategories are given in small capitals in the 

following discussion. 

 The results of this semantic field analysis expose great disparity between the three 

dictionaries analysed, no doubt arising from the biases of the individual lexicographers 

who created the dictionaries. The question of whether or not it is good lexicographical 

practice to allow such biases to so strongly influence lexical selection in a dictionary is 

beyond the scope of the present study. More significant is the fact that the results of the 

analysis highlight the extent to which each dictionary’s lexical content is eclectic. This 

in turn reveals the extent to which each dictionary fails to record lexis that occurs in 

other dictionaries, and hence that there is no one dictionary which offers comprehensive 

coverage of Indian English lexis.  

 Table 6.2 presents a comparison between the five most common subject areas in 

Whitworth (1885), with the same categories in the other two dictionaries. Percentages 

are rounded to one decimal place. The label ‘F & F’ refers to the subject area FLORA 

AND FAUNA. 

 

Table 6.2: Most common subject areas in three dictionaries 

 

 

Table 6.2 shows that Whitworth (1885) devoted more than twice the amount of 

dictionary definitions to the PEOPLE category than Yule and Burnell (1903) and the 

Macmillan Comprehensive (2006). The PEOPLE category includes names of communal 

groupings, such castes, tribes, races, etc., as well as ethnonyms, regional names, and the 

Dictionary Subject category 

 
People Religion Commerce Place F & F Food 

Whitworth 46.8% 20.3% 9.7% 8.7% 6.0% 3.7% 

Yule & Burnell 20.2% 5.8% 3.1% 17.6% 9.5% 8.0% 

Macmillan  20.7% 20.4% 1.0% 20.0% 9.5% 6.3% 
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names of occupations. Most of this lexis consists of proper nouns. However, unlike 

Yule and Burnell (1903) and the Macmillan Comprehensive (2006), Whitworth (1885) 

did not include as great a percentage of place names or words relating to geography, 

devoting only 8.7% of definitions to the PLACE category, less than half the rate of the 

two other dictionaries. Both Whitworth (1885) and the Macmillan Comprehensive 

(2006) allocate approximately a fifth of all definitions to RELIGION, whereas Yule and 

Burnell (1903) only allocate 5.8% of definitions to RELIGION. In terms of different 

religions, there is also disparity in the content of the three dictionaries. Graph 6.1 

graphically displays the percentage of definitions that each dictionary devoted to the 

various major religions in India. 

 

Graph 6.1: Distribution of RELIGION category in three dictionaries 

 

Graph 6.1 reveals that while Whitworth (1885) and the Macmillan Comprehensive 

(2006) devoted most space to definitions relating to Hinduism, Yule and Burnell (1903) 

had more definitions relating to Islam than to Hinduism. Buddhism was well 

represented in the Macmillan Comprehensive (2006), but was allocated very few 

definitions in Whitworth (1885). Sikhism, on the other hand, was proportionally more 

fully treated in Whitworth (1885) than the other two dictionaries. Again, the important 

point here is that the disparity in coverage between the dictionaries reveals that each 

dictionary records lexis that is not recorded in other dictionaries, and hence that there is 

no one dictionary which offers comprehensive coverage of Indian English lexis. 
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6.4.4. Deficiencies in variant spellings 

 

This section (Section 6.4.4) discusses deficiencies in content from the point of view of 

variant spellings via a case study of the word bhisti which details the great disparity 

between the orthographical variation in Indian English and how that variation has been 

presented in dictionaries of Indian English (the complete dataset for the word bhisti is 

presented in Appendix 4). With respect to the provision of variant spellings, Indian 

English lexicography has been variable, but on the whole, some attempt at recording 

variants spellings appears in most dictionaries surveyed for the present research. 

However, the amount of orthographic variation in Indian English has not been well 

covered in Indian English dictionaries. This deficiency in Indian English lexicography 

could be remedied by giving greater consideration to the area of orthography. 

 With pre-Independence dictionaries, practice varied between attempting to provide 

the ‘proper’ form of a word, that is, a form that corresponded to, or closely indicated the 

pronunciation of, or the form in the indigenous language, and attempting to give the 

most common popular form. The first of these practices was often inconsistently 

undertaken, and involves a great deal of complexity due to the range of indigenous 

languages from which lexis was borrowed. The second practice also involved 

complexities, mostly arising from the great variety of orthographic forms in popular 

use, coupled with the lack of resources to accurately assess frequencies. Without the aid 

of computers, collecting enough tokens of the different variant spellings of a word to 

assess which form or forms were the most common would be untenably time-

consuming. Judgements about the most common form were therefore are liable to have 

been nothing more than impressionistic. The great range of spelling variation in Indian 

English lexis is a result of a long history of both Romanisations and transliterations. 

Lexicographers, for the most part, tended to take their own approaches, though, 

unfortunately, there was a great deal of inconsistency in the application of 

transliterations, and not infrequently, a lack of explanatory notes about the system used. 

In dictionaries, headwords were frequently given as Romanisations (e.g Hotten 1859-

1874; Yule and Burnell 1886/1903), but sometimes as transliterations (e.g. Whitworth 

1885). The exception to this was Wilkins (1813), who used the spelling forms of the 

dataset that formed the basis of his glossary (i.e. the Fifth Report). Etymons were 

commonly given in transliteration.  

 There were numerous Romanisation and transliteration systems available during the 

pre-Independence era, some, such as the Jonesian and the Hunterian systems, having 

names and enjoying a certain level of popularity in both scholarly works and in the 

wider English-using community. However, no one system gained universal acceptance, 

and, at any one time, a number of coexisting systems were in use. The various 
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Romanisation and transliteration systems used by different scholars over the years share 

many features and at the same time embody numerous differences in the representation 

of the same phonemes. Certain conventions became widespread, such as using dotted t 

(ṭ) and dotted d (ḍ) to represent retroflex consonants. But, many works chose not to 

distinguish between dental and retroflex consonants. Other phonetic qualities were 

indicated by a range of conventions, such as vowel length. A long a /aː/, for instance, 

could be represented by a macron (ā), an acute (á), a breve (ă), or by gemination (aa). A 

modern reflection of this is the spelling of sari. For example, the phoneme /iː/ was 

rendered by both ee and i, thus producing the forms saree and sari, both in common use 

historically and today. In Yule and Burnell (1903), 52.5% of headword and variant 

forms did not occur in the citations of their respective entries. This does not invalidate 

Yule and Burnell’s selection of headword and variant forms, as most of the headword 

forms they chose can be verified in other colonial-era literature. However, this figure 

does indicate the extent of orthographical variability. 

 All post-Independence dictionaries included at least some variant orthographical 

forms for headwords. Table 6.3 provides the raw number of variants forms given, and 

the percentage of variants to overall headwords, for the post-Independence dictionaries 

surveyed for the present research. 

 

Table 6.3: Variant spellings in post-Independence dictionaries 

 

Dictionary Variant Spellings Percentage 

Hawkins (1984) 206 8.2% 

Lewis (1991) 1935 27.4%  

Muthiah (1991) 145 6.4% 

Sengupta (1996) 239 8.9% 

Hankin (2003) 541 15.9% 

Nihalani et al. (2004) 5 <1% 

Macmillan Comprehensive (2006) 451 21.0%  

Mahal (2006) 32 7.8%  

Lonely Planet (2008) 3 < 1%  

 

As is clear from Table 6.3, there is great variability in the extent of variant orthography 

presented in the different post-Independence dictionaries of Indian English. Evidently 

Nihalani et al (2004) and Lonely Planet (2008) were not concerned with variation in the 

orthography of Indian English. Hawkins (1984), Muthiah (1991), Sengupta (1996), and 

Mahal (2006), all supplied variant spelling at a rate of between 5% and 10% of total 
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lexical items covered. The three dictionaries that gave the greatest treatment of variant 

spelling were Lewis (1991), Hankin (2003), and the Macmillan Comprehensive (2006).  

 Despite the lexicographical interest in displaying the variety of orthographical 

forms shown by dictionaries of Indian English, even for those dictionaries that have the 

highest rates of variant spellings, the amount of orthographical forms presented is 

extremely limited. This statement is amply demonstrated by the variant forms of the 

word bhisti, a person employed to carry and provide water. Hereafter spelled bhisti, 

except for direct quotations. The following discussion is based on the data presented in 

Appendix 4, which contains 200 citations for the word bhisti from my Indian English 

citation database. A total of 10 of the 18 dictionaries surveyed for the present research 

contained the word bhisti: Whitworth (1885), Yule and Burnell (1886; 1903), OED 

(Murray 1888a; not updated), Barrère and Leland (1889-1890), Hawkins (1984), Lewis 

(1991), Muthiah (1991), Sengupta (1996), Hankin (2003), and the Macmillan 

Comprehensive (2006). Collectively, these dictionaries record 12 different forms of the 

word bhisti. The most common form is bheesty, reported in 8 dictionaries, and the next 

most common is bhisti, found in 6 dictionaries. The form bheestie occurs in 3 

dictionaries, and the forms beasty, beastie, and bheestee occur in 2 dictionaries. The 

other six forms (beestie, bheesti, bhishti, bhistee, bhisty, and bihisti) occur only once 

each in the surveyed dictionaries. 

 In contrast to this, the 200 citations in Appendix 4, reveal that 32 different 

orthographical forms have been used to render this word in English over a period of 237 

years (from 1776 to 2012). Calculating and tabulating the forms is complicated by the 

fact that plural forms ending in -ies act as the plural to singulars ending both in -ie 

and -y. Thus, the plural form bheesties, is the plural of both bheestie and bheesty. Table 

6.4 displays the various orthographic forms of the word bhisti, followed by the number 

of times they appear in the citations, and the year dates in which the forms were 

recorded. The plural forms that go with two different singular forms are in italic font 

enclosed within parentheses.  

 

Table 6.4: Orthographic forms of the word bhisti 

 

Form Count Citation years 

beasty 6 1781, 1782, 1785, 1798, 1784, 1854 

beastie 3 1784, 1820, 1877 

(beasties) 2 1786, 1824 

beastee 2 1848, 1855 

beesty 5 1784, 1785, 1803, 1816, 1826 

beestie 4 1858, 1862, 1871, 1886 
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(beesties) 5 1776, 1782, 1803, 1869, 1872 

beestee 3 1844, 1847, 1870  

bheasty 1 1815 

bheastie 2 1826, 1862 

(bheasties) 4 1782, 1843, 1868, 1870 

bheestie 6 1826, 1833, 1850, 1854, 1861, 1929 

bheesty 10 1782, 1810, 1813, 1815, 1829, 1842, 1852, 1878, 1884, 1886 

(bheesties) 11 1787, 1788, 1805, 1810, 1811, 1822, 1824, 1832, 1838, 1839, 

1882 

bheestee 13 1816, 1829, 1830, 1835, 1836, 1837, 1842, 1858, 1885, 1889, 

1897, 1914, 2007  

bheesti 8 1837, 1845, 1870, 1875, 1984, 1975, 1996, 2009 

bisti 2 1834, 1854 

bisty 1 1783 

bhisty 6 1797, 1818, 1824, 1842, 1869, 2010 

bhistie 1 1888 

(bhisties) 5 1819, 1837, 1838, 1890, 1871 

bhisti 17 1834, 1859, 1897, 1897, 1892, 1885, 1888, 1901, 1904, 1934, 

1944, 1948, 1959, 1989, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2009 

bhistí 2 1836, 1854 

bhistee 6 1805, 1831, 1834, c.1890, 1905, 2012 

beeshtee 1 1999 

beeshtie 1 1832 

bheeshtee 1 1855  

bheeshties 1 2000 

bhishtee 5 1799, 1808, 1850, 1858, 1862 

bhishti 11 1867, 1886, 1916, 1989, 1994, 1996, 1998, 2001, 2003, 2007, 

2009 

bhishtí 2 1843, 1988 

bihishtee 9 1803, 1826, 1828, 1838, 1848, 1858, 1859, 1884, 1892 

bihishti 7 1845, 1871, 1877, 1885, 1907, 1988, 2005  

bihishtī 1 1850 

bihishtí 1 1855 

bihishty 2 1858, 1944   

bihistee 2 1862, 1863 

bihisti 2 1839, 1840 

bihistí 1 1864 
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bahisties 1 1872   

 

If we consider with the forms with plural -ies, belong to forms ending in both -ie and -y, 

the most common forms are bheesty (21 tokens including plural bheesties) and bheestie 

(17 tokens including plural bheesties). This is followed by, in descending order of 

frequency, bhisti (17 tokens), bheestee (13), bhisty (11), bhishti (11), beesty (10), 

beestie (9), bihishtee (9), beasty (8), bheesti (8), bihishti (7), bheastie (6), bhistie (6), 

and bhistee (6). All other forms have 5 or fewer tokens in the citation data. The date 

ranges indicate that some forms are long obsolete, for instance, the forms beesty and 

beasty occurs principally in the eighteenth century, with a few token in the nineteenth 

century. The form bhisti has become the most common in the twentieth century. The 

forms covered here, while based on more primary evidence than any other analysis to 

date, are only those from a selection of less than 200 citations, and these must represent 

only a small selection of the totality of written sources that contain the word bhisti (and 

variants). Further research will bring to light more tokens illustrating the orthographical 

variety.  

 It is clear from this one example that there is a greater level of spelling variation 

than has been recognised by Indian English lexicography to date. Collectively, the 

Indian English dictionaries surveyed covered 12 different forms of the word bhisti, 

which means that there are at least 20 variant spellings that have not been recorded in 

Indian English dictionaries. Additionally, no one dictionary covered more than 5 

variants, and most covered only 2 or 3 forms, thus significantly under-representing the 

real orthographic variety that exists. Most of the 12 forms of the word bhisti that appear 

in Indian English dictionaries are relatively common in the citation data, though bhistee, 

recorded solely in the Macmillan Comprehensive (2006: 199), only has 6 tokens in the 

citation data, and bihisti, recorded solely in Hankin (2003: 53), has only 2 tokens in the 

citation data, dating from 1839 and 1840, and so appears not only to be obsolete now 

but to have been uncommon in the first place. The form beastie has 5 tokens in the 

citation data, and so does not appear to have been very common, yet it is recorded in 

Whitworth (1885: 35), Lewis (1991: 65), and Sengupta (1996: 1437). The most popular 

twentieth-century form, bhisti, is recorded in Whitworth (1885: 43), Hawkins (1984: 

10), Lewis (1991: 65), Muthiah (1991: 35), and Hankin (2003: 53), but is absent from 

the Yule and Burnell (1886/1903), the OED, Hankin (2003), and the Macmillan 

Comprehensive (2006). It is probable that Hawkins and Lewis recorded this form 

because it is in Whitworth, as both acknowledge Whitworth as a primary source of data. 

Muthiah and Sengupta may have been familiar with the spelling from current Indian 

English print media and other texts. Finally, some of the more common forms, 
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according to the citation data, have not been recorded in any Indian English dictionary, 

such as beesty (10 tokens), bihishtee (9 tokens), and bihishti (7 tokens). 

 In summary, the recording and presentation of the variant orthographical forms of 

the word bhisti in Indian English dictionaries has failed to capture the variety of spelling 

that exists. Moreover, each individual Indian English dictionary has recorded only a 

very few forms, some of which are not the most common. The case study of the word 

bhisti is suggestive of an overall deficiency in Indian English dictionaries with regard to 

recording orthographical variation in Indian English. The ability to create machine-

readable corpora, and the ease of access gained by this technology, means that it is now 

easier for lexicographers to obtain a fuller picture of the orthographic variation in Indian 

English, both historic and current, which may incorporated into future dictionaries. 

 

6.4.5. Deficiencies in grammar 

 

One major deficiency of all dictionaries surveyed was a lack of treatment of Indian 

English grammar. The traditional view is that dictionaries treat lexis, and grammar is 

treated in specific grammar books. However, this split is not absolute, and dictionaries 

always contain grammatical information. That there is ‘no clear line between semantics 

and grammar’ (Halliday 1985: xix) is now commonplace in linguistic thought (see, for 

instance, Lyons 1977; Palmer 1981: 118-154; Heyvaert 2003: 15-19), and dictionaries 

have a long tradition of including grammatical information (Rundell 1998). For 

instance, many dictionaries distinguish between transitive and intransitive verbs, and 

many learners’ dictionaries additionally cover ditransitivity. Even those dictionaries that 

do not label lemmas for part of speech (e.g. Muthiah 1991) still provide the grammatical 

category of lemmas by the definition (e.g. whether the word is defined as a noun, verb, 

adjective, etc.). English-language learners’ dictionaries typically encode a great deal of 

grammatical information beyond part of speech labels, but many other dictionaries also 

give explicit grammatical information. The OED regularly provides explicit 

grammatical information. For example, definition 9 of the verb prevent, has two 

subdefinitions. The first has the definition followed by a set of citations where the 

object is a noun. The second subdefinition reads ‘With clause as object. Usu. with 

possessive and gerund, or with verbal noun; occas. with that-clause’ (OED online). The 

following citations have examples such as ‘I shall not prevent your going’ and ‘EU free 

trade rules prevent their banning the export of calves to be reared in continental veal 

crates.’ The second subdefinition only gives grammatical information, indicating that 

semantically the sense is identical to that of the first subdefinition. Other dictionaries 

provide similar information, for example in usage notes, especially when there is a 

contentious usage, such as the use of like as a conjunction (Macmillan Comprehensive 
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Dictionary 2006: 1207). Yet, with the exception of Nihalani et al. (2004), none of the 

Indian English dictionaries analysed for the present research treat Indian English 

grammatical structures even in passing. In fact, many do not even go so far as to 

provide part of speech labels. 

 Indian English has a number of grammatical features that do not overlap with Inner 

Circle English varieties. However, if no specific grammatical information is supplied in 

an Indian English dictionary, the user may assume the default Inner Circle English 

grammar of traditional English lexicography is the grammar of Indian English. This is 

the case with all dictionaries surveyed. Therefore, the impression given is one where 

Indian English consists of core Inner Circle English, employing traditional Inner Circle 

English grammar, plus some additional items of specific Indian English lexis. This is 

not an accurate description of Indian English. Indian English is actually more than that, 

as it accepts traditional Inner Circle English grammar, as well as having its own 

additional grammatical characteristics.  

 There is a low level of explicit grammatical information found in some of the 

dictionaries surveyed in the present research. One notable example where grammatical 

information has been referred to is the verb abscond, which is frequently used in 

continuous tenses in Indian English when discussing escapees from justice. Examples 

from my citation data follow: 

 

1870 [T]his suit was delayed for the appearance of the plaintiff who was 

ordered to be summoned in Appeal Suit No. 66 of 1868 which was heard with 

this case on the 22nd January last, and since which date the plaintiff has been 

absconding and is not to be found[.] (P. O’Sullivan (ed.) Reports of Cases 

Decided in the High Court of Madras 270) 

 

1933 Nirmal Kanti Dutt of Kharandwip, who has been absconding for some 

months, was arrested yesterday beneath a fuel shed in Kharandwip. (The 

Indian Express (Madras) 16 May 2/1) 

 

2001 The accused is absconding. (Times of India (TOI data) 6 Sept.) 

 

2004 He is a bachelor and is deputed for collections of maamool only. At 

present he is absconding. (C. K. Gandhirajan, Organized Crime 254) 

 

2009 As anger mounted over the inordinate delay in tracking down former 

Rajasthan DIG Madhukar Tandon who allegedly kidnapped and raped a tribal 

woman in January 1997, state home minister Shanti Dhariwal stepped on the 
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gas and directed the special operations group (SOG) to look into the matter 

and arrest the former top cop, absconding for the past 13 years, at the earliest. 

(Times of India (Jaipur) 31 Dec 1/6) 

 

2010 They had even submitted papers for passports of three recruits, who are 

now absconding. (Deccan Herald (Hubli-Dharwad) 18 Mar 13/3) 

 

2010 Police said she was absconding for almost seven years and had been 

declared a proclaimed offender. (Hindustan Times (New Delhi) 29 Apr 6/4) 

 

Although the citations presented above are unevenly distributed across the years, the 

evidence nevertheless suggests a continued persistence and acceptance of this 

construction in Indian English (for an analysis of the diachronic stability of features of 

Indian English, see Lambert 2014c). This use of the intransitive verb abscond has been 

noted in a number of Indian English lexicographical works (Muthiah 1991: 23; 

Sengupta 1996: 1433; Nihalani et al. 2004: 13; Lonely Planet 2008: 79). It is, however, 

absent from earlier texts that concentrated on peculiarities of Indian English, such as J. 

(c.1890), Wright (1891), Whitworth (1907), Smith-Pearse (1934); Goffin (1934), 

Kindersley (1938), and Babujee Writes Home (1935). No mention is made of it in the 

Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006), nor in the OED Third Edition, which 

updated its entry for abscond in 2009. Beyond the specific case of abscond, the 

grammatical structure of using the present participle for a range of verb tenses and 

aspects has, however, been noted by a number of scholars, such as Schuchardt 

(1891/1980: 49), Bhatt (2008: 559); and Hosali (2008: 569-570). Hosali notes that the 

present participle form can be found used for ‘the present continuous, the past 

continuous, the simple past, the present and past perfect and the past habitual’ (2008: 

569). What appears to be absent so far from the literature is whether or not this range of 

grammatical usages is entirely independent of lexis, that is, whether or not it is 

restricted to, or more common with, certain verbs than others. Certainly it is well-

known with the verb abscond, and has been recorded for have, hear, know, understand, 

and want (Nihalani et al. 2004). Information regarding the age and longevity of such 

uses of the present continuous within Indian English is absent from the literature at 

present. Such information can best be uncovered by corpus linguistic approaches, but 

this would entail the construction of large-scale, diachronic corpora of Indian English. 

Once procured, the information will then be available to lexicographers for inclusion in, 

or exclusion from, dictionaries. The case of the present continuous in Indian English is, 

of course, merely one example of numerous other grammatical structures of Indian 

English that may want to be highlighted by a lexicographer. There are numerous other 
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well-recognised grammatical features in Indian English, such as category changes 

between transitive and intransitive verbs, deletion of pronouns for reflexive verbs, and 

so on (see Kachru 1973: 365; Balasubramanian 2009). 

 The question of how to include such information lexicographically depends first on 

the attitude the lexicographer wishes to take towards Indian English in terms of 

normativity. Kachru notes that ‘[i]n spite of several typically Indian grammatical 

features in educated Indian English, British and American English have a great 

regulative effect,’ and, further, that ‘[o]ld fashioned manuals like Fowler continue to be 

the guide posts’ in India (1986b: 33). A lexicographer who wishes to produce a 

standardising dictionary of Indian English that is aligned with British and American 

usage, or with a perceived International Standard English, or with such prescriptivists as 

Fowler (1926) or Strunk and White (1959), may very well decide to omit grammatical 

features that do not overlap with those of Inner Circle Englishes. Alternatively, they 

may wish to include such information only to point out that it is to be deprecated or 

avoided. Lexicographers who wish to move lexicography beyond treating Indian 

English as Inner Circle English with the mere addition of Indianisms, or who wish to 

provide a robust and detailed description of Indian English as it really is, may wish to 

include such information in order to demonstrate the presence of such structures in 

Indian English. For lexicographers who wish to record such grammatical information in 

dictionaries of Indian English, there are a number of options available. These include (i) 

citations, (ii) illustrative phrases, (iii) usage notes, and (iv) dictionaries of Indian 

English grammar. 

 A citation is an extract or quotation from a text that demonstrates a real-world 

usage of a certain lexical item. They are normally accompanied by such bibliographical 

information as the author, the source text, the date of publication, and the relevant page 

number. Dictionaries on historical principles, such as Yule and Burnell (1886/1903), 

Morris (1898), and the OED and followers, provide citational evidence for terms, 

usually for each sense or sub-sense. Specific grammatical structures can be highlighted 

by the creation of separate definitions, or subdefinitions, as with the example of prevent 

in the OED discussed above. Alternately, citations sets that illustrate particular 

grammatical constructions for the same sense could be grouped together, with 

grammatical notes attached to each set. For dictionaries on historical principles, it is 

possible to demonstrate the history of the grammatical construction by sorting the 

citations chronologically. The presentation of grammatical information in this way can 

help to show the diachronic stability of various grammatical structures and thus 

contribute to an overall picture of diachronic stability for Indian English as a whole. 

However, citations are not restricted to dictionaries on historical principles. Johnson’s 

famous Dictionary of the English Language of 1755 contained citations, as did the 
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Webster’s Third New International Dictionary of the English Language (Gove 1961), 

while the third edition of the Macquarie Dictionary (1997) included citations from 

Australian print media and literature. Citations demonstrating grammatical features 

from well-respected and widely-read writers and publications, contribute significantly 

to questions of the distribution and acceptance of grammatical features, especially 

grammatical features that are contentious or deprecated by prescriptivists.  

 Illustrative phrases are similar to citations. These are sentences or clauses, usually 

placed directly after a definition, that illustrate the sense defined. Illustrative phrases 

can be extracted from corpora, or written by the lexicographer based on their own 

knowledge of language usage. The latter method, while not necessarily invalid, is not as 

reliable as using corpus data, and increasingly has become unnecessary with the access 

to information provided in the information age. The difference between citations and 

illustrative phrases, is that illustrative phrases do not include bibliographical 

information about date, provenance, or authorship. Illustrative phases can demonstrate 

grammatical constructions just as well as they can demonstrate orthographic or semantic 

aspects relating to a lexical item. If extracted from a corpus of Indian English texts, can 

be regarded as valid instances of Indian English usage, though this depends on the 

nature of the corpus involved. For example, a corpus of essays of Indian English 

highschool students written under exam conditions is not necessarily a reliable indicator 

of general Indian English grammatical usage, and thus would not be useful for the 

creation of a standardising dictionary. A standardising dictionary will need to have 

recourse to corpus data that can somehow be considered representative of Indian 

English. Any dictionary wishing to rely on, or make substantial use of, a corpus, or a set 

of corpora, for illustrative phrases will need to supply detailed information about the 

corpus data used in the front matter of the dictionary so that the user can assess the 

validity of the illustrative phrases presented in the dictionary. This is not required with 

citations as the bibliographical details attached to each citation provide enough 

information for users to assess the quotation.  

 A usage note is normally a concise paragraph in a dictionary entry that outlines a 

particular usage associated with a lexical item. These are often used to discuss 

contentious or deprecated usages, though they need not be only restricted to such cases 

and can be used to explicate variation that occurs with regard to a certain feature. Usage 

notes typically discuss semantic, orthographic, grammatical, and pronunciation aspects 

of lexical items, though are not restricted in any way, and may discuss connotation, 

taboo loading, frequency, collocations, distribution (regional or social), etymology 

(including folk etymology), and so on. Nihalani et al. (2004) is in effect a series of such 

usage notes, albeit usage notes that compare Indian English with British English, which 

may or may not be desirable depending on the stance towards Indian English a 
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particular lexicographer wishes to take. In terms of grammatical constructions in Indian 

English, usage notes provide a good platform for the lexicographer to display relevant 

information. For example, generalised information about the use of the present 

continuous in Indian English could be attached in a usage note to the verb abscond, and 

cross-references to that usage note could be placed at other verbs for which the use of 

the present continuous is especially frequent or otherwise salient. For print dictionaries, 

this lexicographical structure is not practical for grammatical information that applies to 

all instances of a grammatical class as it would clutter the dictionary page repetitive text 

and add considerably to the page extent (as seen with the Macmillan Comprehensive 

Dictionary (2006), Section 5.8.6.6). In the case of electronic dictionaries, attaching 

usage notes to, say, each verb entry or each noun entry is feasible, as the usage note can 

be presented as a button or other clickable object that displays the relevant grammatical 

information only if the user choses to select it. 

A final method for treating Indian English grammar lexicographically is 

suggested by Otto Jespersen’s grand A Modern English Grammar on Historical 

Principles (1909-1949), a particularly unsung English-language dictionary, at least in 

the annals of metalexicography. This extensive seven-volume work is structured along 

the lines of a dictionary on historical principles, with a discussion of the grammatical 

feature followed by chronologically ordered citations illustrating the feature. In order to 

save space on the page, bibliographical referencing is extremely brief (e.g. ‘Sh Ado’ 

stands for William Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing), and the dates of texts are 

supressed, being available only through the bibliography of sources. Nevertheless, the 

citations are ordered chronologically, and demonstrate the earliest evidence Jespersen 

was able to find for each feature treated, and then later examples demonstrating 

diachronic longevity. Figure 6.1 is a reproduction of the page of Jespersen (1909-1949). 
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Figure 6.1: A page of Jespersen (1909-1949) 

 

A similar historical dictionary treating Indian English grammatical features is possible. 

It need not follow precisely the same format as Jespersen, but might easily be 

constructed along the same lines. Such a dictionary would go a long way towards 

helping to delineate the boundaries of Indian English grammatical variation, and 

provide a historical perspective on the growth, longevity, and stability of Indian English 

grammar. Such a detailed treatment would valorise Indian English by submitting it to 

the type of academic analysis that British English has been provided with. It would also 

help move lexicography, and lexicographers, away from creating dictionaries where the 

tacit assumption is that the grammar of Indian English is identical to the grammar of 

British English and other varieties of Inner Circle English. No doubt such a dictionary is 

an undertaking requiring an extensive collection of source material, and a significant 

amount of scholarly endeavour, but Jespersen’s seven-volume magnus opus is proof 

enough that such a work is possible. 
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6.4.6. Encyclopaedic material 

 

The term ‘encyclopaedic material’ refers to the proper noun lexical items in a 

dictionary. In terms of the amount of encyclopaedic material there is great variability in 

the dictionaries surveyed. Unlike the distribution of grammatical classes discussed in 

the previous section, the figures for the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006), 

which devotes 12.9% of total entries to proper nouns, cannot be considered in any way 

representative of usual practice, as the decision to include or exclude encyclopaedic 

material, or if to include, how much to include, is unique to each different dictionary. 

As discussed in Section 3.1.2, nearly all dictionaries include some proper nouns (e.g. 

the days of the weeks, the names of months, the names of languages), and there is no 

necessarily clear boundaries between encyclopaedic and non-encyclopaedic material. 

For a number of the dictionaries surveyed, the inclusion of encyclopaedic material was 

clearly a significant part of the dictionary design. The dictionary with the most 

encyclopaedic material was the Indian English material of the Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary (2006), which devoted 38.4% of definitions to 

encyclopaedic material. This is followed closely by Whitworth (1885), which had 

35.2% of total definitions devoted to encyclopaedic material, and Yule and Burnell 

(1903) which devoted 23.7% of total definitions to encyclopaedic material. Hankin 

(2003) devoted 23.7% of total entries to encyclopaedic material, and Lonely Planet 

(2008) devoted 14.5% of total entries to encyclopaedic material. All other dictionaries 

devoted 10% or fewer entries to encyclopaedic material, including Mahal (2006) which 

barely included any, and Nihalani et al. (2004) which had none. A great deal of the 

encyclopaedic material included consisted of names of communal groupings (e.g. 

castes, sects, tribes, and so on) and the names of prominent places (regions, cities, 

towns, rivers, mountain ranges, and so on). In contrast, names of deities were much less 

commonly included.  

 Consideration of the amount of encyclopaedic material that should be included in a 

dictionary is best made in the planning stage. Castes, gotras, and other social groupings 

form an important part of Indian culture. Matrimonial advertisements are a salient 

example of this sub-lexis used in an English-language context (see, for example, Kachru 

1986b: 33), and omitting this lexis from a dictionary would mean that the dictionary 

would offer no assistance to a person trying to read and understand matrimonial 

advertisements in, for example, an Indian newspaper. Although some pre-Independence 

dictionaries treated social groupings relatively extensively (e.g. Whitworth 1885), to 

date, no post-Independence dictionary of Indian English covers this vocabulary, though 

there is nothing to prevent future dictionaries including this type of lexis. Other areas 

where the encyclopaedic material is of cultural importance and potentially of 
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lexicographical interest are politics (consider the lexical items, the Assembly, BJP, the 

Centre, Congress (and the abbreviation Cong), Lok Sabha, Rajya Sabha), regional 

designations (consider Goan, Hyderabadi, Keralite, Kumaoni, Mumbaikar), law (such 

as Government Railway Police, the Goondas Act, Indian Penal Code), deities 

(Jaganath, Maa Durga, Mahadev, Nanda Devi, Ravana, Sita), religious texts (Avesta, 

the Gita, Guru Granth Sahib, the Vedas), festivals (Holi, Kali Puja, Muharram, Raksha 

Bandhan, Samvatsari Pratikraman), bynames of prominent cities (Bollywood, B-town, 

the City of Palaces, Ooty, the Pink City, Tinsel Town, Tollywood), awards (Arjuna 

award, Padma Bushan, Padma Vibhushan, Param Vir Chakra), languages (Bodo, 

Kannada, Marathi, Santali, Tamil, Tulu). The usefulness of a dictionary of Indian 

English that excluded vocabulary of the above categories, solely because the lexical 

items are not common nouns, would be severely diminished. Where to draw the line, is, 

however, difficult. Should bynames of preeminent people, such as Bapu (Gandhi), the 

Big B (Amitav Bachchan), the God of Cricket (Sachin Tendulkar), Panditji (Nehru), 

King Khan and SRK (Shahrukh Khan), be included? There is no cogent lexicographical 

reason to exclude such lexis, as proper nouns are just as much part of a language as 

common nouns, or words of any other grammatical class. Inevitably, the decision 

remains with the lexicographer. 

 

6.4.7. Summary of content deficiencies 

 

A major deficiency of the various dictionaries surveyed for the present research is the 

incomplete and piecemeal coverage of lexis. The pre-Independence dictionaries, of 

course, do not cover any modern Indian English lexis. However, none of the post-

Independence dictionaries even closely approach a comprehensive coverage of Indian 

English vocabulary. Taken together, the post-Independence dictionaries record roughly 

10,000 terms, excluding variant spellings. 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. There is considerable overlap between the various lexicographical works 

assessed (Lewis covers 46% of the terms in Sengupta, and 74% of those in Hawkins). 

However, no one work contains all, or even close to all, of the terms treated overall, 

with each dictionary having numerous items not covered by any other. More 

importantly, there is an untold multitude of Indian English terms that have never been 

given lexicographical treatment in any dictionary. For example, the word 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: 
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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 definite fact that 

he carved his bow-emblem on the top of the mountain. (P.T. Srinivāsa Īyengar 

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 District Gazetteers: Indore 455) 

 

2004 He has studied upto tenth standard. (C.K. Gandhirajan Organised Crime 

256) 

 

2009 Earn Upto Rs 40,000 Online. (Times of India (Jaipur) 31 Dec 6/3 

[advert]) 

 

2010 [matrimonial] 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) 

 

2010 This was my last chance, if I could not own upto it now, I couldn't own 

up to anything ever. (Prashant Sharma Love, Life & a Beer Can! ... should all 

be served chilled!! 145) 

 

2010 Water scarcity is not only restricted upto people. Even Corporators too 

faced the problem during general body meeting. (The Hitavada (Nagpur) 13 

Apr 11/4) 
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 As is clear from the citational evidence above, 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 single-word 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. The range 

of dates in the citations, 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. That these are not isolated typographical errors is 

evidenced by the fact that 855 tokens of upto were found in a three-year dataset of 

Times of India news stories. 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 it was not located in any 

dictionary or glossary that treats Indian English. A similar situation occurs with 

countless other items of Indian English lexis. Bollywood, the well-known nickname for 

Mumbai, is covered in numerous dictionaries, but, Mumbai is also very commonly 

known as both Tinsel Town and B-town, neither of which is listed in dictionaries. Other 

terms left behind by current lexicography include, Adam-teasing, the gender opposite of 

Eve-teasing; atleast, used as an adverb; Bong, a Bengali (even though Gujju, a Gujarati, 

is recorded by Sengupta (1996), Mahal (2006), and Lonely Planet (2008)); circle 

inspector, a rural police officer in charge of a more than one police station, and PCO or 

public call office, a public telephone facility. This short list represents but a few items of 

an extensive and open-ended list of untreated Indian English lexis.  

 The deficiency in coverage is apparent from a number of other perspectives. The 

subject category analysis (Section 6.4.3) shows a large discrepancy between three major 

dictionaries of Indian English, highlighting the piecemeal nature of the treatment of 

Indian English lexis. When the lexis covered by Indian English dictionaries is analysed 

by grammatical category (Section 6.4.2), a very strong bias towards recording nouns is 

evident, revealing a very unbalanced treatment of Indian English lexis, while other 

grammatical information has essentially remained untreated (Section 6.4.5). The fact 

that Nihalani et al. (2004) cover a large number of adjective, verb, and adverb 

definitions is testimony to the fact the majority of dictionaries surveyed selected lexis 

based on a limited perspective of what makes up Indian English. In terms of 

encyclopaedic material (Section 6.4.6), the lexicography of Indian English has on the 
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whole had a positive attitude to the inclusion of proper nouns. Yet, despite this, much 

important encyclopaedic content was present in the dictionaries surveyed. And the 

example of bhisti reveals a deficiency in coverage of Indian English orthographic 

variation. In summary, the current coverage of Indian English lexis, even when all 

lexicons are taken together, is unsystematic, inconsistent, and vastly incomplete. 

 The lexicographical solution to this content deficiency does not entail any particular 

advancement in lexicographical practice. Clearly, there is a need for greater coverage. 

Advances in data collection, storage, and retrieval, via machine-readable texts and 

electronic corpora, have great eased the lexicographical collection burden, which 

formerly relied on reading programs and written citation slips. Already a great number 

of colonial Indian English texts have been scanned and OCR’d, and are freely available 

over the Internet from such sites as the Internet Archive, Google Books, and the Hathi 

Trust. Additionally, many institutional libraries worldwide are currently databasing their 

printed material, including the British Library which contains extensive archives of the 

India Office Records, which includes the archives of the East India Company (1600-

1858), the Board of Control (1784-1858), the India Office (1858-1947), and the Burma 

Office (1937-1948). At present, most of the available data is historic, relating to the 

colonial era, which is partially a consequence of the fact that copyright freedoms apply 

to earlier texts. For a comprehensive coverage of Indian English lexis, a representative 

corpus of modern texts would be necessary. Recent websites, for example, the Times of 

India website, provide access to contemporary Indian English, but content of this type is 

limited, and archiving and indexing is not complete nor necessarily stable. Also, since 

the end of British rule and the advent of the World Wide Web Indian English 

progressed from a colonial language to its modern form, but there is a dearth of 

machine-readable texts available for this period. Thus, for lexicographers interested in 

assembling lexicographic source materials geared towards a comprehensive overview of 

Indian English, the paucity of information since the end of the colonial period, up to 

present, would need to be remedied.  

 Section 6.4 discussed the various deficiencies in content provided by the Indian 

English dictionaries surveyed in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5. It was revealed that the 

content provided in dictionaries of Indian English is highly inconsistent and incomplete, 

in terms of the distribution of grammatical classes among headword lemmata, and the 

semantic category of definitions. The poor representation of the variant forms of the 

word bhisti indicate that greater attention to the great orthographical variation in Indian 

English needs to be given. Content in Indian English dictionaries was seen to be 

deficient with regard to grammar and encyclopaedic material, respectively. The 

following section (Section 6.5) will discuss global deficiencies detected in the Indian 

English dictionaries surveyed in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5. 
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6.5. Global deficiencies 

 

Section 6.5, Global deficiencies, discusses the deficiencies that come to light when all 

the Indian English dictionaries surveyed are taken together as being representative of 

the present state of Indian English lexicography as a whole. It is broken down into a 

number of subsections: 

 

6.5.1. Lack of a detailed historical perspective  

6.5.2. The influence of Hobson-Jobson 

6.5.3. Marginalisation via comparison to British English  

6.5.4. Assumption of overlap with British English 

 

The review of Indian English dictionaries in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5, uncovered 

numerous deficiencies in the various works analysed. The lexicographical solutions to a 

number of these deficiencies are trivial and do not justify discussion. For example, both 

Lewis (1991) and Hankin (2003) suffer greatly from the poor quality of editing, which 

seriously undermines the integrity and thus the credibility of both texts. It is axiomatic 

that dictionaries are precise and employ the highest quality of editorial care. This is an 

area that serious lexicographers need no instruction in. Similarly, Yule and Burnell’s 

practice of dating citations by guestimating the date of composition of source texts is a 

major deficiency of that work. But, since the dating of citations by publication date is 

now common practice in dictionaries on historical principles, this topic needs no 

elaboration. Section 6.5 of Chapter 6 deals with a number of global issues that 

characterise Indian English lexicography and presents potential dictionary types that 

would overcome these deficiencies. This section largely concentrates on post-

Independence lexicons, which, taken together, represent the current state of Indian 

English lexicography. The deficiencies treated in this section fall into four categories: 

(1) a lack of a detailed historical perspective, (2) an Anglo-Indian bias, (3) a tendency to 

treat Indian English as a marginal variety of low concern, and (4) the assumption of an 

overlap between Indian and Inner Circle English. We will now examine each of these in 

turn. 

 

6.5.1. Lack of a detailed historical perspective  

 

With the exception of the OED, which is a dictionary on historical principles, current 

lexicons of Indian English offer no consistent indication of the historical status of terms, 

even though the lexis covered by the dictionaries ranges from Anglo-Indian times to 

present, a period of over four centuries. For example, Hawkins (1984), Lewis (1991), 
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Muthiah (1991), Sengupta (1996), Hankin (2003), and the Macmillan Comprehensive 

(2006) all cover the word agarbatti, an incense stick. However, none of these 

dictionaries indicate when this term was first used in Indian English, nor whether it is 

now current or obsolete. Lewis provides the vague dating of ‘19C’ (1991: 46), but that 

still leaves the question of when in the nineteenth century this item was adopted in 

English texts. The absence of any indication that it is obsolete presumably indicates that 

it is current. However, this is not a valid assumption, for both Hawkins (1984: 15) and 

Sengupta (1996: 1440) record the term carpet snake as though it was a term that is still 

current in twentieth-century Indian English, when, in fact, it is not. 

 The provision of accurate dating of Indian English lexis is important for a number 

of reasons. In terms of the debate over questions of norms and standards, the 

significance of establishing the history of the numerous items ascribed to Indian English 

in linguistic and lexicographical works, especially with regard to frequency and 

longevity, is paramount. It is important to know whether a certain lexical item is in fact 

a nonce formation or a regular item of the variety, whether it is obsolete, obsolescent, or 

current. If a certain feature persists within a variety over a long period of time, this 

indicates a continuity of use by writers, and comprehension by readers, over the years. 

Hence, it becomes more difficult to maintain that such a feature is an aberration, error, 

or mistake, as exonormative analyses are wont to maintain. Speaking of English in 

India, Lange points out that ‘if an expression is already firmly entrenched in the speech 

community, it is more likely to eventually become part of an Indian English 

endonormative standard than an expression with a less general distribution’ (2012: 6). 

The stability over time of a certain feature within a language community indicates a 

continued practice of not looking elsewhere for its norms, and this is important in 

determining the status of lexical items in Indian English. From a historical perspective, 

many grammatical features of Indian English have long histories (see Schuchardt 1891; 

Kindersley 1938), but the diachronic aspect has received very little attention in the 

literature (though, see Lambert 2014c). For instance, this sentence from a Victorian 

pornographic text, ‘Major Stone, sahib! Outside on verandah! Wanting see master!’ 

(Venus in India 1889: 47), illustrates the use of zero article, the bare infinitive, and an 

extension of the present continuous, all features of present-day Indian English. 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, it becomes harder to regard or dismiss the usage as 

erroneous. With the exception of the OED, none of the current lexicographical works 

provide this information, and in the case of the OED, the information is provided for 

only a very small selection of Indian English lexis. Historical dictionaries, such as the 

OED and similar dictionaries of various sub-varieties of English (e.g. Rundell 1985; 
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Prucher 2007), provide this information for British and American English, and for the 

English of settler colonies such as Australia, New Zealand and South Africa. Such 

dictionaries have had an effect on the perception of a standardised form for those 

varieties. If native-speaker varieties have been given such scholarly attention, surely 

Indian English should not be excluded from similar treatment. 

 

6.5.2. The influence of Hobson-Jobson 

  

One interesting facet of the post-Independence dictionaries is the continuing influence 

of Yule and Burnell’s Hobson-Jobson (1886/1903). This is not to deny the worth of 

linguistic 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. But for 

synchronic dictionaries of Indian English, the coverage of historical lexis is less 

important than the coverage of currant lexis. Despite this, a number of historical lexical 

items continue to be given space in post-Independence dictionaries. Examples include 

brandy-pawnee, a drink of watered down brandy, nabob, a coloniser who made a 

fortune in India, competition-wallah, one competing to join the Indian Civil Service, 

and chummery, a lodging used by European bachelors in colonial days. The last of 

these, chummery, appears in five of the post-Independence dictionaries surveyed: 

Hawkins (1984), Lewis (1991), Muthiah (1991), Sengupta (1996), and Hankin (2003). 

Sengupta correctly labels this ‘formerly’ (1996: 1442), but with regard to this, it is 

interesting to note that Sengupta includes over 120 similar out-of-date terms from the 

days of the Raj and before, thus revealing the extent to which the glossary is, in a sense, 

backward-looking, which is somewhat inconsistent with the fact that it is meant to be a 

supplement of a dictionary of ‘current’ English. Lewis records approximately 70% of 

the common nouns covered by Hobson-Jobson (and approximately 19% of the proper 

nouns). Only Nihalani et al. (2004), Mahal (2006), and Lonely Planet (2008) seem to 

have shaken off the grip 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 (1991) and Hankin (2003). 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. A search of 25 million words of Times of India data 

resulted in no tokens of the term cootie(s), and a Google search restricted to Indian 

websites (site:.in) reveals hits that primarily deal with an iPhone computer game named 

‘Cooties.’ Lewis states that cootie was originally ‘Army slang in India and the Far East’ 



500 

 

(1991: 92), and Hankin is of the same opinion stating that it ‘derives via the British 

Army in India’ (2003: 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 proposed 

origin from the Malay word kutu. This etymology is tendered by both Lewis and 

Hankin, and, sans any mention of India, was originally put forward by Partridge (1937) 

and adopted by Burchfield in the 1972 Supplement to the OED. The Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary (2006: 462) rejected this etymology, 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 of the Malay 

word to English was via nautical slang, and mentions that the term kutu also appears in 

Polynesian languages (Partridge 1937: 179). However, this still leaves us with the 

question of why Lewis and Hankin have inserted Indian English into the formula.  

  My conjecture is that they were influenced by 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 common to 

most varieties of English, including Indian English, and other terms that are still today 

more frequent in Asian Englishes, such as durian, the fruit, godown, a warehouse, and 

junk, the Chinese boat, of which only godown is common in Indian English. As Yule 

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 (2003) includes the etymologically Malay word batik 

(42), which, while available in Indian English, is no more Indian English than it is 

Australian, American or any other English. From a postcolonial theory perspective, 

Lewis’ and Hankin’s inclusion of Malay-origin words in their Indian English 

dictionaries is a premier example of grouping all Easterners together in true Orientalist 

style. Hence, the inclusion of ‘words of Asiatic origin,’ that is, non-Indian English 

words, in Hobson-Jobson continues to have consequences in modern Indian English 

lexicography. 
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6.5.3. 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, context-bound, 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 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 explains Indian English in terms of its deviance from British 

English. The schizophrenia inherent in trying to validate a non-native variety of English 
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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. (Mathai 2004: viii) 

 

By ‘other speakers,’ Mathai is referring to native-speakers. The other post-

Independence dictionaries reviewed here strictly concern 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 marginalising Indian 

English as something peripheral, something different, something that is the other. 

 

6.5.4. Assumption of overlap with British English 

 

The focus of lexicographers of Indian English has to date been on nativised lexis and 

borrowings, that is, Indianisms. Concomitantly, their focus has been entirely off all 

other lexis. As Kachru has noted, the Indianisation 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 the 

greater 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. Even detailed studies 

such as Balasubramanian (2009), and for Pakistani English, Baumgardner (1993), still 

concentrate on those aspects that diverge from Inner Circle English. Furthermore, 

Weiner has made it clear that this notion of precise overlap 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, even been 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 
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has its roots in colonial times, when it was largely true, as the majority of British in 

India were essentially sojourners who had grown up in Britain, and who brought native-

speaker English with them. In 1891 Schuchardt could say ‘it is only the lexicon that 

distinguishes the Indo-English of the British from European English’ (41). Schuchardt 

also distinguished the ‘Indo-English of the British’ from ‘the Indo-English of the 

Indians’ which he determined ‘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 viewed from the perspective of the present.  

  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. (2004) 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 largely correct on both counts, however, the way 

Nihalani et al. (2004) describe the situation could lead a reader to incorrectly assume 

that Indian English always uses the plural form of abuse. 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 British English. For example, the following sentence 

appeared in the 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’ (Times of India, 30 Aug 2001; TOI data). Hence, both the plural 

and mass noun forms are used in Indian English, which raises questions of whether 

there is any distinction made between the two, and if there is, what is the difference? 

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 this has not been investigated because the mass noun use 

does not stand out to speakers of Englishes other than Indian English as noticeably 

different. But we should not necessarily equate surface similarity with precise overlap in 

meaning or usage, or both.  

  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 of 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, and so on. The assumption that these 

are identical in meaning and usage between Indian English and Anglo-American 
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English, while tacitly accepted, is untested, and fundamentally unknown. Additionally, 

there are presumably senses, words, idioms and phrases in British and American 

English that do not occur in Indian English. The same holds true for questions of 

frequency, verb complementation patterns, collocation and colligation, transitivity, and 

so on. In this context, we should remember that although dictionaries are primarily 

concerned with vocabulary and semantics, the incorporation of grammatical information 

is an essential component of lexicography. and that there is a long tradition of including 

grammatical information in dictionaries (Rundell 1998). This is especially true of 

learner’s dictionaries, but is also the case with larger dictionaries, whether synchronic or 

diachronic. Such information is a core focus of Nihalani et al. (2004), and according to 

their own categorisation, specific Indian English grammatical usages account for 562 

(approximately 44%) of their entries. What has been overlooked are the semantic and 

grammatical uses that do overlap with British usage, which are clearly also a vital part 

of Indian English. Balasubramanian points out that ‘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). This is especially true of 

non-Inner Circle Englishes. Lexicographically speaking, the treatment of Indian English 

has been neither systematic nor detailed. By concentrating solely on Indianisms, the 

existing 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, it is an assumption that must now be 

discarded.  

  Section 6.5 took a holistic view of the Indian English dictionaries surveyed in 

Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 and highlighted a number of global deficiencies. The next 

section, Section 6.6, Potential dictionaries of Indian English, suggests a number of 

theoretically possible dictionary projects that may contribute to overcoming the 

deficiencies that have been identified. 

 

6.6. Potential dictionaries of Indian English 

Section 6.6 discusses a number of innovative approaches and theoretically possible 

dictionaries and the contribution that such dictionaries could make towards overcoming 

some of the deficiencies that have been detected in the Indian English dictionaries 

surveyed in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5. This section is organised into two subsections. 

Section 6.6.1, Overcoming global deficiencies, examines how effective different 

combinations of types of dictionaries (Synchronic/Diachronic, and Inclusive/Exclusive) 

are in overcoming the global deficiencies outlined in the previous section (Section 6.5). 

It is argued that only a Diachronic Inclusive dictionary would be able to overcome all 
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deficiencies discussed in the previous section. Section 6.6.2, Potential focussed 

dictionaries, discusses a number of smaller, more focussed dictionary projects. 

 

Section 6.6.1. Overcoming global deficiencies  

 

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 India is not currently prevalent, and that such a dictionary might not be 

wanted. However, when examined more closely, it becomes clear that none of these 

concerns 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 English, 

Middle English, and Scottish English, or pidgins and creoles (on the 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 for 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). Further, as technology advances, the ability to 

publish online means that the space restrictions that apply to print dictionaries are 

removed, and lexicographers can be free of the commercial complexities of paper types, 

bindings, page extents, print runs, warehousing, and distribution. This relieves at least 

some of the financial outlay associated with the origination costs of a dictionary. 

  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 are diachronic, trade dictionaries are synchronic. Görlach (1985) makes a 

distinction between exclusive and inclusive dictionaries (44-53), the former covering 

only varietal regionalisms, such as the dictionaries examined in the present research, the 
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latter covering the entirety of the lexis including regionalisms, for example The 

Macquarie Dictionary 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, Kirwin, and Widdowson 1982; Ramson 1988; Silva 

1996; Orsman 1997; Winer 2009). A schema of possible dictionary types that might be 

used to treat Indian English (or any other new variety of English) can be constructed 

using these two sets of criteria: synchronic/diachronic and exclusive/inclusive: 

 

1. Synchronic 

1.1 Exclusive  

1.2 Inclusive  

2. Diachronic  

2.1 Exclusive  

2.2 Inclusive  

 

The assignation of the various dictionaries surveyed in Chapters 4 and 5 to each of the 

categories is not straightforward in every case and requires some qualification. A 

number of the pre-Independence dictionaries surveyed include Indian English material 

(i.e. Indianisms) amongst many other entries for words that may or may not be part of 

Indian English. B.E. (c.1699), Bailey (1726-1808), Johnson (1755-1785), Hotten (1859-

1874), and Barrère and Leland (1889-1890), are clearly Synchronic, for even though 

some historical lexis is included, the main focus is not diachronic. However, much of 

the British slang included in B.E. (c.1699), Hotten (1859-1874), and Barrère and Leland 

(1889-1890) has never been part of Indian English, for example the northern British 

slang term snotter, ‘a pickpocket who commits great depredations upon gentlemen’s 

pocket-handkerchiefs’ (Hotten 1859: 97). Similarly, the bulk of the lexis in Bailey 

(1726-1808) and Johnson (1755-1785) is specifically defined in terms of British 

English, and the amount of Indian English material is limited, and so they cannot really 

be classified as Inclusive, though neither are they Exclusive. The OED (1888-) is 

obviously Diachronic, but again the bulk of the entries focus on British English. 

 Synchronic-Exclusive dictionaries, Type 1.1, include Wilkins (1813), Whitworth 

(1885), Muthiah (1991), Nihalani et al. (2004), Mahal (2006), and Lonely Planet 

(2008). Synchronic-Inclusive dictionaries, Type 1.2, include Sengupta (1996) because 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, and hence 

falls under Type 1.1), and the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006). The only 

truly Diachronic-Exclusive dictionary, Type 2.1, is Yule and Burnell (1886/1903), 
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which provides full historical citational evidence for the majority of lexis covered. 

Hawkins (1984), Lewis (1991), and Hankin (2003) could be placed in the Diachronic-

Exclusive category due to their attempt at a historical perspective, even though that is 

very patchily executed. Also, the Indian English entries of the OED (1888-), if 

considered together as a whole, be classified as Diachronic-Exclusive. For Indian 

English, a Diachronic-Inclusive dictionary, Type 2.2, has never been attempted. 

 In terms of overcoming the four deficiencies described above, 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 to this assumption is 

that most vocabulary does not need to be examined in an Indian English context, and 

hence Exclusive dictionaries can only offer an incomplete coverage of Indian English as 

they are necessarily restricted to recording only those 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 be 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 pre-existing dictionary as their base, the British 

Encyclopaedic World Dictionary, 1971 (Benson 2001: 213), and systematically went 

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. A dictionary constructed along these 

lines 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, targeting current Indian English, would overcome three of the four deficiencies 

outlined. In terms of coverage, it could attain a completeness that is comparable to 

dictionaries of other national varieties of English, and by focusing on current Indian 

English would avoid an 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 any other variety of English against.  
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  The only deficiency not sufficiently dealt with by a Synchronic (Type 1) 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 (Type 2.2), 

focussing on Indian English rather than British English, would be an ambitious 

undertaking, but is nonetheless quite conceivable. 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 (Type 2.1) 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 

saliency 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 of 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. 

  Having discussed potential dictionary types for covering the totality of Indian 

English, the next section, 6.6.2 Potential focussed dictionaries, suggests a number of 

smaller, more focussed dictionaries. 

 

6.6.2. Potential focussed dictionaries 

 

This thesis takes the term Indian English in its widest sense, both chronologically (from 

the sixteenth-century to present) and geographically (including all regions that have 

been included under the umbrella term India over the period involved). As such, a 

single dictionary that covered the breadth and depth of this all-inclusive sense of Indian 

English would necessarily be a gargantuan undertaking. Although large-scale dictionary 

projects are possible, take for example, the Oxford English Dictionary (Murray et al. 

1888-), the Middle English Dictionary (Kurath et al. 1956-2001), the Dictionary of 

American Regional English (Cassidy and Hall 1985-2002), and Webster’s Third New 

International Dictionary (Gove 1961), such projects are costly, time-consuming, and 

require large numbers of editors and assistants, as well as exceptional commitment from 

staff, publishers, and/or funding bodies. These unavoidable parameters are inhibitory by 
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their very nature, making grand academic dictionary projects the most difficult to 

instigate, and thence maintain and bring to completion. Smaller, more focused projects 

have a number of benefits, all which increase the likelihood of a successful publishing 

venture. They are less time-consuming and require less staff, and, importantly, less 

long-term commitment from those associated with the project. This, in turn, makes them 

cheaper to fund and thus more likely to be able to garner grant monies which are always 

in short supply. In addition, a close focus should result in a more in-depth and 

ultimately more valuable study of the lexis under investigation. A body of focused, 

high-quality, academic lexicons dealing with different aspects of Indian English would, 

in the end, contribute to an overall coverage of the complete lexis of Indian English. 

Future lexicographers wishing to treat a wider more comprehensive view of Indian 

English lexis, would then be able to benefit from the smaller, more focused dictionaries 

done before. These might include (i) an Anglo-Indian dictionary, (ii) other period 

dictionaries, (iii) regional Indian English dictionaries, (iv) substrate language 

dictionaries, (v) topic area dictionaries, (vi) author-based dictionaries, and (vii) slang 

dictionaries. 

   In the case of Anglo-Indian dictionaries, this era of Indian English is the one that 

has already received the greatest treatment by lexicographers to date, especially the 

period up to 1903, the year of the last edition of Yule and Burnell’s Hobson-Jobson. 

The Anglo-Indian period is covered by a number of substantial colonial glossaries, for 

example, Wilkins (1813), Elliot (1845), Carnegy (1853; 1877), Wilson (1855), and 

Whitworth (1885). This period has also received some limited cover by various slang 

dictionaries, such as Hotten (1859, 1860, 1865, 1873), Barrère and Leland (1889-1890), 

and Farmer and Henley (1890-1904). More recent dictionaries that concentrate largely 

on this period are Hawkins (1984) and Lewis (1991). The first edition of the Oxford 

English Dictionary (1888-1928), due to the timing of its creation and publication, also 

covered the Anglo-Indian period, and the recent online edition, OED3, has updated 

much of the original material. Nevertheless, the dictionary survey has highlighted a 

number of serious deficiencies in each of the previous works analysed. Hence, a 

comprehensive dictionary focussed on the Anglo-Indian period is still a significant 

desideratum. Such a dictionary would focus on the English of the colonial era, starting 

with the arrival of English-speaking merchants in the sixteenth-century and setting a 

cut-off date of 15 August 1947 (the signing of Partition) or 26 January 1950 (the official 

declaration of the Republic of India). The dictionaries of previous lexicographers could 

serve as a good starting point, and the creation of a database that included the entries 

from all the colonial-era dictionaries would be easy to construct as most of those 

dictionaries are already freely available in electronic form. This base dataset could then 

serve as a collection of terms to be searched for amongst the extant literature of British 
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India, a starting point for further investigations. However, it must be recognised here 

that there is enormous potential for the discovery of Anglo-Indian lexis that has 

remained to this day untreated by dictionaries. Areas of focus that would redress 

deficiencies in the previous lexicographical work on Indian English are legion. 

Examples include: 

 

 to discern which terms of the large colonial glossaries (e.g. Whitworth 

1885) actually had currency in Anglo-Indian English, and which did not 

 to attempt to verify the existence of Anglo-Indian terms included in 

nineteenth-century slang dictionaries (e.g. Hotten 1859, 1860, 1865, 

1873; Barrère and Leland 1889; Farmer and Henley 1889-1904) 

 to uncover unrecorded lexis of the Anglo-Indian era 

 to concentrate on Madras Presidency vocabulary in order to assess the 

impact of Dravidian languages on Anglo-Indian English (and redress the 

existing focus on north India) 

 to concentrate on the English of any of the three Presidencies (Bengal, 

Bombay, and Madras) 

 to re-evaluate the entries of Yule and Burnell (1886, 1903) against a 

larger collection of primary sources than those originally used; that this 

could be especially productive is highlighted by Lambert (2014a) wherein 

Yule and Burnell’s entry for the term Hobson-Jobson is shown to be 

lacking in several important aspects 

 to find ante-datings for the earliest citations in the Oxford English 

Dictionary 

 to focus on manuscript sources as opposed to printed sources 

 

More focussed than an Anglo-Indian dictionary would be a dictionary focussed on a 

shorter time period, such as the seventeenth-century, the eighteenth-century, the British 

Raj (1858-1947), or the Mutiny (May 1857 - June 1858). Although the Mutiny (or First 

War of Independence) only lasted just over a year, there is an enormous amount of 

literature associated with the Mutiny, both contemporary and later, which could form 

the base data for an exploration of the vocabulary that was used during this period 

upheaval in Indo-British relations. Some contemporary glossaries for this period already 

exist (e.g. Ball 1858; [Clyde] 1858). A dictionary focussed on the Mutiny would be of 

value to historians of the period. 

  The production of a regional Indian English dictionary would amount to 

lexicographic areal studies. Such dictionaries would concentrate on a specific region of 

India. Potential candidates are political districts such as the North-West Frontier 
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Province, Afghanistan, Rajasthan, Oudh, Cutch, Sindh, Ceylon, Nepal, Baluchistan, 

Tibet, British Burma; major population centres such as Bombay, Calcutta, Delhi, Goa, 

Hyderabad, or Mysore; or, geographical regions, such as the Himalayas, the Ganges 

river, the Indus valley, the Deccan, the Ghats. Not previously studied in this context are 

India’s island possessions, the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, the Lakshadweeps, and 

the Maldives (now a republic, but under British rule 1887-1965). 

  Another potential lexicographical project would be the construction of a substrate 

language dictionary. Such a dictionary would focus on the intersection of Indian English 

and a particular native Indian language, such as Bangla, Hindustani, Malayalam, Tamil, 

Indo-Portuguese, Persian, or Arabic (in the Indian context). Especially fruitful might be 

original lexicographical investigations into language contact between English and such 

languages as Assamese, Bodo, Burmese, Konkani, Marathi, Nepali, Orissa, Sinhalese, 

or Telugu, or other contact situations that have not been given detailed lexicographical 

coverage in the past. 

  Another way of limiting the focus of lexicographical effort is to concentrate on a 

specific subject area. Subject dictionaries are a commonplace for Standard English, with 

countless examples that take a synchronic view, such as The Oxford Dictionary of 

Astronomy (Ridpath 2012), and dictionaries on historical principles, such as Brave New 

Words: The Oxford Dictionary of Science Fiction (Prucher 2007). However, few such 

dictionaries exist for Outer Circle varieties. As with other subject-bound dictionaries, 

subject dictionaries for Indian English could take either a synchronic or historical 

approach. In addition, historical dictionaries could restrict their treatment to a specific 

time period. Possible areas of productive lexicographical research might be flora and 

fauna, hunting, disease and medicine, geography, climate, colonial administration, 

agriculture, engineering, law and order, thuggery and dacoity, education, race relations, 

caste and social structure, marriage and matrimonials, the military, politics, the arts, 

music, dance, weaving and cloth, numismatics, and so on. Even more specific subsets of 

lexis are frequently extensive enough to warrant lexicographical treatment, such as 

musical instruments, weaponry, avifauna, etc. Particularly lacking are Indian English 

dictionaries devoted to the language of religion. There is an extensive vocabulary 

associated with each of the principle religions of India. Previous lexicographical works 

of Indian English have left the bulk of this lexis unexamined. A dictionary could focus 

on the lexis associated with a particular religion, such as Hinduism, Sikhism, Jainism, or 

else Buddhism, Christianity, or Islam in India. However, religion dictionaries could be 

more focussed still, for instance, a dictionary could be devoted to the extensive lexis 

associated with Hindu temples.  

  A further potential focus of lexicographical research would be to concentrate on the 

works of a particular author. Much literary criticism has been devoted to Indian authors 
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writing in English, but dictionaries devoted to the writings of a particular writer are not 

very common, either within Indian English, or in other varieties of English. There is 

even no dictionary devoted to William Shakespeare, even though there are many 

concordances to his works. The Oxford English Dictionary is purported to have defined 

every word used by Shakespeare (see Schäfer 1980; Vickers 2007: 153), but the entire 

OED is not a suitable substitute for a dictionary wholly devoted to Shakespearean 

English as it is expensive, outsized, and presents the Shakespearean material amongst 

an overabundance of non-Shakespearean lexis. As with Shakespeare, there is no 

dictionary of any Indian English writer of standing. For instance, there is no dictionary 

of Kipling, despite his renown for including Anglo-Indian lexis that was unfamiliar to 

wider English readership. The sixth edition of Kipling’s Departmental Ditties (1891) 

included an anonymous glossary of Indian English words used in the text, which was 

later slightly enlarged and published separately in 1899 (see Livingston 1927: 207). 

While the glossary covers the bulk of Indianisms in Departmental Ditties, it does only 

that, defining a mere 134 terms (Glossary to Accompany Departmental Ditties), a far 

cry from the complete range of lexis used in Kipling’s works. Of course, Kipling is 

merely an example, the Indian English of modern Indian English authors of acclaim 

could well be the subject of lexicographical investigations, such as Mulk Raj Anand, 

Ruskin Bond, Nirad C. Chaudhuri, Shobhaa De, Anita Desai, Amitav Ghosh, Jhumpa 

Lahiri, Rohinton Mistry, Dhan Gopal Mukerji, V.S. Naipaul, R.K. Narayan, Raja Rao, 

Arundhati Roy, Nayantara Sahgal, Vikram Seth, Rabindranath Tagore, or Salman 

Rushdie. In addition to fictional authors and poets, there are significant texts in English 

by such preeminent Indians as Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru 

which could also be the subject of focussed dictionaries of Indian English. 

  Finally, Lambert (2014b) has shown that slang in Indian English is not only 

extensive but has its own distinctive characteristics. Indian English slang has numerous 

lexical items that are unique to Indian English, many of which are borrowings or loan 

translations of slang words in indigenous Indian languages. In addition, Indian English 

slang lexis does not overlap completely with British English slang, American English 

slang, or Australian English slang, but has instead borrowed its own unique set of slang 

items from these other slang resources. There are very few studies on Indian English 

slang. Previous Indian English dictionaries have treated only a very limited number of 

slang items, and to date, there is no dictionary devoted to the slang lexis of Indian 

English.  

  The list of dictionary types discussed in Section 6.6.2 is not meant to be exhaustive, 

and other potential dictionaries of Indian English are always possible. However, any of 

the dictionaries suggested above, if ever realised, would at least make some headway 

towards an overall improvement in the lexicography of Indian English.  
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 Section 6.6 discussed the potential for overcoming some of the deficiencies that 

have been detected in the Indian English dictionaries surveyed in Chapter 4 and Chapter 

5 of a number of theoretically possible dictionaries. In particular, it was argued that only 

a Diachronic Inclusive dictionary would be able to overcome all deficiencies discussed 

in the previous section. The next section summarises the contents of Chapter 6. 

 

6.7. Summary of Chapter 6 

 

The analysis of Indian English dictionaries undertaken in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 

provides an overview of Indian English lexicography from the late seventeenth century 

to the early twenty-first century. The significant revelation of this analysis has been that 

Indian English lexicography encompasses a number of serious deficiencies. Chapter 6, 

Towards a new lexicography of Indian English, has looked at the most significant of 

these deficiencies and made suggestions of lexicographical practices that, if they are 

taken on board by future dictionary projects, may assist in the creation of dictionaries 

that provide a more extensive, consistent, detailed, and accurate lexicographical 

description of this important variety of English. Etymologies can play a vital role in 

valorising Indian English, and thus are a primary concern for any lexicographer dealing 

with the variety. Unfortunately, etymologies in Indian English lexicography are 

generally over-simplified and thus fail to present the true nature of the transmission 

history of words from non-English languages into Indian English within the complex 

multi-lingual environment of India. Some of the most prevalent deficiencies in the 

treatment of word derivation include presenting all Persian and Arabic vocabulary as 

entering Indian English solely through Urdu, ignoring the difference between tatsama 

and tadbhava words, and giving single source etymons in cases where a number of 

languages are involved in the transmission history. The recognition of the complex 

multi-linguistic environment of India needs to be more fully taken into account so that a 

more accurate picture of the transmission history of indigenous Indian words into Indian 

English can be understood and presented. In addition, transliterations have frequently 

been poorly executed, and explanations of the transliteration system are generally 

omitted.  

 In terms of orthography, the case study of the word bhisti revealed that previous 

dictionaries of Indian English have not done justice to the great variety of 

orthographical variation in Indian English. Previous lexicographical works have utterly 

failed to provide a lexicographical description of Indian English pronunciation, and the 

unique grammatical character of Indian English has largely been left unrecorded by 

Indian English lexicography. In terms of content, the coverage of lexis has been shown 

to be inconsistent from an analysis of the noun-bias in the lexis covered by the surveyed 
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dictionaries, by the analysis of the distribution of semantic categories in definitions 

between dictionaries. Present-day Indian English lexicography lacks a detailed 

historical perspective, where obsolete or obsolescent terms of the Anglo-Indian are not 

readily distinguishable from more current lexis. Further, there is an enduring influence 

of Yule and Burnell’s Hobson-Jobson (1886/1903), a text which, even though many 

decades out of date is still being reprinted and upheld as ‘the’ dictionary of Indian 

English (e.g. Teltscher 2013a). Beyond these significant problems, a deeper deficiency 

has been identified, that of treating Indian English as simply a matter of Indian English 

with the addition of a number of Indianisms (i.e. lexical items restricted to Indian 

English), which, judging by the lexicographical works so far produced, are almost 

entirely nouns. The assumption of overlap with British English, and the continual 

comparison of Indian English with British English, has the effect of marginalising 

Indian English, rather than treating the variety holistically as a valid variety in its own 

right.  

 Each of the post-Independence dictionaries surveyed takes its own approach, and 

each has its own merits. To some extent, some of the post-Independence dictionaries 

surveyed, such as Muthiah (1991), Sengupta (1996), the Macmillan Comprehensive 

Dictionary (2006), and Lonely Planet (2008), cover modern Indian English. However, 

each of these is hardly satisfactory as a dictionary. Muthiah (1991) is very basic, and 

only provides definitions, and Lonely Planet (2008) is not strictly speaking a dictionary, 

but rather is a booklet directed at the backpacker market. Sengupta (1996), and the 

Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006) both benefit from being produced by 

professional lexicographers, but neither provides a very extensive coverage of current 

Indian English lexis, and both present Indian English as essentially British English (or 

‘standard’ English) with the addition of a few thousand Indianisms. Certainly, no 

present-day lexicographical work treats Indian English vocabulary, pronunciation, 

orthography, grammar, or etymology comprehensively.  

 There are any number of potential dictionaries of Indian English that could be 

written, each of which could potentially overcome some of the deficiencies of past 

dictionaries. A Synchronic dictionary, especially an up-to-date Synchronic dictionary 

that treated modern Indian English instead of concentrating on the Anglo-India past, 

would be a welcome addition to lexicography. However, Synchronic dictionaries, by 

their very nature, cannot present as detailed a historical account of a language as a 

dictionary on historical principles. Exclusive dictionaries, that is, dictionaries that only 

record Indianisms, or lexical items that deviate from standard British English, may be 

able to provide a more in-depth account of various salient Indian English lexical items, 

but, at the same time incorporate the unverified conception that Indian English is for the 

most part identical to British English. However, Exclusive dictionaries, by their very 
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nature, ignore the greater part of genuine Indian English lexis, leaving it untreated. The 

OED is a comprehensive Diachronic and Inclusive dictionary primarily treating British 

English, though it also treats, to a greater or lesser extent, other major varieties such as 

American, Canadian, South African, and Australian English. A comprehensive 

Diachronic and Inclusive dictionary, on the model of the OED, that treated Indian 

English, would be able to discover which lexical items of greater English are present in 

Indian English, and which are not, and which senses of those lexical items are present in 

Indian English, and which are not, and thus present an account of the true nature and 

extent of Indian English lexis.  

 A Synchronic Inclusive dictionary could equally provide this detailed account of 

Indian English lexis, though it would omit much of the long history of Indian English. A 

number of Synchronic Inclusive dictionaries have been successfully published for 

Englishes from outside the Inner Circle, including, for example, The Grolier 

International Dictionary (2000), covering South-east Asian Englishes, The Times-

Chambers Essential English Dictionary, which covers Singapore and Malaysian 

English (Higgleton and Ooi 1997; see Schneider 1998; Ooi 2001), and for Fijian 

English, The Macquarie Dictionary of English for the Fiji Islands (Geraghty, Mugler 

and Tent 2006).  

 For Diachronic Exclusive dictionaries, two examples from the Caribbean are 

Cassidy and Le Page (1967) and Winer (2009). There are no Diachronic Inclusive 

dictionaries of any variety of English other than British English (namely, the OED). 

Such an ambitious project as a fully historical inclusive dictionary of Indian English, an 

undertaking which would potentially involve decades of work, is of course practically 

possible. Of this we can be assured by the very existence of numerous and varied large-

scale 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. 1985-2012), 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. At the same time, such grand dictionary projects are 

both practically and financially burdensome, and smaller, more focussed dictionary 

projects require less in terms of time, labour, organisation, and capital outlay. While a 

dictionary that focusses on a specific subset of Indian English will neglect the greater 

part of Indian English lexis, it can nevertheless provide valuable information about the 

lexical items that it does treat. As the dictionary survey of the present research has 

shown, there are very few if any lexical items of Indian English that have been given in-
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depth lexicographical treatment to date. As Lambert (2014a) has demonstrated, even 

such a high-profile lexical item as ‘Hobson-Jobson’ has been very inaccurately and 

incompletely dealt with by previous lexicography. In fact, given the nature of the 

lexicographic treatment of Indian English lexis so far, there is no lexical item of Indian 

English that will not fruitfully bear further lexicographic investigation. 

 One of the major deficiencies with past Indian English lexicography is that it is 

essentially lexicography carried out from the perspective of Westerners, from the 

perspective of outsiders looking in. This is not to say that the individual lexicographers 

should be viewed in this way, indeed, many of them have been what are known as ‘old 

India hands,’ that is, long-time residents in India who are more or less extensively 

familiar with the country and culture. Others, such as Muthiah and Sengupta, are 

themselves Indians, and assumedly native speakers of Indian English. Nevertheless, the 

dictionaries embody the Western perspective in a number of ways.  

 First, pronunciations, where given at all, are generally not Indian English. The 

exception to this is the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006), where an attempt 

was made to Indianise the Australian English pronunciations of the base dictionary, 

though this was only partially successful. Second, native-script etymons, formerly not 

uncommon (e.g. Wilkins 1813, OED1), have been abandoned in favour of etymons in 

transcriptions based on the Latin alphabet. Such transcriptions are founded in Western 

linguistic practices. These present a decoding challenge to dictionary users, including 

native speakers of Indian English to many of whom the transcription systems are 

unfamiliar. Third, the lack of treatment of grammar in Indian English lexicography is 

tantamount to stating that Indian English either does use the same grammar as British or 

‘standard’ English, or that it should. Indian English grammar is actually more extensive 

than that of ‘standard’ English, in that it includes all ‘standard’ English grammatical 

constructions in addition to a large set of other grammatical constructions that are 

common in Indian English. To what extent these extra grammatical features of Indian 

English are considered acceptable in Indian English is an important question that bears 

directly on the divisive subject of norms and standards for Indian English. A historical 

treatment of the grammar of Indian English would provide an account of the longevity 

of various grammatical features, and hence provide a valuable resource for the ongoing 

debate about where Indian English looks to for its norms. Fourth, the presentation of 

Indian English as nothing more than British English, or ‘standard’ English, with the 

addition of Indianisms, has the effect of portraying nativised Indian English lexis as, to 

use the words of Kachru (1973; 1980), ‘lexical exotica.’ This in turn has the effect of 

marginalising Indian English as a peripheral variety of less importance than British 

English and the Englishes of other Inner Circle varieties. Indeed, the very fact that the 

majority of Inner Circle varieties, such as American, Australia, Canadian, New Zealand, 
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Scottish, and South African English, have all received significantly superior 

professional and academic lexicographical treatment than Indian English is another sign 

of the marginalisation of Indian English.  

 In order to overcome the many deficiencies identified in the previous 

lexicographical works on Indian English, the lexicographical treatment of Indian 

English needs to move beyond the practices of the past. Greater research into Indian 

English lexis needs to be undertaken. Greater attention needs to be paid especially to the 

areas of etymology, orthography, grammar, and pronunciation. For etymologies, a more 

refined, nuanced, and complete account of the transmission indigenous Indian lexis into 

Indian English needs to be undertaken, one that takes into account the multi-lingual 

nature of the Indian linguistic environment. It has been suggested here that original 

script etymons be revived as a valuable method of presenting etymological information. 

The presentation of non-English etymons is more accurately achieved through the use 

of native scripts than any other alternative (that is, transliterations, IPA transcriptions, or 

(for electronic dictionaries) sound recordings). Original script etymons would help re-

locate Indian English in an India context, where the linguistic environment normally 

consists of both the Latin alphabet and native Indian scripts side by side. However, in 

order to assist those unfamiliar with the various scripts, original script etymons could be 

presented in conjunction with either transliterations, IPA transcription, or (for electronic 

dictionaries) sound recordings, or any combination of these. For electronic dictionaries, 

it is possible for the mouse-over function to be used to keep the original script etymons 

in the foreground and place the Western linguistic renderings of the etymons in the 

background.  

 In terms of orthography, greater attention needs to be paid to the great variation in 

spelling that is characteristic of Indian English. In terms of grammar, a descriptive 

treatment that paid due attention to the great variety of Indian English grammatical 

constructions is long overdue. A number of ways in which grammar can be presented in 

dictionaries has been outlined, and the value of a historical treatment of Indian English 

grammar, along the lines of Jespersen’s historical treatment of British English grammar, 

has been indicated. Finally, for pronunciations, it is time for lexicographers of Indian 

English to desist simply throwing up their arms and baulking at the entire subject. If 

phoneticians (e.g. Wells 1982; Gargesh 2008) can provide descriptions of the 

pronunciation of educated Indian English speakers then so can lexicographers. The 

pronunciation of educated speakers of Indian English may not be universally considered 

the standard or goal pronunciation of every single person in India, yet, at the same time, 

there is no requirement for a descriptive dictionary to satisfy the demands those people 

who consider dictionary pronunciations to be wholly prescriptive. Dictionary 

pronunciations based on educated Indian English speakers would be an improvement on 
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simply giving British or American English pronunciations, and would certainly be an 

improvement on giving none at all. Such pronunciations would be another step towards 

the de-marginalisation of Indian English, which from a world Englishes perspective, is 

just as valid and valuable a variety of English as any other. 
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION AND COMMENTARY  

 

At the end of Chapter 2, I specified three research issues: 

 

(i) to complete a detailed survey of previous lexicographical work on the 

vocabulary of Indian English;  

(ii) to simultaneously provide a critical evaluation of this previous lexicographical 

work, with specific reference to relevant lexicographical theory dealing with 

dictionaries of ‘new’ Englishes;  

(iii) to outline a number of theoretical lexicographical approaches to dictionaries of 

Indian English in response to the results of the critical analysis.    

 

These research issues were generated in response to my own acquaintance with Indian 

English, dictionaries of Indian English, lexicography as a professional practice, and the 

literature review. In the beginning, beyond a long-term familiarity with and admiration 

for both Yule and Burnell’s Hobson-Jobson and the OED, I had a relatively cursory 

knowledge of a number of Indian English lexicographical works. As a career 

lexicographer, what little knowledge I had of Indian English lexicography led to an 

intuitive feeling that overall it did not provide a robust, detailed, or comprehensive 

description of Indian English, that it did not provide a lexicographical description of 

Indian English that was commensurate with the lexicographical description of other 

major varieties of English, such as Australian English, with which I was most familiar. 

Yet, this intuition was, as far as I knew, untested and unverified, and the specifics were 

entirely unknown. With regard to this, the literature review was enlightening in two 

ways. First, it revealed that very little critical commentary, either by modern 

metalexicographers or others, had been devoted to the bulk of Indian English 

lexicographical works. Second, it revealed that very little lexicographical theory had 

been devoted to the lexicography of world Englishes, or, what is more significant, 

specifically to Indian English. There was a significant knowledge gap, and hence my 

work in this subject area constitutes a substantial contribution towards filling that gap. 

No other research, to my knowledge, has ever attempted a critical evaluation of any of 

the existing dictionaries of Indian English, and certainly none has attempted a detailed 

scholarly survey of a diachronic selection of them.  

 The literature review also brought to light ways in which Indian English has been 

marginalised in both linguistics and lexicography. Through my previous professional 

life, I had been personally involved in the continuing effort to valorise Australian 

English as a valid variety of English, which, despite its present comfortable position in 
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its homeland, still comes under concerted attack by certain vocal critics in the media 

and public sphere. From an academic perspective, the field of world Englishes studies, 

which promotes a fundamentally pluralist and egalitarian vision of varieties of English, 

encapsulates the theoretical position which I had long been fighting from in my 

professional career. Taking a world Englishes stance towards Australian English, but 

not towards Indian English, was untenable. The parallels between the two varieties in 

this respect were unavoidable, and the possibility that lexicography could contribute to 

the valorisation and demarginalisation of Indian English, as it had done with Australian 

English, seemed self-evident. Nevertheless, since so little work had been done on the 

lexicography of Indian English, it was still unknown to what extent previous 

dictionaries of Indian English had been involved in this marginalisation, or indeed, if 

they had been involved at all.  

 Having an outline of the goals set, it was necessary to seek an appropriate 

methodological approach in order to conduct the dictionary survey. A review of the 

relevant literature did not immediately locate any suitable analytical tool, but rather 

revealed that there was a significant lack of methodological cohesion in the field of 

metalexicography, and that even the fundamental question of what constituted a 

dictionary was unsettled. The methodology employed here took as a starting point that 

the dictionary was a textual genre. This stance simultaneously allows the dictionary to 

be analysed as text, and also explains the great variety of lexicographical works, thus 

allowing disparate types to be treated together in the same study. This theoretical stance 

was a necessary first step in that it set liberal boundaries for what types of texts could be 

included in the study, but also freed the analysis from concerning itself with attempting 

to set up rigorous guidelines about what should or should not be in a dictionary, an area 

that appears to be largely unresolved in the field of metalexicography. From this starting 

point, the structural breakdown of text put forward by Genette (1997) was invoked as a 

means of structuring the analyses of the individual dictionaries to be surveyed, while the 

concept of forensic dictionary analysis put forward by Coleman and Ogilvie (2009) was 

utilised to carry out detailed investigations of the selected lexicographical works. 

Additionally, the work of Baumgardner, Kennedy and Shamin (1993), itself an 

extension of the work of Kachru (1983), was adapted in order to analyse the semantic 

field content of the definitions of three major dictionaries.  

 One of the major outcomes of the dictionary survey undertaken in the present 

research was the provision of a concise history of Indian English lexicography, from the 

seventeenth to the twenty-first century, not previously available. This represents a major 

contribution to the historiography of lexicography, one of the four primary areas of 

metalexicographical concern (Wiegand 1984). Arising from this research, the analysis 

of the title of Hobson-Jobson has been published in the International Journal of 
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Lexicography (Lambert 2014a), though this represents only a very small part of the 

overall history. The other significant outcome of the present research was the detailing 

of the ways in which the previous lexicography treated Indian English as a variety of 

peripheral concern. This was evident on two levels. First, at the dictionary entry level, a 

number of deficiencies were uncovered in the previous lexicography which revealed 

that the depth and detail of lexicographical treatment given to other major varieties of 

English, had not been accorded to Indian English. In particular, areas of weakness 

occurred with the attention paid to pronunciation, content, grammar, variant spellings, 

and etymological information. These deficiencies and their import have hitherto 

remained unrecognised. Second, at a more global level, the lexicographic 

marginalisation of Indian English was identified as operating through (i) a lack of a 

detailed historical perspective in dictionaries, (ii) the enduring influence of Hobson-

Jobson on later works, (iii) the endemic comparison of Indian English to British 

English, and (iv) the untested assumption of a universal overlap with British English for 

the bulk of Indian English lexis. The exploration of how dictionaries of Indian English 

have been complicit in the marginalisation of Indian English has, to my knowledge, 

never been so fully assessed or explicated (my own article arising from these doctoral 

studies (Lambert 2012a) being the exception). The findings of the dictionary survey link 

back to the underlying stance towards Indian English that served as the motivator to the 

present research. 

 Finally, coming to the academic world and this research project from a career as a 

professional lexicographer, it did not seem sufficient to only uncover weaknesses in 

previous lexicographical works without responding to the results of the critical analysis 

and attempting to provide some assistance in the form of potential solutions for future 

lexicographers. To this end, a number of theoretically possible approaches to the 

lexicographical concerns have been suggested and discussed in terms of what 

contribution they could make towards overcoming some of the deficiencies that have 

been detected in the previous Indian English dictionaries. In order to overcome all four 

global deficiencies outlined above, it was determined that only a Diachronic Inclusive 

dictionary, similar to the Oxford English Dictionary but concentrating solely on Indian 

English, would suffice. However, the logistics of large-scale dictionary projects, in 

terms of financing, staffing, and the time required, may prevent such an enterprise ever 

being realised. Hence, a number of smaller, more focused lexicographical projects 

dealing with different aspects of Indian English have been suggested, any of which 

might make a contribution to moving Indian English lexicography beyond the current 

situation where Yule and Burnell’s now outdated Hobson-Jobson still reigns supreme. 

 A number of limitations to the present research are evident. First, due to space and 

time considerations, the dictionary survey did not cover all the available dictionaries of 
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Indian English. Particularly, there are a number of pre-Independence dictionaries that 

were not surveyed, including Roberts (1800), Elliot (1845; 1860), ‘Stocqueler’ (1848), 

Brown (1852), Carnegy (1853; 1877), and Wilson (1855). These were assessed as being 

of the same type as Whitworth (1885), and the analysis of Whitworth was taken as 

representative of this style of dictionary. However, a more detailed analysis of these 

works may well provide information that has direct bearing on the findings of the 

present research. One obvious way in which the present research can be profitably 

extended is to conduct a similar analysis on the dictionaries that were omitted from the 

present research. Second, the semantic field analysis was limited to three dictionaries 

(Whitworth 1885; Yule and Burnell 1903; Macmillan Comprehensive 2006). This 

methodological approach provided an insight into the manner in which each dictionary 

differed from the others, and hence suggested an overall inconsistency in the coverage 

of Indian English lexis, and it would be desirable to extend the semantic analysis to 

more dictionaries. Another limitation of this aspect of the research was that the results 

were not able to be systematically compared against any large-scale diachronic corpus 

of real-language data, to see if the biases in the dictionaries were attributable to the 

individual lexicographers or reflected the variety of English being represented in the 

particular dictionary. Such an undertaking would require large-scale diachronic corpora 

of Indian English which are not currently available. For extra-lexicographical data on 

Indian English, the present research was restricted to a citation database of over 20,000 

entries, a corpus of 25.4 million words of news reports from the Times of India 

newspaper, and the resources currently available through the Internet. As the citations 

for the word bhisti in Appendix 4 reveal, the extra-lexicographical data on Indian 

English utilised for the present research goes far beyond any dataset available to 

previous lexicographers. Nevertheless, the dataset used provides only a limited selection 

of the totality of Indian English, and the construction of large-scale diachronic corpora 

of Indian English is an urgent desideratum for Indian English lexicographical studies. 

 In terms of methodology, the analytical method utilised was sufficient for the 

purposes of this thesis in that it was able to deliver a range of qualitative and 

quantitative results, and thus bring to light a great deal of original information about the 

dictionaries surveyed. Additionally, it had the flexibility to respond to different types of 

lexicographical works. However, as the methodology used is unique to the present 

research, it has not been widely tested, and is clearly susceptible to refinement, 

especially in terms of improving its systematicity. A final limitation resides in the 

delineation of Indian English. The present research took the term ‘Indian English’ in its 

widest sense, both chronologically (from the sixteenth-century to present) and 

geographically (including all regions that have been included under the umbrella term 

India over the period involved). For the purposes of this study, such a wide-ranging 
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definition was appropriate, but this does not necessarily translate unproblematically to 

the real world in terms of language politics and thus dictionary publishing. The 

existence of such varieties of English as Bangladeshi English, Pakistani English, and Sri 

Lankan English, is well recognised, as is the umbrella term South Asian English. Future 

research into the lexicography of Indian English would benefit from an exploration of 

the relationships between these adjacent and overlapping varieties of English, though 

the success of such ventures may well depend on the endorsement and support of such 

national institutions as education departments, language planning agencies, universities, 

or even national governments themselves. As indicated throughout many sections of 

this thesis, the question of a national dictionary project is not merely an issue for 

lexicographical description and linguistic analysis, but also an issue of national 

language policy and language politics, involving a range of ethnic, historical, and 

sociological tensions outside the scope of the present study. 
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ENDNOTES 

 

1. The cryptic abbreviations mean that salt-giver, a person to whom you owe loyalty, is 

sourced from Raja Rao’s Kanthapura, 1938 (see Agrawal 2008: 172), and sister-

sleeper, a euphemistic variant of ‘sister-fucker’ (an Indian English calque on a common 

the Hindi insult बेटीचोद betīcod), is sourced from Kushwant Singh’s The Voice of God, 

1957. [54] 

 

2. A ‘tatsama’ word is a recent borrowing from Sanskrit into a modern Indian 

vernacular language, or a new vernacular term ‘formed on Sanskrit structural models’ 

(McGregor 1993: xi), while a ‘tadbhava’ word is one that has descended over time 

through Prakrits to modern vernacular languages, a word that has ‘evolved from Old 

and Middle Indo-Aryan linguistic forms (and from non-Indo-Aryan forms assimilated at 

an early period into Indo-Aryan)’ (McGregor 1993: viii). These meanings are a current 

application of terminology that was originally used to describe the origin of Sanskrit 

vocabulary. The present research uses the terms ‘tatsama’ and ‘tadbhava’ in the 

restricted senses found in McGregor (1993). [133] 

 

3. Yule and Burnell’s paraphrase ‘silk-flower’ is incorrect; it should be ‘silk rose,’ or 

‘silken rose,’ from Persian gulāb ‘rose’ and reshim ‘silk’ (as post-positive adjective) 

(Johnson 1852: 644; Gamble 1881: 160). [253] 

 

4. Burchfield states that there are ‘between 17000 and 18000 Main Words’ in Volume I 

of the Supplement. Volume I has 1331 dictionary pages. This gives a figure of between 

12.8 and 13.5 entries per page. These figures multiplied by 166, the number of pages in 

the letter A, gives an approximate range of between 2120 and 2245 entries for the letter 

A. [292] 

 

5. The etymology of this word has been plagued by an error first introduced by Hotten 

(1860: 114), who cites the London Guide, a small tract devoted to explicating the 

devices used by criminals of the London underworld, as having an example of this slang 

sense of cheese. However, the word cheese does not actually occur in the London 

Guide. Hotten’s error was thence reproduced in Farmer and Henley (1891: 85), the 

OED (1893: 316), Partridge (1937: 144), and Lighter (1994: 386). By removing this 

error from the lexical record, the slang sense of cheese loses its British pedigree for an 

American one and is datable only to 1835, not 1818. [401] 
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APPENDIX 1 

Transliterations used for text in non-Roman scripts 

The transliterations used in the present research are based on McGregor (1993). In the 

following tables, transliteration symbols are given in italics followed by the 

corresponding International Phonetic Alphabet symbol or symbols. In Table 7.2 the 

stops and nasals are presented in the typical Devanagari order, followed by the 

approximants, fricatives, and taps or flaps. 

Table 1: Vowel transliterations 

 

a /ə, ɑ/ ā /aː, ɑː/   

i /ɪ/ ī /iː/   

u /ʊ/ ū /uː/   

e /e/ ē /eː/ ai /aɪ/ 

o /ɔ, ɒ/ ō /ɔː/ au /aʊ/ 

 

Table 2: Consonant transliterations 

 

velar k /k/ kh /kʰ/ g /g/ gh /gʱ/ ṅ /ŋ/  

palatal c /tʃ/ ch /tʃʰ/ j /dʒ/ jh /dʒʱ/ ñ /ɲ/  

retroflex ṭ /ʈ/ ṭh /ʈʰ/ ḍ /ɖ/ ḍh /ɖʱ/ ṇ /ɳ/  

alveolar/ dental t /t, t̪/ th /tʰ, t̪ʰ/ d /d, d̪/ dh /dʱ, d̪ʱ/ n /n/  

labial p /p/ ph /pʰ/ b /b/ bh /bʱ/ m /m/  

approximant y /j/ l /l/ v /ʋ/      

fricative f /f/ ś /ɕ, ʃ/ ṣ /ʂ/ s /s/ z /z/ h  /ɦ/ 

tap or flap ṛ /ɽ/  ṛ  /ɽʱ/ r  /r, ɾ/      
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APPENDIX 2 

 

Search strings used in selecting Indian English material from the Macmillan 

Comprehensive Dictionary (2006) 

 

Appendix 2 lists the search strings used to select content potentially related to Indian 

English from the date of the Macmillan Comprehensive Dictionary (2006). The search 

strings include full words (e.g. India) as well as stems (e,g, Ceyl), but all strings were 

treated as stems, thus a search for India matched both India and Indian, and a search for 

Ceyl matched both Ceylon and Ceylonese. Searches were case sensitive. The search 

‘Bh[aou]’ matched any word beginning Bha-, Bho-, or Bhu-. The search ‘Indus[^t]’ 

matched all cases of the five letters Indus not followed by the letter t (thus eliminating 

matches on the word Industrial). The term Indies was omitted as this string only 

appeared in the data as part of the geographical term West Indies. 

 

Search strings for locating Indian English lexis 

 

Afghan Gurkh Nicoba 

Ananda Gwal Oudh 

Andaman Hima Pakist 

Arunac Hind[iu] Parsi 

Aryan India Punjab 

Avest Indic Sansk 

Baluch Indus[^t] Sikh 

Bangla Jana Sikkim 

Bengal Kanar Siva 

Bh[aou] Kashm Sri 

Bhagav Kolka Taj 

Brahm Krish Tamil 

Buddh Laksh Tantr 

Burma Lanka Tibet 

Calcut Madras Urdu 

Ceyl Mahay Uttar 

Congre Mald Veda 

Dravi Mathura Vedic 

Gandh Mugh Vishn 

Gange Mysore Yoga 

Gathas Nepal Zoroa 
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APPENDIX 3 

 

Transliteration system used by Yule and Burnell (1886/1903) 

 

The following table provides the transliteration system used by Yule and Burnell 

(1886/1903) to render Devanagari. The Devanagari characters ॠ, ऌ, and ॡ are omitted 

because they do not occur in Yule and Burnell’s etymologies or in Shakespear’s 

transliteration system. The transliteration system attempts to match Hindi phonemes to 

the closest English phonemes using the corresponding letters of the Latin alphabet 

wherever possible, and with a minimum of diacritics. The major points of departure 

from the plain Latin alphabet are that long vowels are marked with macrons (ā, ē, ī, ō, 

ū), the retroflex stops (/ʈ/ and /ɖ/) are marked with the characters having dots below (ṭ 

and ḍ), and the two sibilants /ʃ/and /ʂ/ are signified by ś and ṣ, respectively. The 

retroflex flap /ɽ/, which in Devanagari is classed amongst the vowels, is represented by 

ṛ. Aspirated consonants are represented by a simple Latin letter followed by an h. Velar 

/ŋ/, palatal /ɲ/, and dental /n̪/ are all represented by n. This transliteration is a sensible 

economy as only the dental nasal occurs initially, while the velar and palatal nasals only 

occur in consonant clusters with homorganic plosives, that is, having the same place of 

articulation. Retroflex /ɳ/, which occurs as a phoneme in some Indian languages (e.g. 

Hindi and Sanskrit), is represented by ṇ. Nasalisation, represented in Devanagari by 

candrabindu   , is transliterated by the character ṅ immediately following the vowel. 

The Devanagari letter व, which represents the labio-dental approximate /ʋ/, but is also 

realised as /v/ and /w/ in various phonetic situations, is transliterated either as v or w, by 

Yule and Burnell. The reason for selecting either v or w is not indicated anywhere, so it 

is unclear if Yule and Burnell are attempting to represent the pronunciation of Indian 

languages, or Anglo-Indian pronunciations. For example, at the headword walla the 

Hindustani etymon वाला is transliterated wālā (1886: 739: 1903: 968), though the 

Hindustani pronunciation is /ʋaːlaː/ and vālā is just as suitable a transliteration. The 

transliteration uses the initial w of the Anglicised pronunciation /ˈwɔlə/. 

 

Table 1: Yule and Burnell transliterations of Devanagari 

 

Transliteration Devanagari  IPA 

a अ /ə, ɑ/ 

ā आ /aː/ 

i इ /ɪ/ 

ī ई /iː/ 

u उ /ʊ/ 
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ū ऊ /uː/ 

ṛ ऋ /ɽ/ 

e ए /e/ 

ai ऐ /aɪ/ 

o ओ /ɔ/ 

au औ /aʊ/ 

k क /k/ 

kh ख /kʰ/ 

g ग /g/ 

gh घ /gʱ/ 

n ङ /ŋ/ 

ch च /ʧ/ 

chh छ /ʧʰ/ 

j ि /ʤ/ 

jh झ /ʤʱ/ 

n ञ /ɲ/ 

ṭ ट /ʈ/ 

ṭh ठ /ʈʱ/ 

ḍ ड /ɖ/ 

ḍh ढ /ɖʱ/ 

ṛ ड़ /ɽ/ 

ṛh ढ़ /ɽʱ/ 

ṇ ण /ɳ/ 

t त /t̪/ 

th थ /t̪ʰ/ 

d द /d̪/ 

dh ध /d̪ʰ/ 

n न /n̪/ 

p प /p/ 

ph फ /pʰ/ 

b ब /b/ 

bh भ /bʱ/ 

m म /m/ 

y य /j/ 

r र /r/ 

l ल /l/ 

v/w व /ʋ/, /v/, /w/ 
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ś श /ʃ/ 

ṣ ष /ʂ/ 

s स /s/ 

h ह /h/ 
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APPENDIX 4 

 

Citations for the word bhisti 

 

Appendix 4 presents the citational evidence for the word bhisti, and related words, from 

the present researcher’s personal citation collection. The citations cover two senses of 

bhisti: 1. a person whose occupation the carrying and distribution of water (usually 

carried in a leather bag made from the skin of a goat). 2. a leather bag made from the 

skin of a goat, used by bhistis. Additionally, there are citations for the compound nouns, 

bhisti-bag: a leather bag made from the skin of a goat, used by bhistis to carry water; 

bullock-bhisti: a bhisti who transports and distributes water from a cart drawn by a 

bullock; hand-bhisti, a bhisti who carries and distributes water with a leather bag made 

from the skin of a goat; and bhisti-bullock: a bullock used by a bhisti to pull a water-

cart. The citations are presented in chronological order, in the typical citation format of 

a historical dictionary, and broken down into the following sections. 

 

1. Sense 1, pre-Independence citations  ........................................................... 591 

2. Sense 1, post-Independence citations ........................................................... 607 

3. Sense 2 citations  ............................................................................................ 609 

4. Citations for bhisti bag  ................................................................................. 610 

5. Citations for bhisti-bullock  ........................................................................... 610 

6. Citations for bullock-bhisti  ........................................................................... 610 

7. Citations for hand-bhisti  .............................................................................. 611 

 

1. Sense 1, pre-Independence citations 

 

[1703 Baldæus ‘A Description of Ceylon’ in A Collection of Voyages and Travels III. 

804 The last Church not far from the City, is call’d Sundecouli, belonging to the 

Civias, or Chair-men and Water-Carriers.] 

[1759 The Modern Part of An Universal History. VI. 487 [B]esides these, were 586 

elephants, carrying castles each, with four armed men in it, 12,000 water-carriers, 

and 20,000 common women.] 

1776 JAMES WEBBER in India Courier Extraordinary (1786) II. 216 Monthly allowance 

for carriage, pitching and repairing of tents, together with Beesties, Gurry Wollahs, 

&c. 

1781 The India Gazette 24 Nov. I have the happiness to inform you of the fall of Bijah 

Gurh on the 9th inst. with the loss of only 1 sepoy, 1 beasty, and a cossy killed. 

1782 The India Gazette 12 Oct. [Table of Wages in Calcutta] 
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    Consummah . . . 10 Rs. 

    Kistmutdar . . .  .  6  " 

    Beasty . . . . . . . .  5  " 

1782 The Parliamentary Register VI. 178 [heading] Establishment of Bheasties, 

Bildahs, Leoapecks, and Coolies. 

1782 A Narrative of the Insurrection which happened in the Zemeedary of Banaris 27 

[list item] 2 Beesties. 

1783 FRANCIS GLADWIN Ayeen Akbery I. 165 In the Feel Khanch out of every Rupee 

one Dam is taken by the Suddywal, the Debashy and the Bisty; and by the Mushreff 

and Nekeeb as in the Kafeh department. 

1783 FRANCIS GLADWIN Ayeen Akbery I. 156 Every Munsubdar of 100 or more, has 

twenty five or thirty elephants appointed to him. And the other Foujdars who are 

Bisties or Debashies, are under his command. 

1785 in India Courier Extraordinary (1786) II. 266 I issued a public order, for an 

extraordinary survey to be taken of the beasty cattle[.] 

1785 in Articles Exhibited by the Knights 1782 The Beesty Cattle of the Establishment 

form a very considerable Part of the Carriage Bullocks, and being entirely under the 

Charge of People who are not accountable to the Agent, I have every Reason to think 

that they are defrauded of great Part of their Allowances of Food[.] 

1786 India Courier Extraordinary II. 217 [table entry] Ten beasties, at 9 each … 90. 

1787 CHARLES WILLIAM BLUNT in India Courier Extraordinary (1786) II. 240 [A]n 

advantage formerly accruing to the agent, from the allowance for ropes, pads, &c. is 

wholly taken away by the deduction of the carriage cattle, the bags, &c. of the 

bheesties costing more than the allowance for them. 

1788 Appendix to the India Courier Extraordinary V. 239 Sirs, an advantage formerly 

accruing to the agent, from the allowance for ropes, pads, &c. is wholly taken away 

by the deduction of the carriage cattle, the bags, &c. of the bheesties costing more 

than the allowance for them[.] 

1797 N.B. EDMONSTONE in Asiatic Annual Register (1800) 30 So you are going to carry 

a kelaat to the son of a Bhisty; a pretty successor, to be sure[.] 

1798 [JOHN BORTHWICK GILCHRIST] The Oriental Linguist 66 Bishisht, heaven, (-ee,) 

waterman, alias beasty among the jargonists. 

1799[b] WILLIAM HUNTER in Asiatick Researches (1801) 60 The patient, who was a 

bhishtee, or water-man, had the complaint break out in his arm. 

1801 The Critical Review XXXII. 382 The patient was a bhishtee, or waterman, whose 

arms were as often wetted as the inferior extremities of others. 

1803 DAVID RICHARDSON in Asiatic Annual Register (1804) 45 It is a circumstance 

curious enough, that there are certain employments engrossed almost exclusively by 
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the Moosulmans; among these the Bihishtee or Suqqas, who carry water, and the 

Suees or grooms, may be enumerated as the most prominent. 

1803 The Last Will and Testament of the Major General Cl. Martin 70 [list item] Two 

frashes or callassies … at 5 r.
s
 p

r
 m.

h
 10 / One beesty for the above … 5 r.

s
 p

r
 m.

h 
5. 

1805 The Gentleman’s Magazine (London) May 466/2 Total Killed, Wounded, and 

Missing [...] Natives. Five Soubidars, 6 Jemidars, 22 Halvidars, 11 Naicks, 1 

Drummer, 265 Privates, 1 Serang, 1 Tindal, 20 Lascars, 4 Bheesties, 6 Bildars, and 

31 Bullock-drivers. 

1805 LAWRENCE DUNDAS CAMPBELL (ed.) The Asiatic Annual Register (1807) 2 The 

following number of European and native commissioned and non-commissioned 

officers, sepoys, lascars, puckalees, and bhistees, are stated present in the return of 

the second regiment of sepoys[.] 

1806 LAWRENCE DUNDAS CAMPBELL (ed.) The Asiatic Annual Register (1809) 280 

Total, Killed and Wounded 1 Lieutenant-Colonel […] 7 Havildars, 8 Naiks, 1 

Drummer, 67 Sepoys, 2 Artillerymen, 2 Lascars, 1 Bhestie. 

1808 WILLIAM HUNTER A Dictionary, Hindoostanee and English II. 429: The b̩ hishtees 

have also such a book.  

1809 P. GRANT AND J. RICHARDSON in The Asiatic Annual Register xi. 30 Killed, 3 

naicks, 10 sepoys. – Wounded, 1 subadar, 1 jemadar, 2 halvidars, 3 naicks, 2 

bheesties, and 53 sepoys. 

1810 THOMAS WILLIAMSON The East India Vade-Mecum I. 229 In such a climate, water 

is, during four months, at least, the main spring of existence, both in the animal, and 

the vegetable, kingdom; consequently, its supply becomes a profession, giving bread 

to thousands. The person officiating in this capacity, if provided with a bullock for 

the purpose of conveying two large leather bags, each containing about twenty 

gallons, is called a Puckaully; but if he carries the water himself in the skin of a goat, 

prepared for that purpose, he then receives the designation of Bheesty.  

1810 THOMAS WILLIAMSON The East India Vade-Mecum I. 230 Bheesties are, with few 

exceptions, Mussulmans; it being contrary to the Hindoo code to touch either the 

carcases, or the skins, of animals killed in any way. Hence, a Hindoo of this 

profession is extremely rare, and will seldom be discovered; owing to the necessity 

for change of name, so as to pass for a Moossulman.  

1810 THOMAS WILLIAMSON The East India Vade-Mecum I. 232 By day-break the 

bheesty must begin to fill the several tubs, or immense nauds, (pans) of earthen-ware, 

placed near the house; this being done, he brings the tatties, and after wetting each 

thoroughly, as it lays on the ground, he places it against its respective aperture, 

supporting it with props, and, during the whole day, indeed often till mid-night, 

sprinkling it in every part; and occasionally replenishing the vessels, as their contents 
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may be expended. Though it cannot be said to occur often, in some very dry seasons, 

it has been found necessary to continue the bheesties at their labour during the whole 

night. 

1812 in The Edinburgh Medical and Surgical Journal (1813) Jan. 31 About 3 P.M., 

Amier, a Muselman Bhestie (water-carrier), from 25 to 30 years of age, and middle 

stature […] was brought to the Native Hospital, labouring under the most 

unequivocal symptoms of hydrophobia. 

1813 The Monthly Review Oct. 164 We now come to the second or humbler class of 

male attendants, few of who have equal opportunities of depredation with their 

purveying colleague. […] the Puckaully, or Bheesty, who supplies water[.] 

1815 JAMES JOHNSON The Influence of Tropical Climates, more especially the Climate 

of India, on European Constitutions 461 The tatties, which are affixed to the doors 

and other apertures, in the hot season, and kept constantly wet by bheesties, or water-

carriers, whereby the breeze is cooled by evaporation, in its passage through the 

humid grass, of which the tatty is constructed, prove a very salutary and grateful 

defence against the hot land-winds; since this simple expedient makes a difference of 

twenty or thirty degrees, between the bheesty’s and the European’s side of the tatty! 

1816 Annual Register 144/2 [W]ater was then thrown by bheestees upon the alligator 

and the dog, and the latter liberated from the mouth of the monster; when, to our very 

great surprise and pleasure, up rose the dog, and ran off[.] 

1816 J. Burnet in Papers Regarding the Administration of the Marquis of Hastings 986 

Wounded. - Lieutenant and Acting Adjutant Walcott, of Artillery, severely; one 

sepoy, dangerously; and five sepoys and one beesty, slightly. 

1817-1818 in Accounts and Papers II. (1837) 20 [list item] Naiques, drummers, fifers, 

privates, bhesties, puckalies and lascars. 

1818 in Proceedings of the Church Missionary Society for Africa and the East: 1819-

1820 304/2 The monthly expenses of the School are as follows: […] 1 Bhisty … 

3.0.0. 

1819 The Literary Panorama, and National Register viii. 1507/1 Owing in the first 

instance to an insufficiency of men to drag them, they did not reach the place, till 

other exertions purely adventitious, had subdued the danger; and then, the benefit 

which their presence should have yielded, seemed paralysed from want of Bhisties to 

fill them, although the river was hardly 50 yards from the spot where the fire was to 

have been extinguished. 

1820 The Asiatic Journal and Monthly Register for British India and its Dependencies 

Sept 252/1 We found ourselves obliged to submit to the custom of the country, in 

keeping up the following establishment: a Duwan, or porter, at the gate; a Sircar and 

two assistants for the ship; a Bobagee, or cook, and his assistant; a Beastie, or water 
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carrier; a Mater, or linkboy, and a sweeper, for the house; a set of bearers for one 

palanquin, seven. 

1824 Calcutta Government Regulation in The Asiatic Journal and Monthly Register for 

British India and its Dependencies Feb. 177 No native commissioned, non-

commissioned officer, drummer, sepoy, bhisty or lascar of the several corps of Local 

Infantry, shall be entitled to the benefits of the Invalid Pension, who shall have 

served less than twenty years […] excepting such as have been wounded or 

contracted incurable disorders on service. 

1824 JOHN E. HALL The Port-Folio 49 My kitmagear and a couple of coolies, or rather 

beasties, who have attended me to England, will look after them and keep them 

clean. The fact that one of the adjutants is a cock, is satisfactory, and I am not 

without hope of securing a breed of them to this country. 

1826 The Asiatic Journal and Monthly Register for British India and its Dependencies 

May 601 Under the native princes, the gangrene of corruption infects almost every 

rank of the ministerial body, from the premier to the bheestie. 

1826 JAMES GRANT DUFF A History of the Mahrattas II. v. 154 They ranged them in 

lines, gave each of the unfortunate wretches a few grains of parched grains, and the 

Bihishtee (or water carrier) went along pouring a little water into their palms, after 

which they were beheaded. 

1828 Asiatic Costumes 57 The bag which the bihishtee carries on his back is called a 

mushk of pane, or skin full of water. 

1828 Asiatic Costumes 57 The bihishtees who attend the army, attached to regiments, 

are the only class of followers entitled to share prize-money. 

1829 JOHN SHIPP Memoirs of the Extraordinary Military Career of John Shipp, Late a 

Lieutenant in His Majesty’s 87th Regiment ii. 149 Dressing in a hurry, find the 

drunken bheesty . . . has mistaken your boot for the goglet in which you carry your 

water on the line of march. 

1830 in JAMES PEGGS India’s Cries to British Humanity, Relative to the Suttee, 

Infanticide, British Connection with Idolatry, Ghaut Murders, Suttee, Slavery, and 

Colonization in India; to which are added Humane Hints for the Melioration of the 

State of Society in British India (1832) 203 The Native Hospital is at the Chandnee-

choke, in the European part of the town, and its arrangements prevent men of cast 

and respectability, from availing themselves of it; its benefits are therefore confined 

to bheestees (water carriers) and muscalchees (flambeau carriers) of Gentlemen and 

to those who are brought thither by the police.  

1831 The Asiatic Journal and Monthly Register for British India and its Dependencies 

Aug 215/1 Fort Willaim [...] [T]he Vice President in Council is pleased to direct that 

a hand bhistee be allowed for every detachment of native artillery, of whatever 
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strength, attached to out-post guns. 

1831 JAMES T. MOLESWORTH A Dictionary Muraṭ,hee and English, Compiled for the 

Government of Bombay 777 मिस्ती sm. […] One that carries a water-skin under his 

arm; a beastie. 

1832 MRS MEER HASAN ALI Observations on the Mussulmauns of India I. 23 [footnote 

for the word mushukh] A leathern skin for conveying water, in general use among 

Mussulmauns at this day in India; it is composed of the entire skin of a goat, properly 

prepared. When filled with water, it resembles a huge porpoise, on the back of the 

beeshtie (water carrier). 

1833 LINNEY GILBERT India Illustrated 96 These, with the ayah (lady’s maid), the 

metranee (her assistant), and the dirzee, compose the servants employed in indoor 

offices; to whom, however, the bheestie, or water carrier may be added, who supplies 

the bathing rooms with water.  

1834 The Calcutta Christian Observer Dec. 606 [list entry] A bearer, sweeper, bhisti 

and harkára, at 4 rs. each, per mensem, 16 0 Rs. 

1834 WILLIAM HOUGH The Practice of Courts-martial, and Other Military Courts 21 

All persons serving with any part of the army, and receiving public pay (lascars, 

magazine-men, classies of magazine, or any other departments or establishments, 

native doctors, writers, bhistees, pukallies, syces, grass-cutters, mahouts, suwars, or 

other subordinate servants attached to public cattle, bildars, artificers, or in any other 

capacity) shall (if borne on any fixed establishment) be subject to trial for all breach 

of their respective duties[.] 

1834 VICTOR JACQUEMONT Letters from India I. 295 At the splashing of this little 

cascade, the crowd of Tibetians pressing round me fled in a fright; and since that day 

I have always got rid of their importunities, by stationing my water-carrier or 

Mussulmaun bisti with his large black beard, who was an object of admiration for 

these beardless people, as sentry at the door of my little tent, with his skin well filled, 

which excited their terror. 

1835 EMMA ROBERTS Scenes and Characteristics of Hindostan, with Sketches of Anglo-

Indian Society 221 Attempts are made to cool the palanquins by means of tattees, and 

expedient which materially heightens the expense of travelling, as (bheestees must be 

engaged to supply water) and which frequently fails in the desired object. 

1836 The Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland III. 391 

Tattie. – A thin bamboo frame-work nicely fitted into door-ways of houses or tents, 

and inclosing the dried root of a fragrant grass, thinly distributed all over it, in a 

parallel and vertical order, so as to allow the trickling down of fresh water, which is 

thrown upon it from time to time, by a bhistí, or water-carrier, in order to cool the 

interior of the habitation. 
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1836 The Asiatic Journal and Monthly Register for British and Foreign India, China, 

and Australasia May-Aug 285 The abdars, or butlers; khidmutghars, or table-

attendants; hookah-burdah, or pipe-bearer; mussalchee, or scullion; and the 

moorghee-wallah, employed to look after the fowls, should also be Mahommedans, 

as likewise the bheestee, or water-carrier, and the durwan, who acts as the door-

keeper[.] 

1837 The Monthly Magazine 222/1 On Tuesday, the 5th current, a bheestee (a water-

carrier) who had been bitten three weeks before in the leg by a mad dog, was carried 

to the native hospital, about three o'clock in the afternoon, with the symptoms of 

hydrophobia strongly upon him. 

1837 The Asiatic Journal and Monthly Register for British and Foreign India, China 

and Australasia xxiii. 15/2 And soon after this is in the hands of our readers, will the 

streets be alive with the rattle of keranchies, the tinkle-tinkle of the bhisties, the 

‘dhoie’ of the man of curds and whey, and the ‘meethaie chaych’ of the itinerant 

bhoom-wallah; and our muslin-cinctured baboo will make his appearance, bending 

low, the back of his right hand first respectfully placed at out august feet, and then 

carried reverentially to the forehead, as if to show the mental superiority of the 

Englishman. Sly rogue! 

1837 Parliamentary Papers: House of Commons: Estimates; Army; Navy; Ordnance, 

&c.: Session 31 Jan–17 July 1837 20 Naiques, drummers, fifers, privates, bhestees, 

puckalies and lascars. 

1837 The Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal VI. ii. 826 The garden of the lucky 

bhesti boasts the most favorite spot for pic nics in all Oujein. 

1837 The Calcutta Monthly Journal and General Register (1838) Mar 234 The 

deponent finding the water near him very muddy, asked Mr. Pattle’s bheesti where 

he, the deponent should fill his bag from[.] 

1838 J.T. THOMPSON A Dictionary of Oordoo and English 243 [T]he bihistees also have 

such a book. 

1838 Parbury’s Oriental Herald and Colonial Intelligencer: Containing a Faithful 

Digest of such Information as must be Considered Generally Interesting from the 

British Indian Presidencies and the Eastern Nations II. 140 If (says a correspondent 

of the Englishman) bathing of lewd women, with their no less dirty cloths worn 

about their bodies, coupled with bhisties and others dipping their dusty legs, the 

former for the convenience of filling their mussocks, be not sufficiently abominable, 

and to require the authority of the magistrates to be put down, I do not know upon 

what else they can exert it better. 

1839 HOWARD MALCOLM in The New York Review V. 380 [B]heesties, with leather 

water-sacks slung dripping on their backs, carry their precious burden to the rich 



598 

 

man’s yard, or hawk it along the street, announcing their approach by drumming on 

their brass measure. 

1839 MARIA NUGENT A Journal from the Year 1811 till the Year 1815 I. 118 I ought to 

have mentioned, in speaking of the course, the bhesties, who water the drive. We 

have a good many of these people attached to our establishment[.] 

1839 MARIA NUGENT A Journal of the Year 1811 till the Year 1815 II. 126 Before we 

got out of bed in the morning, the bearers were obliged to come, and dust every 

thing, and the bhesties watered the terrace and verandah; but, in a few minutes, all 

appearance of water was gone, and the dust as thick as ever. 

1839 The Monthly Review Dec. 609 The privileges he thus bestowed on himself and his 

fellow Bihistis, were of the most reasonable and modest kind[.] 

1840 THOMAS BACON The Oriental Annual 31 Faithful to his engagement, the generous 

monarch no sooner recognised his deliverer than he descended from his throne, and 

causing the Bihisti to supply his place, he formally delegated to him authority to 

exercise all the various functions of the sovereign supreme, himself being the first to 

perform homage. 

1841 [HARRIETTE ASHMORE] Narrative of a Three Months’ March in India 189 All who 

have anything to do with this branch of traffic are, of course, Musslemauns, and of 

these, I have been told, that they who actually take the life of animals are Bhesties[.] 

1841 ROBERT HAMILTON IRVINE Some Account of the General and Medical Topography 

of Ajmeer 59 During the time when the fort was held as a military post, the tank 

water was preserved for emergencies: and all the usual supply for the garrison, was 

brought by ‘Bhesties’ from below, up the long and toilsome ascent. 

1842 [ANNE CATHERINE MONKLAND] The Nabob at Home I. 32 The drove down ‘the 

Cowtse,’ which, as they were half-an-hour before the usual time, was only occupied 

by a battalion of bhisties, marching ten or twelve feet abreast, in the act of watering it 

from the necks of their bhisty-bags, formed of the skins of small bullocks, and slung 

over the right shoulder, in a way when filled out with water, very much to resemble 

the animal for which they were taken. 

1842 in Papers Relating to Military Operations in Affghanistan (1843) 374 Poonah 

Horse – 1 bheestee wounded. 

1842 in United Services Magazine (1843) Feb. 310 Killed – […] 1 Bhestie; 1 Tent 

Lascar. 

1842 HENRY EDWARD FANE Five Years in India 58 [W]e found that not only was there 

scarcely any water in the place, but that what there was, was so brackish as to be 

barely drinkable, and that drinking it only increased one’s thirst. The little one’s 

bheesty (water-carrier) was able to obtain, the soldiers immediately seized in passing 

through their lines 
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1843 The Chinese Repository XII. Mar. 152 There are two bildars, two bheasties, and 

two puckaullies to a company. 

1843 The Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland VII. 47 

Bhishtí (Water-carrier) … Breadth across the knuckle joint. In. 3.37 

1844 J.M. A Few Local Sketches 205 I proceeded, attended by the usual train of 

servants – the beestee, the meter, the dooriah, &c., &c., all dressed in their state 

liveries, towards the mansion of my entertainer. 

1845 The Calcutta Review IV. 330 Every one must have heard the shouts of ‘Khalifa’ 

when the services of the darzi or the blacksmith are in requisition, and most men are 

no doubt aware that mahtar or matore means a prince, and bihishti or bheesti a man 

of bihisht or Paradise. The reason for these high-sounding names being applied to 

individuals of such humble functions is not quite apparent. Khalifa is evidently a 

nickname; and the proper word for a water carrier in Arabia is saka, and for a 

sweeper halal khor. The interpretation we have given above, viz., that they are rude 

jests of the rough soldiery of the Great Mogul’s camp is due to a talented member of 

the civil service, whose thorough acquaintance with the manners and customs of 

Upper India and the Arabic and Urdu languages, gives his opinion somewhat of the 

weight of judicial authority. 

1847 G. CARMICHAEL SMYTH A History of the Reigning Family of Lahore 94 Runjeet 

actually encouraged and forwarded the amours of this woman, who passed as his 

wife, with a person known as Gulloo Moskee – formerly a beestee of the palace, but 

latterly an indulged favourite of the Maharajh – and that in nine or ten months 

afterwards the present Maharajh Dulleep Sing was born. 

1848 The Sydney Morning Herald 16 Mar 4 I keep as few domestics as I can; but am 

obliged to have eleven men and one woman. The men are – 1 consummar, or 

headman; 1 kitmajar, or waiter at table, […] 1 beastee, or water-carrier. 

1848 W. HOFFMEISTER Travels in Ceylon and Continental India 278 This luxury is not 

however universally to be met with; and I was often obliged to content myself with 

having a few pitchers of water poured over my head, which a servant on whom this 

office properly devolves, — the ‘Bihishtee,’ — is ready continually to replenish from 

his goat-skin vessel. 

1850 The Anglo-Hindoostanee Hand-Book 896 [W]hen marching through localities in 

which water is scarce or distant, are constrained to conquer prejudice, and 

compromise strict notion of caste by partaking of the supplies brought by the 

regimental Bhishtees and Pukhalees. 

1850 FANNY PARKES Wanderings of a Pilgrim I. 79. At each of the four corners, on the 

pathway, is placed a thiliyā (an earthen jar), which is filled by a bihishtī with water.  

1850 FANNY PARKES Wanderings of a Pilgrim I. xxvi. Bihisht-ī, a water-carrier.  
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1850 HENRY MOSES Sketches of India: With Notes on the Seasons, Scenery, and Society 

of Bombay, Elephanta, and Salsette 228 The bheestie, or pawney-wallah, supplies 

your bungalow every morning with fresh water. He brings it in the skin of a sheep 

sewed up, with one leg left for a spout; the whole being secured by a leathern cord 

slung over the shoulder. He is a gentleman who stands upon very little ceremony 

with you, and hurries from one room to another, to fill the bath, chatties, and jugs, 

whether the apartments be occupied or not. His visits are paid very early in the 

morning, so that you may have the water as cool as possible; and he troubles not at 

all as to whether you are in bed or out of it – married or single. In he rushes, dripping 

wet, and leaving behind him a stream of the precious fluid; for his skins are always 

bad ones, and out gushes the water into your vessels, and away he hurries to the next 

room. Sometimes, indeed, you meet with a polite pawney-wallah; one who will give 

you a grunt outside your door, as a sort of warning to you to be prepared for him; but 

this is so rare, that you soon become accustomed to the intrusion; I have seen persons 

newly arrived in this country furiously enraged with these unceremonious water-

purveyors, on such occasions; but it is a folly, as they can never understand a word 

you say; but strangers, who do not know the language, always appear to forget this. 

1852 in JOSEPH JAMES CARSHORE Bengal Chaplain’s Vade-Mecum (1857) 95 In regard 

to a general scale of Church Establishment to be provided by the Government, his 

Lordship in Council observes that the following items of charge may be assumed to 

be necessary and are allowable : — A Clerk, A Bearer, A Sweeper, A Chowkeedar, 

and occasionally a Bheesty, Sacramental Elements and Lighting. But that it is 

unnecessary that the State should pay for Punkah-pullers and Chapees. 

1854 CHARLES PHILIP BROWN The Zillah Dictionary 7 BEASTY, (i.e. bihishti یبهشت  an 

“inhabitant of paradise”) A water-carrier.  

1854 CHARLES PHILIP BROWN The Zillah Dictionary 9 BHEESTIE, See Beasty. 

1854 CHARLES PHILIP BROWN The Zillah Dictionary 9 BISTI, (Bihishti) A water bearer. 

1854 HELEN MACKENZIE Life in the Mission, the Camp and the Zenáná; or, Six years in 

India 298 A poor Bhistí, or water-carrier, got leave to visit his mother, who was very 

ill, over stayed his leave, and did not come back until after muster – a heinous 

offence[.] 

1855 H.H. WILSON A Glossary of Judicial and Revenue Terms 86/2 BIHISHTÍ, H. 

تی) ش ه شت .from the P ,ب ه  .paradise) A water-bearer ,ب

1855 Index to the Decisions of the Nizamut Adawlut, North-Western Provinces IV. i. 32 

The murdered man went in search of Eeda and Nuthoo, munihars. He found Nuthoo 

the prisoner, who tried to conceal himself in Emambuksh bheeshtee’s house; he 

escaped from there into his own house[.] 

1855 JOHN OGILVIE A Supplement to the Imperial Dictionary 49/1 BEASTEE, n. In the 
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East Indies, a native water-carrier. 

1858 CHARLES BALL The History of the Indian Mutiny 1/2 Bheestee, p. (prop. bihishti), 

a water-carrier. Literally an inhabitant of bihisht, or Paradise, from the pleasantness 

of the occupation in such a climate as India. 

1858 Colburn’s United Service Magazine June 195 [list entry] 10 Bihishties at 5½ 

rupees each. 

1858 Colburn’s United Service Magazine June 198 [list entry] 6 Bhishtees at 5 rupees. 

1858 in WILLIAM BRAITHWAITE (ed.) The Retrospect of Medicine (1860) 402 Others 

again were seized with maniacal symptoms: a man at Calpee made a rush at the 

Hospital Beestie and tore the mussock from him, and on remonstrating with him I 

remarked he was quite deranged in his mind. 

1858 W.H. SLEEMAN A Journey Through the Kingdom of Oude in 1849-1850 II. 166 

They were taken into custody, and sent to the Residency, with Imam Buksh, a 

bihishtee, or water-carrier, a notorious villain, who had been her chief instigator in 

all this affair, and appointed Commander-in-Chief to the young King. 

1858 in United Services Magazine Nov. 422 For this purpose, ‘Bhesties’ were kept 

constantly with the companies, and there is not a doubt that many a soldier was 

prevented from having an attack of sun apoplexy by merely having his head well 

cooled by water thrown upon it. 

1859 The Calcutta Review Dec. 302 The Bihishtee makes as many garlands of leaves as 

are required, and goes from house to house, fastening one to each door, for which he 

receives a small gratuity of grain and treacle. 

1859 The South Australian Register (Adelaide) 5 Jan 3 At present no European [soldier] 

can get water, either for drinking or washing, without the aid of a bhisti. 

1860 ‘CADWALLADER CUMMERBUND’ From Southampton to Calcutta 257 The 

‘Bhesties’ or road waterers, who had hitherto travelled ‘weary and heavy laden’ 

along their beats, jerking the water from their hose-mouthed mussocks over and over 

again with panting breath, have easy times of it now, as the ‘Bursauty’ relieves them 

of half their labour, and claims no per centage of their profits as a reward for the 

service. 

1861 JOHN LANG Wanderings in India: And other Sketches of Life in Hindostan 63 

Jehan, the bheestie’s daughter, was a virtuous girl, and Francis Gay had never 

approached her with a view to under mining her virtue. 

1862 HENRY BEVERIDGE A Comprehensive History of India, Civil, Military and Social 

115 Some Bihistees go about leading a bullock w1th two large skins of water for 

sale, slung across the animal’s back, and nearly reaching to the ground. 

1862 COLESWORTHY GRANT Anglo-Indian Domestic Life: A Letter from an Artist in 

India to His Mother in England 120 Had we in this domestic muster more regarded 
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the degree of utility and importance than the order of precedence and form, our 

Aquarius here — vulgarly the BHISHTEE, or water-carrier — would long ago have 

claimed attention. 

1862 R.J.L. M’GHEE How We Got Into Pekin 183 I remember one well which was very 

central and a good deal used, a ‘beestie’ dropped his bucket or can into it, and sent 

down a hook to try and fish it up again, but he brought up instead the body of a 

Chinawoman[.] 

1862 ALLAN N. SCOTT Sketches in India: Photographic Pictures Taken at Hyderabad 

and Secunderabad, in the Madras Presidency LXXVII The Bheastie is of the 

Teloogoo caste, and a worshipper of Vishnu. 

1863 FRAMJI BOMANJI Lights and Shades of the East 224 [T]he same story has been 

told to the writer for nine different villages, every pupil paying between 6 and 9 pies, 

making at the end of the month a magnificent income ranging between 3 and 4 

rupees; every bihistee, hurkara, and even a pariah, working by manual labour, 

realising twice, or thrice, or four times this sum. 

1864 [GEORGE BRADSHAW] Bradshaw’s Handbook to the Bombay Presidency 119/2 

When it was used as a military post, the tank water was not allowed to be touched, 

but water carriers (bhesties) were obliged to carry all water from the outside tank, up 

the long, steep, and tedious ascent. 

1864 NATHANIEL BRICE A Romanized Hindústání and English Dictionary 169 Kisbat, s. 

f. […] a piece of leather worn by a bihistí or waterman on which he rests the bag 

containing water. 

1864 in Temple Bar Nov. 485 In India our soldiers are provided with native cooks to 

prepare their food; other natives, called ‘bhesties,’ to bring their water; a third class 

called sweepers, to clean their rooms[.] 

1864 STEWART CLARK Practical Observations on the Hygiene of the Army in India 95 

The cook-rooms, instead of being well lighted and properly defended from flies, 

external dust, and dirt, are dirty, smoky places, open to every filth that may be blown 

their way […] and with no better arrangement for the supply of water than what is 

afforded by the ‘Bhestie’s mussak’ and a few open earthen jars, seldom or never 

cleaned out, and generally used until they fall to pieces, which fortunately is very 

often. 

1867 The Alpine Journal: A Record of Mountain Adventure and Scientific Observation 

139 It was almost dark before the tired Lahoulis made their appearance with the 

baggage, the wiry old bhishti with the inevitable pipe at his lips marshalling the way, 

as fresh, to all appearance, as at the hour of starting. 

1868 in Minutes of Proceedings of the Royal Artillery Institution (1870) VI. 188 The 

only native followers, public or private, allowed to proceed with the troops will be as 
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follows […] Puckal Bheasties according to existing Regulations.  

1868 in Minutes of Proceedings of the Royal Artillery Institution (1870) VI. 189 [T]he 

only public followers for whom rations can be drawn are the following: […] Bhesties 

according to existing regulation.  

1869 Allen’s Indian Mail and Official Gazette 31 Mar 294/2 I am, Sir, you most 

obedient servant, BUCKSOO, Bhisty. 

1869 Minutes of the Proceedings of the Sanitary Commissioner with the Government of 

India, During the Year 1868 606 The Committee are of the opinion that no reduction 

in bhesties can be effected, and that a large addition to the present establishment of 

sweepers is very necessary. 

1869 J.L. RANKING Report upon the Military Cantonments of Kamptee and Seetabuldee 

5 It is raised by bullocks which work a revolving ‘drum’ with two buckets, and is 

distributed by puckalies and beesties. 

1870 Indian Records 154 Who were present at the burial, besides the two Bhesties and 

this witness? 

1870 WILLIAM ROBERT CORNISH A Code of Medical and Sanitary Regulations for the 

Guidance of Medical Officers Serving in the Madras Presidency II. 146 Puckallies 

and Bheasties, in the following proportions, for all Detachments of European Troops 

arriving by sea, and marching immediately on landing[.] 

1870 MRS R.C. GERMON A Lady’s Diary During the Siege of Lucknow 137 We waited 

on in misery till the tent came up, which was not till late in the day, and then we 

found the Bheesti, our factotum, had fever, and could not work[.] 

1870 EDWARD THOMSON Our Oriental Missions I. 184 [T]he beestee draws and carries 

the water; the dhoby washes the clothes[.] 

1871 EDWARD BALFOUR Cyclopædia of India 2nd ed. I. 416 BHISTEE, ANGLO. HIND. 

Properly bihishti a water carrier, who conveys water in a skin slung from his 

shoulders, resting over his loins.  

1871 NORMAN MACLEOD Peeps at the Far East, a Familiar Account of a Visit to India 

23 In particular there is a queer creature, like what I fancy a Brownie should be, 

called a ‘beestie’ or ‘bhestie,’ whose special calling is to fill the bath in that 

refreshing apartment of health and luxury attached to every Indian bed-room. 

1872 R.T. LYON A Treatise on Relapsing or Famine Fever 212 One of the two native 

doctors, the hospital havildar, all the four dooly bearers, both of the bhesties, both of 

the cooks, and both of the mehtars, contracted the fever[.] 

1872 Chambers’s Encyclopædia II. 507/2 C[alcutta] is supplied with excellent water, 

brought from the numerous tanks throughout the city by water-bearers or bahisties 

(familiarly called beesties by the English), who carry it in large leathern bags. 

1875 LOUIS ROUSSELET India and Its Native Princes 36 [A] number of Indian servants, 
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neat and silent, are moving here and there: hamals, khansamas, and khitmutgars, who 

are employed inside the house; sepoys, or peons, who run errands or carry letters; 

malis, or gardeners; bheestis, or water-carriers; meters, or sweepers; and baboudjis, 

or cooks. 

1877 ALEXANDER ALLARDYCE in Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine May 548/1 The 

sweeper, the lowest menial in an Indian household, is called ‘mihtar,’ which in 

Persian denotes a prince or chieftain; the water-carrier or ‘bihishti’ (vulgo ‘beastie’), 

derives his name Paradise itself (bihisht). The former of these titles was probably at 

first applied in derision by the Muhammadans; but any one who has performed a hot, 

dusty journey in the plains of India, will easily understand with what propriety the 

supplier of water is saluted as ‘the heavenly man.’ 

1878 PHIL ROBINSON In My Indian Garden 79 Here comes a seal carrying a porpoise on 

its back. No! it is only our friend the bheesty. 

1882 W. E. BAXTER A Winter in India ii. 22 [B]heesties pressing water out of their 

pigskins to lay the dust[.] 

1884 J.H. STOCQUELER ‘Calcutta as it is.’ The Asiatic Journal and Monthly Miscellany 

April 79 The bheesty (properly bihishtee) provides the water for the use of the whole 

establishment; hanging a sheepskin on his recreant hip, and carrying it along with 

apparent awkwardness, though with real ease. 

1885 RICHARD BURTON The Book of a Thousand Nights and a Night IV. 42 [footnote] 

Arab. “Sakká,” the Indian “Bihishti” (man from Heaven): Each party in a caravan 

has more than one. 

1885 GEORGE CLIFFORD WHITWORTH An Anglo-Indian Dictionary 42 Beestee. See 

Bhisti. 

1885 GEORGE CLIFFORD WHITWORTH An Anglo-Indian Dictionary 43 Bhisti. 

[Hindustáni, from the Persian bihisht, paradise.] A water-carrier, one who carries 

water for domestic use, or waters the roads or trees. Strictly the bhisti uses a leather 

bag called a masak, which he carries on his back, while the pakháli uses a double bag 

called a pakhál, which is carried by a buffalo or bullock. 

1886 HENRY YULE and A.C. BURNELL Hobson-Jobson 69-70 Bheesty, s. The universal 

word in the Anglo-Indian households of N. India for the domestic (corresponding to 

the saḳḳā of Egypt) who supplies the family with water, carrying it in a mussuck 

(q.v.), or goatskin, slung on his back.  

1886 WALTER RALEIGH in The Letters of Sir Walter Raleigh 1879 to 1922 (2005) I. 50 

We did this because our bhishti or beestie refused to roll [the tennis lawn]; he has 

half an hour’s work a day pulling up water for baths and drinks. 

1888 RUDYARD KIPLING Plain Tales from the Hills (1889b) 74 ‘Have ye iver seen a rale 

live Lord thryin’ to hide his nobility undher a fut an’ a half av brown jhil 
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wather? ’Tis the livin’ image av a bhisti’s mussick wid the shivers. 

1888 RUDYARD KIPLING Plain Tales from the Hills (1889b) 288 The bhistie from the 

well-curb put in a plea for the small architect, saying that it was only the play of a 

baby and did not much disfigure my garden. 

1889 ‘EHA’ Behind the Bungalow 125 The Bheestee is the only one of all our servants 

who never asks for a rise of pay on account of the increase of his family.  

c.1890 in T.W.J. Baboo English 159 Last evening he has arrived here in charge of No --

- down goods train, and no sooner he stop, he calling loudly Bhistee! Porter, Station 

Master! without ceasing his tongue for one moment. 

1890 Selections from the Records of the Government of India CCLXVII. 8 A pump and 

filter were fitted up in the bed, and a cistern was made to hold the filtered water, so 

that the poorest residents in the bazaar, who could not afford to pay the price 

demanded by the bhisties, thus obtained a gratuitous supply as often as they needed 

it. 

1892 THOMAS DUER BROUGHTON Letters Written in a Mahratta Camp 46 [C]ups of 

water were sold by the Bihishtees, or water-carriers, for several pice each (the name 

of a small copper coin), which on ordinary marches would have been bought for half 

a dozen cowries.  

1892 RUDYARD KIPLING Barrack-room Ballads 23 

Now in Injia’s sunny clime,   

Where I used to spend my time   

A-servin’ of ‘Er Majesty the Queen,   

Of all them black-faced crew    

The finest man I knew   

Was our regimental bhisti, Gunga Din.   

      He was ‘Din! Din! Din!   

    You limping lump o’ brick-dust, Gunga Din!   

      Hi! slippy hitherao!    

      Water, get it! Panee lao! 

    You squidgy-nosed old idol, Gunga Din!’   

1897 A.G. BAGOT Sport and Travel in India and Central America 66 I had taken my 

bheestee, who was a very keen shikarie, and we had one other local man to help 

carry the game[.] 

1897 FRANK NORRIS ‘The ‘Ricksha That Happened’ in The Apprenticeship Writings of 

Frank Norris: 1896-1899 216 As the Major and I heard the ticking of the eight-day 

clock, it is no lie to say that the bhisti mussick turned shikary in our khitmagar. 

[Norris is being satirical of Kipling’s practice of loading of his texts with Indian 

words] 
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1901 RUDYARD KIPLING Kim 21 ‘Eat now and – I will eat with thee. Ohé, bhisti!’ he 

called to the water-carrier, sluicing the crotons by the museum. ‘Give water here. We 

men are thirsty.’ ‘We men!” said the bhisti, laughing. ‘Is one skinful enough for such 

a pair?’ 

1904 MARGARET E. NOBLE The Web of Indian Life 153 The familiar sight of the 

Mohammedan bhisti, holding his goat-skin below the hydrant mouth for water, and 

the Hindu water-carrier with his earthen pot coming in his turn, is an instance of the 

contrast as it now exists. 

1905 The Advertiser (Adelaide) 14 Dec 6 Subsequent enquiries disclosed that the man, 

whose name was Lakha Phata, and who is a ‘bhistee’ in the 113
th

 Infantry lines, had 

a personal grievance and was intent on seeking redress from the Heir Apparent of the 

British Throne[.] 

1907 JOHN CAMPBELL OMAN The Brahmans, Theists and Muslims of India: Studies of 

Goddess-Worship in Bengal, Caste, Brahmaism and Social Reform, with Descriptive 

Sketches of Curious Festivals, Ceremonies, and Faquirs 306 Bihishtis (water-

carriers) with full leather bags were in attendance, and I noticed that some women 

who were on the scene handed pice to them – a meritorious contribution, no doubt, 

towards the good work.  

1914 HAROLD MCGRATH The Adventures of Kathlyn 114 Aunut Singh’s daughter had 

run away with the son of a bheestee.  

1916 R.V. RUSSELL The Tribes and Castes of the Central Provinces of India II. 298 

Bhishti. — A small Muhammadan caste of water-bearers. Only 26 Bhishtis were 

shown in the Central Provinces in 1901 and 278 in 1891. The tendency of the lower 

Muhammadan castes, as they obtain some education, is to return themselves simply 

as Muhammadans, the caste name being considered derogatory. The Bhishtis are, 

however, a regular caste numbering over a lakh of persons in India, the bulk of 

whom belong to the United Provinces. Many of them are converts from Hinduism, 

and they combine Hindu and Muhammadan practices. 

1917 G.H. BUCK Faiths, Fairs, and Festivals of India 71 Khwajr Khizr, the patron 

saint of the bhestis, or water-carriers of India, is really of Musalman origin, but is 

regarded as ‘god of water’ by Hindus. His principal shrine is at Sonepat near Delhi.  

1929 The Catholic Press (Sydney) 22 Aug 6 Bheestie. […] This is an East Indian term 

applied to the water carrier of a household or regiment. He carries the water in a 

mussuk or skin slung upon his back. The word is from the Persian ‘bihishti,’ 

heavenly. 

1934 W. TAYLOR “Surra in the Punjab” The Indian Journal of Veterinary Science and 

Animal Husbandry IV. i. 30 [F]or it must be borne in mind that the staff at the 

District Veterinary hospitals consists normally of a Veterinary Assistant, a 
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compounder, a bhisti and sweeper, and sometimes the latter are part-time men. 

1944 The Sunday Mail (Brisbane) 19 Nov 2 Kipling’s ‘Gunga Din’ is finished. An 

Indian Army order announces that water carriers (bhistis) no longer are authorised as 

active units. […] ‘Water-carrying will now be the normal duty of the soldier detailed 

at the time,’ the order adds. 

1944 The Penguin New Writing xxii. 46 While the jackals were still in strident session a 

so-called bihishty (pronounced beasty) clattered into our ward with cups and a can to 

distribute an infusion of tannin 

 

2. Sense 1, post-Independence citations 

 

1948 H.V. HODSON Twentieth-Century Empire vi. 76 The tin bath, which we in England 

laugh at as an absurd relic of Victorian times, might be taken as the emblem of 

British Indian society – flanked, as supporters, by a bhisti (water-carrier) bowed 

under a humid goatskin, and a `sweeper' emptying a crude commode of the type 

which throughout India goes by the descriptive name of ‘thunder-box.’ 

1959 LILIAN BROWN I Married a Dinosaur 21 For instance, the bhisti (water-carrier) 

will have nothing to do with washing or cooking and wouldn’t be caught dead 

hauling anything but water. 

1975 CHARLES ALLEN (ed.) Plain Tales from the Raj xv. 187 One of the camp followers 

earned a special place in the affections of the British soldier. These were the bheestis, 

the regimental water-carriers whose reputations Kipling had done much to enhance[.] 

1984 ANTHONY D. KING The Bungalow: The Production of a Global Culture 49 

Servants were cheap: malis to tend the garden, a chowkidar to guard the gate, a syce 

to care for horses, the bheesti to carry water in a skin, dhobis to do the laundry, a 

darzi to manufacture European clothes[.] 

1988 HASTINGS DONNAN Marriage among Muslims: Preference and Choice in 

Northern Pakistan 57 A poor Abbasi can even be a Bhishtī. 

1988 HUBERT EVANS Looking Back on India 150 Threading a passage through this 

patient acre of humanity went the bhishti, ‘the man of paradise’, bring water to the 

thirsty, the insistent sweet-meat vendor with his tray, the beggar proffering his bowl 

and plangently proclaiming his right to alms. 

1989 OFELIA GARCÍA and RICARDO OTHEGUY ed. English Across Cultures, Cultures 

Across English: A Reader in Cross-cultural Communication 434 Kipling’s poem 

‘Gunga Din’ achieves remarkable success in presenting the typically Indian image of 

the regimental Bhishti (water-carrier) supplying water with his goatskin waterbag. 

1989 SHASHI THAROOR The Great Indian Novel 36 ‘And you tell me he cleans his own 

toilet, instead of letting his damn bhisti do it.’ ‘Jamadar, Sir Richard,’ the aide, a thin 
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young man with a white pinched face, said, coughing politely. ‘A bhisti is only a 

water-carrier.’ ‘Really?’ The Resident seemed surprised. ‘Thought those were called 

lotas.’ ‘They are, sir.’ The equerry coughed even more loudly this time. ‘Lotas are 

those little pots you carry water in, I mean they carry water in, Sir Richard, 

whereas…’ ‘A bhisti is the kind they have to balance on their heads, I suppose,’ Sir 

Richard said. ‘Damn complicated language, this Hindustani. Different words for 

everything.’ ‘Yes, sir…I mean no, sir,’ began the equerry, doubly unhappy about his 

own choice of words. He wanted to explain that a bhisti was a person, not a 

container.  

1994 QURRATULAIN HYDER The Sound Of Falling Leaves 6 But if the Tommies gave 

her money (and I saw no reason why they should), why didn’t her poor papa engage 

a bhishti? 

1996 DAVE KENNEDY The Magic Mountains: Hill Stations and the British Raj 187 

Anecdotal sources suggest that they were an extremely mixed group, with local 

peoples dominating the lower ranks, especially as bheestis and mehtars, while the 

more skilled employees, such as khansamahs and khitmatgars, often came with their 

employers from sundry parts of northern India. 

1996 PAUL ASBURY SEAMAN Far Above the Plain: Private Profiles and Admissible 

Evidence from the First Forty Years of Murree Christian School, Pakistan, 1956-

1996 79 On bath days, once a week, five small tin tubs were hauled into her room 

and the bhishti filled them with buckets of hot water. 

1998 PAUL SCOTT A Division of Spoils 243 The drill was, once you were inside, to 

unlock the back door in the bath-house and then shout for your bearer or bhishti. 

1999 NAZIR AHMAD CHAUDHRY Lahore Fort: A Witness to History 127 [S]uffice it then 

to say, that Ranjit actually encouraged and forwarded the amours of this woman, who 

passed as his wife, with a person known as Gulloo Moskee – formerly a ‘beeshtee’ of 

the palace[.] 

2000 HEM BALA BHARGAVA Royalty, Feudalism, and Gender 52 The less rigid Hindus 

took water from bheeshties. The bheeshties were normally Mohammedans[.] 

2000 D. Collett Wadge (ed.) Women in Uniform 16 The staffing section was […] Two 

wardboys; two bhesties; two sweepers, plus one on night duty. 

2001 Times of India 30 Sept Adjoining Bhishtipara brings forth images of bhishtis 

(water carriers) with their leather water bags and gas lights illuminating the streets in 

the evening. 

2002 DAVID K. FIELDHOUSE Kurds, Arabs and Britons 90 In those days there was no 

town water supply, no electricity, no radio, no local butter or fresh milk, but we made 

do with a bhesti who brought spring water in goat skins on a donkey, buffalo cream 

in lieu of butter, goat and buffalo milk when available[.] 
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2003 M.L. MATHUR Encyclopaedia of Backward Castes 180 List of Other Backward 

Classes Recommended by the First Backward Classes Commission (Kalelkar) … 

Abbasi, Bhishti, Sakka (Delhi). 

2004 K.S. SINGH People of India: Maharashtra 336 The Bhisti are non-vegetarians. … 

The Bhisti have no social divisions. They are not aware of the varna system. The 

Bhisti are an endogamous group. 

2005 JYOTI HOSAGRAHAR Indigenous Modernities: Negotiating Architecture and 

Urbanism 105 From selling drinking water in the bazaars to supplying daily water to 

homes without wells, the bhistis formed a human water-supply system in the city. 

2005 JYOTI HOSAGRAHAR Indigenous Modernities: Negotiating Architecture and 

Urbanism 105 [picture caption] A sweeper (mehtar) with a basket and broom, and a 

water-carrier (bihishti) with a leather water sack, c.1840. 

2007 RAINER JEROSCH The Rani of Jhansi, Rebel Against Will 123 [A]ccording to Dr. 

Wrench, ‘he was followed by a bheestee [water-carrier] who poured water over him.’ 

2009 Lonely Planet: Northeast India 357 [glossary entry] bhisti – water carrier; also 

spelt bheesti. 

2010 PRAN NEVILLE Sahibs’ India: Vignettes from the Raj 10 The garden was in charge 

of the mali (gardener) and the domestic corps included the coachman for every 

carriage, syce (groom) for every horse, ghaskot (grass-cutter), bhisty (water-carrier), 

mehtar (sweeper), and punkhawala for pulling the punkha or fan, and the chowkidar 

(watchman). 

2012 SHONA BAGAI Water: Why It Matters 36 Bhistees (water bearers) earn their 

livelihood by drawing water several times a day. They transport their precious cargo 

in hand-sewn goatskins called masak. Payment is calculated strictly on the basis of 

the distance and height to which the water is carried. In other words, the bhistees are 

paid for the delivery alone, and not for the water.  

 

3. Sense 2 citations 

 

1803 ROBERT PERCIVAL An Account of the Island of Ceylon 103 A certain number of 

negroes, appointed for the purpose, carry on their shoulders small leathern bags with 

pipes attached to them, called beasties. With these they run along the line, giving 

water to every soldier who stands in need of it; and as soon as the bags are empty, 

replenish them at the first spring or river they meet with. 

2002 ARYA RUDRA ‘Thirsty? Look for a bhistiwallah’ Times of India (website) 24 May 

Interestingly, the Hasans still supply water in special bags or bhistis, made out of 

goat skin. 

2007 YVONNE YAZ EZDANI Songs of the Survivors 173 There was no running water, the 
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pani-wallah (water bearer) drew well water and brought that in his leather bag 

(bhisti), which could be slung over the shoulder, to fill buckets and the stone tub. 

 

4. Citations for bhisti bag 

 

1810 THOMAS WILLIAMSON The East India Vade-Mecum I. 230 Hindoos will, 

nevertheless, drink of the water supplied from the mussock, (or bheesty-bag); though 

they are extremely partial to such as they can draw themselves, by means of a line 

and metal pot, with which most travellers are provided. 

1810 THOMAS WILLIAMSON The East India Vade-Mecum I. 233 Water, when dashed 

out from the end of a mussock, or bheesty-bag, would be apt to penetrate into the 

interior of a palanquin[.] 

1829 The Asiatic Journal and Monthly Register for British India and its Dependencies 

Feb. 200 Having laid hold of the presenting end of the animal with a forceps, Mr. 

Young directed a powerful stream of cold water from two bheestee bags. 

1842 [ANNE CATHERINE MONKLAND] The Nabob at Home I. 32 The drove down ‘the 

Cowtse,’ which, as they were half-an-hour before the usual time, was only occupied 

by a battalion of bhisties, marching ten or twelve feet abreast, in the act of watering it 

from the necks of their bhisty-bags, formed of the skins of small bullocks, and slung 

over the right shoulder, in a way when filled out with water, very much to resemble 

the animal for which they were taken. 

 

5. Citations for bhisti-bullock 

 

1784 in India Courier Extraordinary (1786) II. 218 I must request to be informed if it 

be your intention that this number shall be the establishment of draft and carriage 

bullocks, exclusive of the Beastie bullocks attached to the several corps[.] 

1785 in India Courier Extraordinary (1786) II. 266 In a climate sultry as this, the work 

of the beasty bullocks much of course prove laborious. 

1785 in Articles Exhibited by the Knights 1783 The Burthen of a Beesty Bullock was 

always the same as it is now.  

 

6. Citations for bullock-bhisti  

 

1782 Appendix to the India Courier Extraordinary I. 9 [list item] 1 Bullock Bheesty. 

1810 THOMAS WILLIAMSON The East India Vade-Mecum I. 230 The puckaullies, or, as 

they are usually called, the bullock-bheesties replenish their bags by driving their 

cattle into some tank, or pond, up to their knees, or even deeper, then baling in the 
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water, by means of a small leather bucket, holding about two quarts, or more. The 

hand-bheesty usually sinks his bag under water, when it soon fills. When drawing 

water from the wells, the leather bucket, called a dole, is used by both the puckaully 

and the hand-bheesty. 

1897 Supplement to the Account of Plague Administration in the Bombay Presidency 

from September 1896 till May 1897 29 [list item] 1 Bullock Bhisti. 

 

7. Citations for hand-bhisti  

 

1810 THOMAS WILLIAMSON The East India Vade-Mecum I. 230 The puckaullies, or, as 

they are usually called, the bullock-bheesties replenish their bags by driving their 

cattle into some tank, or pond, up to their knees, or even deeper, then baling in the 

water, by means of a small leather bucket, holding about two quarts, or more. The 

hand-bheesty usually sinks his bag under water, when it soon fills. When drawing 

water from the wells, the leather bucket, called a dole, is used by both the puckaully 

and the hand-bheesty. 

1822 The Asiatic Journal and Monthly Miscellany Mar 274 Quarter-master’s 

Establishment: 1 Tindal, 8 lascars, […] 4 bildars, 8 hand bheesties[.] 

1824 Calcutta Government Regulation in The Asiatic Journal and Monthly Register for 

British India and its Dependencies Feb. 175 [list entry] 1 Hand Bhisty per Company. 

1824 The Asiatic Journal and Monthly Miscellany Feb 176 [list entry] 2 Hand Bheesties 

per Rissalla. 

1826 The British Indian Military Repository IV. iii. 388  [list entry] 1 Hand Beesty. 

1832 Minutes of Evidence Taken before the Select Committee on the Affairs of the East 

India Company V. 254 [list entry] Hand Bheesties. 

1838 The Calcutta Monthly Journal and General Register July 184 His Excellency the 

Commander in Chief is pleased to sanction an increase to the permanent 

establishment of No. 6 light field battery, of two hand bheesties. 

1868 in Minutes of Proceedings of the Royal Artillery Institution (1870) VI. 188 The 

only native followers, public or private, allowed to proceed with the troops will be as 

follows […] Hand Bheasties according to existing Regulations. 

1871 Accounts and Papers XLIX. 279 [list entry] Hand Bhisties … 32 Rs. 

 




