
 

 

Introduction 
 

 This is a dictionary of English words and phrases commonly used in 

Hindi and Urdu. Urdu is an official language in India and the national language 

of Pakistan. There are about 50 million native Urdu speakers in Pakistan, and 

about 80 million in India. Hindi, its sister language, has about 250 million 

native speakers. Urdu and Hindi are understood by at least half a billion people. 

 Urdu is a layer cake: at the bottom is Hindustani, shared with Hindi, that 

provides most of the syntax, grammar and verbs. Then there is a rich and 

beautiful layer of Persian, dating from the time of the Moghuls: and above that a 

multitude of Arabic words of religion and thought; and during the Raj, an icing 

of English nouns to do with administration and the army. But now, increasingly 

year by year on top of that is a frothy sweet topping of things and ideas 

described in global English, which are the subject of this book. Similarly, Hindi 

is a version of Hindustani with an accretion of words revived from Sanskrit. 

 The words in this dictionary have been drawn from a study of several 

recent Hindi and Urdu novels: novels set in Pakistan and India, not historical or 

futuristic, novels about ordinary families and their extraordinary adventures: 

popular novels, not intellectual masterpieces decorated with peacocks’ tails of 

foreign words or purple prose; cheap and unassuming stories, written in a 

straightforward style, not expecting their readers to have to scurry off to an 

English dictionary to be understood. The English words that are used are words 

that have become a natural part of Hindi and Urdu vocabulary, or, in the mouths 

of their characters, are giving an indication of the speech of a certain sort of 

person in modern society. 

 Throughout the Indian sub-continent, in administration, agriculture, 

business, communication, computers, education, entertainment, management, 

manufacturing, medicine, the military, policing, shopping and transport, English 

words are unavoidable and inescapable. Equally, you can sit at home weaving 

your own clothes by candlelight, and live perfectly happily and usefully without 

ever using an English word. But the future pushes on relentlessly with new 

objects and ideas flowing across the world and largely named and expressed in 

the global lingua franca, English. 

 I have copied the snippets of text that are used to illustrate each entry 

both in the original, devnāgari and nasta’liq, scripts, and in a transliteration into 

Roman script. The latter enables those readers who cannot read Hindi or Urdu, 

or at least not fluently, to understand the texts  –  the huge population of Hindi 

speakers, whose language is at root the same as Urdu, but have never learnt the 

Urdu script; and vice versa.  

 Because English words bear a certain connotation of modernity, science, 

quality control, &c., they are widely used in advertisements in Pakistan and 

India. Indeed, some advertisements are almost all in English, albeit in nasta’liq 

or devnāgari script. However, Hinglish is not exactly the same as English 



 

 

English, and foreigners wishing to advertise in Pakistan and India or produce 

manuals, teaching materials or leaflets for use in Pakistan and India, cannot 

simply copy and paste slabs of English text. If they do, much of the contents 

will be unintelligible to many of their readers: but an advertisement written in 

‘pure’ Hindi or ‘pure’ Urdu, without any English words, will seem very staid 

and old-fashioned. 

 Equally, most literate Hindi/Urdu speakers use and can understand a vast 

number of English words (as this book demonstrates). But Hinglish is not quite 

the same as English English, and things which are said and written by educated 

Hindi/Urdu speakers in English can sound odd to, or even not be understood by, 

other users of English worldwide. Some English words have been in Hindustani 

so long, and have so altered in pronunciation and meaning, that they have taken 

on a new life of their own. English words have no gender, except in regard to 

men and women: but, used in Hindi or Urdu, every English noun has to have a 

gender, often chosen surprisingly. English verb forms, naturally enough, 

become clipped or altered. Distinctions between adjectives, nouns and verbs, 

which can already be blurred in English, disappear when an English word 

becomes part of a Hindi/Urdu phrase. So when an Indian or Pakistani moves 

back from the English with which he is familiar to the English used elsewhere 

in the world, he is bound to have at least a little uncertainty as to whether 

everything he says and writes is quite pukka. 

 I have therefore set out in my notes to each word whatever differences I 

have noticed between Hinglish usage and pronunciation and that of standard 

English. These may smack of counsels of perfection: but, after all, that is what 

people use dictionaries for. 

 

Plurals. 
 

 When an English word is used in the plural in Urdu or Hindi, it is 

commonly used in the singular form, without any attempt at inflection. The 

alternative is either to inflect it like an Urdu or Hindi noun, or to copy the 

English plural. 

 Virtually all English nouns form plurals by adding –s: but that letter is not 

always pronounced ‘s’. For instance, ‘cats and dogs’ is said ‘cats and dogz’. It 

is just a matter of euphony: after some letters it is easier to say –z. Where 

Hinglish adopts the Standard English plural –s or –z, the distinction is always 

made in the spelling and pronunciation, as shown in the snippets quoted. 

 But Urdu and Hindi form plurals in various ways. Many words coming 

into Hinglish from English can be given the plural endings –en and (inflected) –

on, which is, perhaps,  an indication of them being accepted as part of the 

modern language. English does not naturally have words ending in –a, except 

when borrowed from other languages. English words ending in –a are naturally 

inflected in Hindi/Urdu like indigenous nouns ending in –a. English nouns 



 

 

ending in –i or –y (where the ‘y’ is a vowel) such as ‘taxi’ and ‘party’ are 

adopted into Hinglish as feminines, with plurals in –iān. 

  
Gender 

 

 Except when dealing with human beings, very few nouns in English 

exhibit gender. Although there are words for females of some animals, e.g. 

‘bitch’ for a female dog, even then there would be a reluctance to refer to a bitch 

as ‘she’. In fact, apart from the pronouns he/she and him/her, nothing else 

indicates gender in English. On the contrary, every noun in Hindi/Urdu has to 

have a gender, so every noun in Hinglish has to have a gender. Apart from 

words ending in –a or –i, which can be assumed to be feminine, the usual 

default is for Hinglish nouns to be masculine. 

 

Mediaeval Latin 
 

 For over five hundred years after the Norman Conquest (1066) the 

records of administration in England were kept in Mediaeval Latin; its use in 

official documents was only finally abolished in the 18th century; and 

knowledge of Latin was an essential for Oxford and Cambridge university 

entrance within living memory. English grammar schools are so named because 

they taught Latin, not English, grammar.  

 It was during this long period, when Latin was the language of learning  

and government, that modern English formed. In a striking parallel with Hindi 

and Urdu, English then acquired a multitude of words derived from Mediaeval 

Latin, just as Hindi and Urdu have now acquired the same sort of words from 

English.  

 Mediaeval Latin is not quite the same as Classical Latin: Julius Caesar 

would shake his head in puzzlement over a Mediaeval Latin text; and certainly, 

the root of most of the Hinglish borrowings from English is English borrowings 

from Mediaeval Latin: and I have indicated the root verb in a ‘Gothic’ script.  

 

Matters of Respect 

 

 There are various integral forms in which Hindi and Urdu indicate 

matters of respect, in a way quite foreign to English. In a novel, if an ‘elder or 

better’ does something, the verb will be in an honorific plural, even if the ‘elder 

or better’ is a villain. There are three words for ‘you’, tu, tum and āp, in 

ascending degrees of respect. Tu is normally used only in addressing children or 

animals; tum is a more general former; āp is an honorific plural addressing 

one’s elder or better. English used to have thou, which approximates to tum, but 

it is now used only historically or in religion, and the associated thee, thy and 

thine have all dropped out of use with it.  



 

 

 So, English just has ‘you’; hence the old joke in the sub-continent that 

English ‘is a most disrespectful language’. Worse still, Englishmen during the 

Raj did not normally use the honorific when speaking to the natives. 

 English itself is undergoing changes that are erasing tokens of respect: 

where until recently it was normal to address an older man as ‘sir’, or at least 

‘Mr (surname)’, many people just use forenames. The idea is friendliness, not 

disrespect. But I doubt whether ‘thou’ will make a comeback. 

 Hindi/Urdu being an inflected language, each of the forms tu, tum and āp 

has a different verb form following. Take the word chalnā, ‘to walk’, 

commonly used simply to mean ‘to go’. Chivvying a child along the pavement 

you might say chal; to a friend you would say chalo; to an ‘elder or better’ 

chaliye. In practice there are many inconveniences in having to indicate respect 

in this way; for instance, in printed instructions a more impersonal form is 

required, and there are in fact two ways available. One is to use the infinitive 

(chalnā), and the other the form chalēn, commonly used in teaching materials. 

These impersonal forms are increasingly useful in an increasingly egalitarian 

society.  

 Into this Hindi/Urdu world of complicated nuances delicately expressed 

in the use of language has dropped the humble English word ‘please’, which has 

been adopted with alacrity. First of all, it has always been a convention in 

Indian and Pakistani films and novels that for a character to use the odd English 

phrase indicates, in an instant, that he or she is really quite well brought up. Any 

prejudice that the audience might have against a rough-looking character can be 

easily dispelled by this device. All the more so, when the damsel-in-distress 

breaks into English in a moment of stress, the audience knows that she has 

come from a nice family, and is not to be mistreated like some illiterate country 

girl. It is as though, when her surface is scratched, there is an English lady 

underneath. 

 This is where ‘please’ comes into play: it is usually followed by the verb 

form –ēn, and at a stroke, rather than saying whether the person addressed is or 

is not worthy of respect, it proclaims that (however dire the straits), the 

speaker, the person saying ‘please’, has every claim to being treated decently. 

In other words, in a deeply stratified society, the use of English has been added 

as another layer. ‘In India, English is not a language: it is a class’. 

 

   


