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Goals

❖ How linguists have theorised ‘our’ English is— its 
structure and its social location. 
❖ In the process, I will discuss ideas and critiques of the World 

Englishes, Code-switching/Mixing and translanguaging paradigms. 

❖ To show that both novel analyses of the grammatical 
phenomena of Indian English as well as novel readings 
of the Hinglish phenomena are needed.



Locating English in India 



It's not an L1
❖ 2011 Census: In terms of mother tongue claims , English is a 

minority language— just 256,000 people claim it as their MT. 

❖ 2011 Census: Over 
10% of Indians 
reported being able to 
speak some English 
(primarily as their 
2nd or 3rd language)



Urban and Upper Class

❖ Yes: 3% of rural 
respondents, 12% of 
urban ones.

❖ Yes: 41% of rich 
respondents, 1.8% of 
poor ones.

❖ No: 91.3% of high 
schoolers, 65.9% of 
graduates.



Religion and Caste

❖ Yes: 15.5% Christians, as against 6% Hindus and 4% Muslims.

❖ Yes: 11% upper castes, 3.6% scheduled castes.



Economics/Religion
❖ The likelihood of 

speaking English 
seems linked with 
a state’s prosperity 
(Delhi, Haryana) 
and the presence 
of Christianity 
(Goa, Meghalaya).



Yet...



‘Our’ Conquest of English

"We, the ex-colonised have subjugated the language, beaten it 
on its head and made it ours! ...in adapting English to our 

use, in hammering it sometimes on its head and 
sometimes twisting its tail, we have given it a new shape, 

substance and dimension.“ 
Bapsi Sidhwa in R.J. Baumgardner (Ed.) South Asian English: Structure, Use and Users, 

University of Illinois Press, p. 231-240 



‘Our’ Conquest of English

"English was undoubtedly Britain's most valuable and 
abiding legacy to India, and educated Indians, a famously 

polyglot people, rapidly learned and delighted in it–both 
for itself, and as a means to various ends. These ends were 

both political (for Indians turned the language of the 
imperialists into the language of nationalism) and pleasurable 
(for the language granted access to a wider world of ideas and 

entertainments).“ 
Shashi Tharoor, ‘How the Woosters captured Delhi’. Guardian 20.07.02 



‘Our’ Neoliberal Window to the World

"Hindi was fashioned by Sufi poets in principalities like Orcha and 
Gwalior in the 15th century. Bearers of these languages were the 

elite and not the people, as Gramsci and Bakhtin made us believe. 
Our consciousness of a 'mother tongue' didn't even appear until the 

Europeans arrived. Languages are evolving things, we ought not to do too 
much social engineering. Vernacular nationalism is bad because it goes 

against the people's wishes. Instead of encouraging them by creating 
more English teachers, nationalists thwart their democratic 

aspirations. Why not celebrate potential gains, instead of worrying 
about phantom losses. Why not celebrate cool Inglish! “ 

Gurcharan Das, ‘Inglish as she is spoke’, Outlook India, 3.5.05 



A minority language with high prestige

❖ Despite having very few claimants, the prestige and power 
of English in India is unparalleled, because of its alliances 
with class, caste, regional prosperity, and education. 

❖ Sociolinguistic theorising has kept pace with elite 
preoccupations about the indisputable differences of 'our' 
English, in which English is aspired to as one of the 
languages in a speaker's verbal repertoire.

❖ I will argue that a take on 'Indian English' that moves 
beyond the World Englishes project is necessary.



The World Englishes project 
doesn't really help



The WE project
❖ World Englishes: Any language variety of English including 

those developed by communities in which English was not 
indigenous in modern history.

(The Routledge Companion to Sociolinguistics, 2007, p. 234)

❖ New Englishes (although not uniform) share the criteria:
❖ developed through education system
❖ developed in an area where English is/was not spoken by 

majority of people
❖ have a range of functions among speakers
❖ become nativised by speakers’ language features



WEs are creoles
❖ Colonisation produces at least three 

groups of speakers:
❖ The acrolect refers to the variety 

of a creole that has minimal or 
no difference from the standard 
language and is often spoken by 
the most educated speakers; 

❖ The mesolect has unique 
grammatical features that 
distinguish it from Standard 
English; 

❖ The basilect, often spoken by 
the least educated people of the 
society, has very significant 
grammatical difference.



Indian English as a creole
❖ Speakers use the acrolect* for international communication 

as well as formal and public intra-national interaction 
❖ Mesolect varieties are used in informal intra-national 

interaction
❖ Basilectal use either do not use the language at all or use 

pidgin forms
"Acrolects are better described as linguistic innovations characterised by the incorporation of linguistic 

features which have their origin in the contact situation itself. Unlike standard languages, acrolects 
usually have no overt set of linguistic norms and are pragmatically motivated (i.e. depend on the 

formality of the situation). In other words, the concept of the acrolect is both absolute (on the level of the 
speech community) and relative (on the level of the individual) ."

Ana Deumert, Language Standardization and Language Change: The Dynamics of Cape Dutch. John Benjamins, 2004

https://www.thoughtco.com/speech-community-sociolinguistics-1692120


Kachru's Three Circle model of WEs
❖ The Outer Circle

❖ English is spoken as a 
second language

❖ Spoken English as 
“norm developing“.

❖ The acrolect/mesolect 
has official status

❖ Written language is 
predominantly exo- 
normative.



Two Critiques

❖ The WE varieties approach has attracted two different 
orders of critique. The first from elite speakers and the 
second from academics. 



The Elite Critique
"I am against the term 'Indian English'. Makes it sound as if all 
Indians speak incorrect English. ...Some Indians group all the 

colloquial usages and the errors together, as 'Indian English'. But 
this so-called 'Indian English' is not considered correct by Indian 
government institutions, such as schools or courts, by eminent 

writers or by educated Indians who prize grammatically correct 
English.

So, if you are ... dealing with reputed Indian companies or hiring an 
Indian writer, you do not have to be scared of a compromise with 
'Indian English'. In the world of quality writing, it does not exist.“ 

Dr. Roopa Nishi Viswanathan (Bangalore) www.chillibreeze.com

http://www.chillibreeze.com


But Indian English IS Distinct

❖ Indian English can be defined as any of the forms of English 
characteristic of the Indian subcontinent (David Crystal) 
❖ Anachronistic/Non-standard uses: Meeting someone for 

the first time, you will often be asked the question 'What 
is your good name?', which is a direct translation from 
Hindi 'Aapka shubh naam kya hai?' 
❖ Other examples: 'today morning', 'where are you putting 

up?', 'going out of station', 'backside of the building', 'too 
interesting a book', 'next to next week' 

https://www.britishcouncil.org/voices-magazine/will-we-all-be-speaking-hinglish-one-day

https://www.britishcouncil.org/voices-magazine/will-we-all-be-speaking-hinglish-one-day


Grammatical variation
❖ Grammatical differences:

❖ Productive use of abbreviations as a word formation rule (AP, UP, 
BJP, APAR, etc)

❖ Zero (in)definite articles: "Here, I am not working in %_kitchen—
here, I am in %_front desk"; "Then he though, what about getting 
%_girl (to marry) from India.

❖ Use of reduplication: "He had these short-short men all around him!"
❖ Others: 

❖ I went to meet Ram. He was not there but. 
❖ Let us discuss about this.
❖ When the tutor came, I was doing maths only.



Independent rules?

These grammatical variations are usually traced to 
substrate language influences. But there is evidence for 

independent rules, when the substrate does not share the 
same set of grammatical rules 



Independent rules?
❖ British/American English requires two movements to 

form a wh-question:  Who will Ram meet today?
1. The question word moves to sentence-initial position
2. The auxiliary moves to the second position

❖ Indian English does not require AUX-inversion
๏ – Who Ram will meet today?
๏ – How many days they are going? 



Independent rules
❖ In embedded clauses, British/American English do not 

allow Rule 2 to apply
๏ – I wonder when Ram will come?

❖ Indian English: (NOT in the substrate)
๏ – *I wonder when will Ram come?



The critique from scholarship
❖ Descriptively invalid

❖ Fails to differentiate varieties within each circle
❖ Nativeness is an identity ascription made by speakers, it's 

not an impersonal evaluation of competence.
❖ The spread of English is an industry, just as in colonial times:

❖ British English language products are worth over 800 
million pounds a year to the UK alone.

❖ The English language makes it possible for British/
American companies to develop markets, sell products.



Who owns English?
❖ Anyone who wants to “own” English can be a native 

speaker. Ownership here used to refer to the ways in 
which speakers appropriate the English language for their 
own needs.
❖ "You are proficient in a language to the extent that you 

possess it, make it your own, bend it to your will, assert 
yourself through it rather than simply submit to the 
dictates of its form.“

Widdowson, H. G. (1994). The ownership of English. TESOL Quarterly 31, 377–389



Ownership = Legitimacy
❖ Language is a form of cultural capital. 

❖ "If learners invest in a second language, they do so with 
the understanding that they will acquire a wider range 
of symbolic and material resources. If learners of 
English cannot claim ownership of a language, they 
might not consider themselves legitimate speakers of 
that language”

Norton, B. (1997). Language, identity, and the ownership of English. TESOL Quarterly 
31, 409–29.



'Solving' the problem of English in India

❖ Removing the elite bias
❖ Social acceptance of  the L2 (L3, L4, L5...) character of 

English in India.
❖ Description and analysis of every Indian English 

variety--shattering monolithic 'Indianness'
❖ Development of new endo-normative norms for 

various registers, and particularly for education.
❖ Not confusing 'Hinglish' with Indian English!



Locating Hinglish, through 
Translanguaging



A Hinglish fragment

I finally settled on loose khaki cargos and a skinny black 
ganji. Then I fluffed my hair, yanked on my red sneakers, 

grabbed my matching-matching red rucksack (fully uncool I 
know, but what to do – control nahin hota) and slammed 

out of the room, hugely excited. 
The next day I caught an insane flight back to Delhi and 
hired a kali-peeli to take me home, rattling up to the gates 

of Tera Numbar around midnight. 
Anuja Chauhan The Zoya Factor



The Strawman Argument

Claim: Hinglish is a language, a distinct sociolect 
spoken by urban middle-class Indians.

• I shall argue that this Hindi-English code-switching 
does NOT create an autonomous linguistic object, but 
IS a politically vital set of language practices, 
amounting to a register of sorts.



Code-switching 

❖ Code-switching: The alternation of two languages 
within a single discourse, sentence or constituent. 
Involves an active manipulation of the symbolic and social meanings of a 
language choice



Code-Switching
•  Site = Locus of occurrence
• in the grammatical structure: (im)permissible switches

❖ in the conversation: sensitivity to the ongoing interaction

❖ in terms of genre: written vs. spoken

• Manner = Social meaning 
❖ for the interlocutors: interpersonal relations of hierarchy

❖ for the speech community: demarcation of domains of use

❖ for the genre: news vs. entertainment, comedy vs. non-fiction



CS site and manner 

Myers-Scotton (1993, 2002, 2006), Myers-Scotton & Jake 
(2001)

❖ CS is predicated on an underlying asymmetry between the 
languages involved, as both languages do not participate 
equally in resulting structures. 
❖ The language that provides the main grammatical frame 

for the bilingual utterance is the MATRIX LANGUAGE (ML). 
❖ The language that supplies the ‘content elements’ in the 

clause is the EMBEDDED LANGUAGE (EL).



CS site and manner: Grammar

❖ In the MLF model, the premise is that there are clear/
discoverable restrictions on what aspects of the structure 
can come from MLs and ELs:

❖ In mixed constituents, all morphemes (‘bridge’ and 
‘outsider’) that participate in logical relations with the 
predicate and/or case and agreement must come from 
the ML.

❖ However, ‘early system morphemes’ may come from 
the EL.



CS site and manner: Grammar
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 Since, it is the Matrix language Hindi which provides the frame for the utterance in (27), 

it  is  this  language’s  clause  structures  which  are  observed.  It  would  also  be  beneficial to identify 

some of the other types of morphemes listed in the 4-M model. Thus, -ka and –ki which mark 

possession in (27) and (28a) are bridge morphemes. A slight modification of (27) can be used to 

illustrate the comparative freedom enjoyed by early system morphemes as opposed to late 

outsider system morphemes as in (29): 

(29) a. ap -k-e sare proposal accept ho  gǝ-ye 

  You.H GEN-P all.P proposal.3MP accept happen  go-PERF.P 

  All your proposals were accepted. 

 b. ap -k-e sare proposals accept ho gǝ-ye 

  You.H GEN-P all.P proposal.3MP accept happen  go-PERF.P   

  Your proposals were accepted. 

 Examples (29a) and (29b) which manipulate the singular/plural distinction bring support 

for early system morphemes not being covered by the system morpheme principle. With both 

(29a) and (29b) judged to be equally well-formed, we move on to the question of the language 

from which the plural markers may be drawn. It is observed that the plural markers being early 

system morphemes can be drawn from either of the participating languages. 

 Furthermore, the system morpheme principle requires late outsider system morphemes to 

be drawn from the matrix language. This can be illustrated through (30). 

(30) tropical forests  -mẽ   bǝhʊt  sare  trees  hɛ̃ 

 tropical forests  LOC many all.P trees be.PRES.P 

 There are many trees in tropical forests. 

 According to Myers-Scotton, case-markers constitute late outsider system morphemes 

and these are required by the System morpheme principle to come only from the Matrix 

Language and follow the Matrix Language word order. Thus, variations on (30) which 

manipulate the language and position of the case-marker for Locative case are given below in 

(31): 

 

Early system morphemes: the English plurals
Late outsider system morphemes: the Hindi LOC

Sakshi Bhatia (2013) The Grammar of Code-Switching: A Minimalist Perspective. M.Phil. 
Dissertation, Delhi University
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(31) a. *tropical forests  in  bǝhʊt  sare  trees  hɛ̃ 

 b. ?/*in tropical forests bǝhʊt  sare  trees  hɛ̃ 

 Thus, irrespective of whether the English Locative marker in follows the word order 

requirements of the matrix language Hindi in (31a) or of English in (31b) the contribution of 

case-markers from the embedded language leads to the utterances being judged as 

ungrammatical. The fact that (31b) is not fully ruled out can be attributed to the PP in tropical 

forests constituting an embedded language island. 

 It seems that this model provides an adequate account for the above data. However, 

several problems remain. These issues especially come to the fore when this framework is 

applied on CS data for a previously unanalysed pair of languages vis-à-vis the model, as is the 

case for Hindi-English. While the broad identification of the languages which qualify as the 

Matrix Language and Embedded languages respectively is possible, this classification is based 

on an intuitive understanding rather clear objective criteria.  

To illustrate the difficulties in the application of this model let us look at the pair of equivalent 

monolingual English and Hindi sentences (32a) and (32b). With this pair in mind we may find a 

range of acceptable CS utterances two of which are listed in (33a) and (33b): 

(32) a. [TPRam will say [CPthat [TPMira’s  story  is  true]]]] 

 b. [TPRam  kǝh-eg-a  [CPki [TPmira-k-i kǝhani  sǝcci   hε]]] 

  Ram say-FUT-MS  that mira-GEN-FS story.FS true.FS be.PRES.S 

  Ram  will  say  that  Mira’s  story  is  true. 

(33) a. [TPRam will say [CPthat [mira’s  story true hε]]] 

b. [TPRam  kǝhega  [CPki [mira ki kəәhani is sǝcci]]]9 

The question is what would you identify as the ML and EL for the embedded clauses in (33a) 

and (33b)? If we do further bracketing to identify the constituents more effectively we get (34a) 

and (34b): 

                                                             
9 Note  that  this  sentence  is  further  improved  if  an  adverb  from  either  of  the  languages,  such  as  ‘bilkul’/’absolutely’,  
modifies  sǝcci 

If Hinglish was an autonomous language, then 
these are monolingual utterances!



CS site and manner: Interaction
❖ Auer (1988): A conversation-analytic approach to code-

switching. Two questions:

I. Is the language alternation connected to a particular 
structure (e.g., a word, a sentence), or to a particular point 
in the conversation (CS)?

II. Is the language alternation providing cues for the 
organisation of the ongoing interaction (i.e. is discourse 
related), or about the attributes of the speaker (i.e. is it 
participant-related)?



CS site and manner: Interaction
❖ Participants use code-switching as a means to organise the 

conversation and to manage the roles that the interlocutors 
ascribe to themselves and each other. It has a direct 
consequence on turn-taking, topical cohesion, etc.

❖ Participant related CS:  Switch is determined by the bilingual 
competence of the speaker(s) or their preferences.

❖ Discourse-related CS: Switch is determined by change in the 
mode of interaction (formal vs. casual), the nature of the talk 
(informative vs. evaluative), topic change, etc. CS also marks 
repeated questions, reformulations and elaborations, 
predatory remarks, etc. 



Inadequacies
❖ While the CS account of Hinglish seems adequate to describe 

the form of Indian English, it does not appear enough to 
describe the wide prevalence of Hinglish in North India 
today:

❖ Anecdotally, both speakers and non-speakers of English 
seem to be using many English words (as non-borrowed 
lexical items). See https://youtu.be/aBCq5WM-V1o for 
some examples. 

❖ Does not describe its aesthetic and social value, e.g. the 
Zoya Factor text, where it approaches the status of a register. 

https://youtu.be/aBCq5WM-V1o


Translanguaging
❖ In language pedagogy, the term is the term used to describe 

practices that allow and encourage language learners to use their 
full linguistic repertoire in order to empower them and help them 
to realise their full potential. This means encouraging them to 
speak, write and/or translate to and from their first language or 
any language they speak and the target language, to support their 
learning.

❖ The term has come to be applied to applications to any situation 
experienced by multilingual speakers, including speakers us of 
CS and how using more than one language in a discourse relates 
to a speaker's understanding of their own multinguality.



Our knowledge of language
❖ MacSwan (2017): A mental grammar is "a set of interrelated 

components that are defined by the nature of the 
representations they generate and transform… They are a 
small part of our overall knowledge of how to use language in 
social contexts, defining the narrow structural mapping from 
sound to meaning."

❖ Gee (2014): A linguistic repertoire – or a social language 
(including dialects, registers, varieties)— is a set of "styles of 
using words, grammar, and discourse to enact a socially 
significant identity" in different social contexts.

Gee, J. P. (2014). An Introduction to Discourse Analysis: Theory and Method. London: Routledge.



MacSwan (2017)
❖ An integrated multilingual theory of translanguaging

❖ "Multilingualism, not monolingualism, is universal, and each of us, 
even so-called monolinguals, has multiple overlapping rule systems 
acquired through our participation in divergent speech 
communities."

❖ "A repertoire includes our richly diverse internalized mental 
grammars as well as the diverse vocabulary and systems of 
knowledge pertaining to discourse, pragmatics, and other social 
conventions that we recruit in verbal interactions with others. ..It 
reflects 'contextual and social differences in speech, subject both to 
grammatical and social restraints'.”

MacSwan, J. (2017). A Multilingual Perspective on Translanguaging. American Educational Research Journal Vol. 54, No. 1, 167–201.



MacSwan (2017)



Explaining the ubiquitousness of Hinglish

❖ Bourdieu: There is a strong correlation between a 
speaker's linguistic utterances and the particular linguistic 
markets in which those utterances are produced. Social 
knowledge involves knowing when and how to produce 
utterances of high value in those markets.

❖ A speaker's code choices must be constrained by her 
anticipation of the reception of her linguistic utterances, 
as well as an awareness of the social prestige accorded to 
high value utterances. 



Variable significances
❖ The social meaning of being able to code-switch is a message that the 

speaker has  multilingual competence in the matrix language as well as 
English. 

❖ For speakers who have no or little mental grammar of English, the 
performance of Hinglish presents the self as having access to the 
language of prestige--for such speakers, using Hinglish is an expression 
of their social aspirations. 

❖ For speakers who already have this multilingual competence, Hinglish 
(created by English being the ML) signifies accommodation of the 
speaker's 'other' tongues (caused by changes in their social meanings) 
creating a register of informality--normally, in written English, such an 
approximation to everyday speech is not the norm. 



Questions to ponder
❖ The widespread social phenomenon of Hinglish raises at least two interesting 

socio-cultural questions:

❖ For basilectal Hinglish speakers, the prestige of English  does not appear to be 
undermined--incorporating a language one doesn't really have is a mere 
pretence, isn't it? 

But does this not also signify a developing sense of ownership of English too? 

❖ For acrolectal Hinglish speakers as well,  writing with CS does not displace the 
power of English either, as English still remains the matrix language. 

But does this not also signify a a relaxation of exonormativity and elite bias too? 

❖ We do not expect there to be affirmative answers to these questions in all contexts, 
and due acknowledgement of the role of capital (advertising, social media) in 
furling this change is essential. 



Conclusion
❖ In this talk, I have argued that the terms Indian English and 

Hinglish refer to distinct entities. In terms of linguistics: 
Indian English refers to a distinct language variety–although the 

mental grammar which generates it is poorly understood (primarily 
because of the elitism of its speakers).

Hinglish is a set of code-switching practices that may be modelled 
in terms of an integrated multilingual model of linguistic repertoires. 

❖ In terms of culture and politics, the social meaning of Indian 
English is changing, in some cases expressed by the emergence of 
Hinglish--it is for us to read what the meanings are. 


