THE GENERAL DIALECT OF INDIA

INTRODUCTION

The sub-continent of India is a country of around one billion people speaking over four-
hundred different languages. Fifteen official languages exist for the country and its
various states (Assamese, Bengali, Gujarati, Hindi, Kannada, Kashmiri, Malayalam,
Marathi, Oriya, Panjabi, Sanskrit, Sindhi, Tamil, Telugu, Urdu, and English). One
survey estimated 1,683 “mother tongues” in daily use. Therefore, to generalize about the
style in which Indians speak English would seem almost an impossibility.

Yet the history of the English language in India is very strong, and English is a co-official
language, and so for stage dialect purposes the following signature sounds will serve at
least as a starting point from which adjustments and refinements can be made, depending
on the background of the character to be portrayed.

One interesting question arises in this study: Is the English spoken by Indians a dialect of
English, or a foreign-language accent? My position is that Indians, who learn English
from birth, claiming it as their (co) first language, may rightfully say that their style of
speech is a legitimate dialect of English, rather than a mispronunciation (an accent).
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