
 
 

22787 Hwy 98, Ste E-3, Fairhope, AL 36532  (251) 990-3550  www.childrenoftheworld.com 

Making Yourself Understood 

 
Most people in India with any education speak English, especially in the south, where Hindi is spoken 

much less and English is spoken much more. (Literacy rates are also much higher in the south, so 

you are more likely to encounter educated people there than in many parts of the north). 

 
Of course, English is spoken with a different lilt -- and many different words -- than in America. 

You will have to listen carefully to understand what someone is saying to you, and speak slowly and 

with as few slang terms as possible in order to make yourself understood. In fact, as you travel in 

India you will become painfully aware of how much colloquialism is used in everyday American 

English, and you will gradually learn to speak in clear, simple sentences using words that a non-native 

speaker is more likely to understand. 

 

It may be helpful to understand a few synonyms in Indian English in order to get around efficiently. 

Here are some terms to know and understand: 
 

• If you need a bathroom, ask for a toilet. Bathrooms are places where people take baths. 
• If you need toilet paper or Kleenex, ask for tissue. 
• If you want a napkin at a restaurant, also ask for a tissue. 
• If you want to stow your luggage in a car, put it in the boot, not the trunk. 
• If you want bottled water, ask for mineral water. 
• The thing that heats the water in your bathroom is called a geyser (geezer). 
• If you are looking for candy, ask for chocolates or toffees.  For a dessert, ask  for sweets. 
• If you want a bottle of soda, ask for a cold drink . 
• French fries are called chips, and catsup is called tomato (toe-MAH-toe) sauce. 
• Potato chips are called potato crisps. 
• If you want to eat food containing meat or chicken, ask for non-veg . 
• If you want cookies, ask for sweet biscuits, and if you want crackers, ask for savory 

biscuits. 
• For cold cereal, ask for cornflakes (that's usually  all there is), and for hot cereal,  ask for  

porridge . 
• If you want yogurt, ask for curds. Only plain yogurt is typically available, but you can 
always add jam to it to sweeten it up. 
• Bicycles are called cycles, and trucks are called lorries. 
• Rupees are frequently referred to as "bucks"· 
• Flashlights are called torches. 
• lf you need a trash can, you can try asking for a dustbin . 
• lf you hear the word lakh, think  I 0,000; a crore is I 0,000,000. 
•  
•  
• If a shopkeeper says that an item is "free size", that means it's "one size fits all". And, if 

you're a typical Paul Bunyon-sized  American,  it may  not fit you, though  the shopkeeper  may  insist on  
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his mother's  life that it will. 
 

lf an emergency strikes and you can't seem to communicate in English, do your best to pantomime 

your need, as if you were playing charades. This can be surprisingly effective, especially when done 

with a smile and a pleasant tone of voice. Speaking more loudly to someone who doesn't understand 

you is very tempting, but it doesn't work. Ever. 

 
One thing to understand about Indian people is that they really don't like to say no, especially to 

guests. (Indian culture says that "Guest is God", and this goes for tourists as well). The much-used 

diagonal head wag can be interpreted as "yes", but it also may mean"] acknowledge you". Indeed, a 
nice way to greet. 

 
 


