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The study of the Indo-Aryan (IA) language family represents one of the most complex and data-rich branches of
historical linguistics. At the center of this academic field stands a monumental work: Sir Ralph Lilley Turner’'s "A
Comparative Dictionary of the Indo-Aryan Languages" (CDIAL). This foundational text, published in various
fascicles and volumes between 1962 and 1985 by Oxford University Press, provides an exhaustive etymological
mapping of the Indo-Aryan languages, tracing their evolution from Old Indo-Aryan (OIA) through Middle Indo-
Aryan (MIA) to the diverse New Indo-Aryan (NIA) vernaculars spoken across South Asia today.

For the technical writer, linguist, and historian, the CDIAL is not merely a list of words; it is a structural blueprint of
phonetic evolution and semantic shifts. This article provides a comprehensive technical analysis of the Indo-Aryan
language family, the methodology utilized by Turner in his comparative dictionary, and the underlying mechanics of
linguistic transformation that define the development of North Indian and related languages over three millennia.

1.The Theoretical Framework: Genetic Classification and the Comparative
Method

The Indo-Aryan languages constitute a major subgroup of the Indo-Iranian branch of the Indo-European family.
The classification of these languages relies on the Comparative Method, a systematic approach used to compare
daughter languages to reconstruct their common ancestor. In the context of the CDIAL, Turner utilizes the Old Indo-
Aryan (specifically Vedic and Classical Sanskrit) as the primary point of reference for reconstructing Proto-Indo-
Aryan forms.

The Three Stages of Indo-Aryan Development

Linguists traditionally divide the history of Indo-Aryan into three chronological stages. Turner’s dictionary serves as
the connective tissue between these periods:

¢ Old Indo-Aryan (OIA): Represented by Vedic Sanskrit (c. 1500-500 BCE) and Classical Sanskrit. These
languages are characterized by a highly complex inflectional morphology and a rich system of sibilants and
clusters.

* Middle Indo-Aryan (MIA): Spanning approximately 600 BCE to 1000 CE, this stage includes Pali, various
Prakrits (such as Magadhi, Sauraseni, and Maharashtri), and Apabhramsha. This era is marked by the
simplification of consonant clusters and the erosion of final consonants.

¢ New Indo-Aryan (NIA): Modern languages emerging around 1000 CE, including Hindi, Urdu, Bengali, Punjabi,
Guijarati, Marathi, Sindhi, Nepali, and Sinhalese. These languages typically exhibit analytic structures (using
postpositions rather than complex case endings).

The Concept of Tadbhava, Tatsama, and Deshya

Understanding the CDIAL requires a technical grasp of word categorization in the Indian linguistic tradition:

1. Tatsama (Same as that): Direct borrowings from Sanskrit in their original form (e.g., Karma).
2. Tadbhava (Born of that): Words that have undergone natural phonetic evolution over centuries (e.g., Sanskrit



Hasta becomes MIA Hatta and NIA H F,aTurner's dictionary focuses primarily on these.
3. Deshya (Of the country): Words with no clear Indo-Aryan or Sanskrit etymology, often attributed to
indigenous substrate influences (Dravidian or Austroasiatic).

2. Technical Structure of Turner’'s CDIAL

Turner's methodology in "A Comparative Dictionary of the Indo-Aryan Languages"is rigorous and follows a
specific lexicographical algorithm. Each entry is organized to show the diachronic (across time) and synchronic
(across space) distribution of a lexeme.

Anatomy of a Dictionary Entry

A standard entry in the CDIAL follows a strict hierarchical flow:

¢ Headword (OIA): Usually a Sanskrit lemma. If a Sanskrit form is not attested but is theoretically necessary to
explain modern forms, Turner provides a reconstructed form marked with an asterisk (*).

e Semantic Definition: A brief English gloss of the original meaning.

¢ MIA Cognates: A listing of forms found in Pali and various Prakrit dialects, showing intermediate phonological
changes.

* NIA Derivatives: A comprehensive list of modern reflexes across dozens of languages and dialects, from
Kashmiri in the north to Sinhalese in the south, and Romani in Europe.

¢ Cross-References: Numerical identifiers that link to related roots or divergent developments.

3. Phonological Evolution: The Mechanics of Change

The primary value of Turner's work is its documentation of sound laws. The transition from OIA to NIA is not
random but follows predictable, albeit complex, phonetic shifts. The CDIAL records these transitions with high
granularity.

Consonant Cluster Simplification

One of the most significant shifts recorded in the CDIAL is the simplification of the complex consonant clusters
found in Sanskrit. This typically occurs via assimilation in the MIA stage, followed by compensatory lengthening
in the NIA stage.



Old Indo-Aryan (OIA) Middle Indo-Aryan (MIA) New Indo-Aryan (NIA) Linguistic Process

S -G a (thread) Sutta S -B 0 lktar Assimilation +
Compensatory Lengthening

Hasta (hand) Hatta H F€ Cluster reduction and
aspiration

Karma (work) Kamma K b Nasal/Liquid assimilation

Agni (fire) Aggi p Gemination followed by

vowel lengthening

The Development of Retroflexion

A distinctive feature of the Indo-Aryan family, extensively mapped by Turner, is the presence of retroflex

consonants(m, , G). While some retroflexion is inherited from Proto-Indo-Iranian, much of its development in IA is due
to internal sound changes (e.g., the influence of 'r' or 'c' on dental consonants) and contact with Dravidian
languages. Turner’s indices allow researchers to track how a dental 't' in a specific cluster frequently becomes a
retroflex ' m' in later stages.

4. Comparative Analysis: Geographic and Genetic Subgroups

Turner's dictionary provides the data necessary to categorize the Indo-Aryan languages into geographic zones
based on shared innovations. While the CDIAL is organized by root rather than by language, the data reveals clear
clusters.

Major Subgroups of Indo-Aryan

« Northwestern Zone: Includes Dardic languages (Kashmiri) and Sindhi. These often preserve archaic features,
such as certain consonant clusters, that were lost elsewhere.

¢ Central Zone: Includes Hindi, Urdu, and Punjabi. Characterized by the loss of the OIA pitch accent and
significant simplification of the case system.

e Eastern Zone: Includes Bengali, Assamese, and Oriya. Notable for the shift of 's' sounds to 'sh' and the
development of specific aspectual markers in verbs.

e Southern Zone: Primarily Marathi and Konkani. These show significant influence from the neighboring
Dravidian family in terms of syntax and phonology.

* Insular Indo-Aryan: Sinhalese (Sri Lanka) and Dhivehi (Maldives). These languages underwent radical
isolation and divergence, which Turner meticulously documents by showing how OIA 'v' often becomes 'v' or 'b’
elsewhere but undergoes unique shifts in Sinhalese.

5. Digital Philology and the Modern Utility of CDIAL

In the 21st century, the CDIAL has transitioned from a multi-volume print reference to a digital powerhouse.
Projects such as the Digital South Asia Library (DSAL)at the University of Chicago have digitized Turner’'s work,
allowing for complex queries that were impossible in the 1960s.

Advanced Search Capabilities in Digital CDIAL

1. Reverse Lookups: Researchers can search for a modern Hindi or Bengali word to find its Sanskrit ancestor.
2. Phonetic Pattern Matching: Users can query all entries containing specific phonetic transformations (e.g., all



OIA 'ks' clusters that became 'kh' in NIA).
3. Areal Studies: Mapping the distribution of specific agricultural or technological terms across South Asia to
track historical migrations.

6. Case Study: The Etymology of ‘Water' and 'Fire' in IA

To demonstrate the depth of Turner's dictionary, let us examine the technical trajectory of common nouns.

Case A: Sanskrit 'P a+ya' (Water)

In the CDIAL, Turner tracks P a+y@roperly 'drinkable’ or 'to be drunk’). He notes its evolution into the MIA p aur

the NIA stage, this becomes the ubiquitous p &Hindi/Urdu/Punjabi), but Turner also lists variants in smaller dialects
where the nasalization differs, providing a map of the isogloss (a line on a map marking the limit of a linguistic
feature).

Case B: Sanskrit 'Bhr A&z ,' other)

This entry (CDIAL 9661) is a masterclass in comparative linguistics. Turner connects the Sanskrit bhr fgthe MIA

bh GEnd bh = He then traces it to NIA forms like bh (Hindi), bh (Marathi), and even the Dardic béy.  This  entry
allows a researcher to see the exact point where the intervocalic 't' was elided, a hallmark of the transition to Middle
Indo-Aryan.

7.Technical Limitations and Challenges in Indo-Aryan Lexicography

While Turner's work is unrivaled, a senior technical writer must acknowledge the limitations inherent in the 1966
publication:

¢ Omission of Non-Aryan Roots: Because the dictionary's framework is OlA-centric, many words that entered
NIA languages from Persian, Arabic, or Turkic (via the Mughal influence) are excluded.

 Dialectal Gaps: In the 1960s, data for many minor tribal languages of Central India (some of which are Indo-
Aryan) was sparse. Modern field linguistics has since filled some of these gaps.

¢ Reconstruction Debates: Some of Turner's reconstructed *OIA forms remain speculative and are subjects of
ongoing debate in historical phonology.

8. Summary of Lexicographical Impacts

The Comparative Dictionary of the Indo-Aryan Languagesremains the definitive authority for anyone
conducting research into South Asian etymology. Its systematic documentation of sound changes provides a
mathematical-like rigor to the study of language. By mapping the journey of words from the sacrificial fires of the
Vedas to the bustling streets of modern Mumbai and Dhaka, Turner created more than a dictionary; he created a
genetic record of human communication.

For developers in Natural Language Processing (NLP) working on South Asian languages, the CDIAL provides a
vital resource for lemmatization and stemming algorithms. Understanding that k £ kamma, and karmaare
functionally the same lexeme allows for better cross-lingual information retrieval and machine translation models.
As we move further into the age of computational linguistics, the technical foundations laid by R.L. Turner continue
to support the digital architecture of the world’s most widely spoken language family.
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