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The field of comparative linguistics offers a profound window into the evolution, structural integrity, and cognitive 

frameworks of human speech. Among the most compelling areas of study within the Indo-Aryan language family is 

the relationship between the languages of the Eastern branch, specifically Assamese (Asamiya) and Oriya (Odia)

. Both languages trace their lineage back to the Magadhi Prakrit, yet centuries of geographic separation, cultural 

shifts, and contact with indigenous substrates have led to distinct morphological trajectories. This article provides 

an exhaustive technical analysis based on the seminal research of P.N. Dutta Baruah and other linguistic scholars, 

focusing on the morphological aspects that define these two linguistic powerhouses.

Understanding the Theoretical Framework of Contrastive Morphology

Before delving into the specificities of Assamese and Oriya, it is essential to establish the theoretical parameters of 

Contrastive Analysis (CA). In the context of morphology, CA is the systematic study of a pair of languages with a 

view to identifying their structural differences and similarities. This analysis is not merely academic; it has practical 

implications in Second Language Acquisition (SLA), translation science, and computational linguistics.

Morphology, the study of word formation and the internal structure of words, is generally divided into two 

categories: Inflectional Morphology (dealing with grammatical markers like tense, number, and case) and 

Derivational Morphology(dealing with the creation of new lexemes). In the case of Assamese and Oriya, both

languages exhibit a mixture of synthetic and analytic features, although they lean heavily toward the agglutinative

end of the spectrum compared to Western Indo-Aryan languages like Punjabi or Marathi.

The Genetic Link: Magadhi Prakrit Roots

Both Assamese and Oriya belong to the Eastern Indo-Aryan (EIA)group, which also includes Bengali and Maithili.

The divergence began roughly around the 10th to 12th centuries CE. While they share a core vocabulary and

certain phonological traits, their morphological evolution has been influenced by different factors:

•  Assamese: Significant influence from Tibeto-Burman languages (Bodo-Kachari group), leading to unique 

features like negative prefixation.

•  Oriya: Stronger preservation of Old Indo-Aryan (Sanskrit) features alongside influences from the Dravidian 

and Munda language families.

Detailed Technical Analysis of Nominal Morphology

Nominal morphology encompasses the study of nouns, pronouns, and adjectives. In the contrastive study of 

Assamese and Oriya, the Case System and the use of Classifiersrepresent the most significant areas of

divergence.

The Case System and Postpositions

In both languages, grammatical relations are expressed through a series of suffixes or postpositions. However, the

phonological realization and the functional distribution of these markers vary. Below is a technical breakdown of the



case markers found in the respective languages.



Case Assamese Marker Oriya Marker Functional Distinctions

Nominative -e, -i (Ergative alignment in 
some contexts)

-a, (Zero marker) Assamese exhibits an 
ergative-like pattern in 
transitive past tenses.

Accusative -k -ku Both languages use 
distinct markers for definite 
objects.

Genitive -r -ra Standard possessive 
markers with high 
phonological similarity.

Dative -loi, -k -ku Oriya often conflates 
Accusative and Dative.

Locative -t -re, -e Assamese '-t' is highly 
productive across all noun 
classes.

Instrumental -ere, -di -re Oriya uses the same 
marker for Locative and 
Instrumental.

The Phenomenon of Numeral Classifiers

One of the most striking features of the Eastern Indo-Aryan group is the mandatory use of classifiers 

(determiners)when counting or specifying nouns. These morphemes are appended to the numeral or the noun to

indicate the physical shape, size, or nature of the object.

In Assamese, the system is exceptionally robust, with dozens of specific classifiers:

•  -zon: Used for respected human males.

•  -zoni: Used for human females or animals.

•  -to: The generic classifier for inanimate objects or animals.

•  -khon: Used for flat, broad objects like books or boats.

In Oriya, the system is slightly more streamlined but equally vital:

•  -ta: The most common generic classifier.

•  -ti: A diminutive or honorific variation.

•  -jana: Specifically for counting persons.

Technical Workflow of Classifier Application:1. Identify the Noun Class (Human, Inanimate, Shape-specific).2. 

Select the Numeral (e.g., One = Ek/Eka).3. Apply Morphophonemic Rules (Assamese: Ek-zon manuh vs. Oriya: 

Jane loka).

Verbal Morphology: Tense, Aspect, and Mood (TAM)

The verb phrase in Assamese and Oriya is complex, involving a root followed by a series of suffixes indicating 

aspect, tense, and person-number-gender (PNG) agreement. A key technical difference lies in how these 

languages handle Negation and Causativity.



Negative Morphological Transformation

Assamese is unique among modern Indo-Aryan languages because it utilizes Negative Prefixes. This is a 

morphological feature likely borrowed from the Tibeto-Burman substrate. The negative marker na-undergoes vowel

harmony with the initial vowel of the verb root.

•  na- + khay (eats) = nakhay (does not eat)

•  na- + likhe (writes) = nelikhe (does not write)

•  na- + huna (hear) = nohuna (does not hear)

In contrast, Oriya follows the standard Indo-Aryan pattern of Post-verbal Negation. The negative particle nahi or 

na is placed after the conjugated verb or the auxiliary. For example: se jau-nahi (He is not going).

The Causative Mechanism

Causative verbs in both languages are formed through suffixation. In Assamese, the suffix -a is added to the root. 

In Oriya, the suffix -aais used. While phonologically similar, the morphosyntactic constraints on how these

causatives interact with double objects (the agent and the patient) differ in formal register.

Comparative Table of Verb Conjugation (Present Tense)

To visualize the morphological divergence, let us examine the verb root "to see" (Assamese: dekh, Oriya: dekh).



Person Assamese (Root: dekh-) Oriya (Root: dekh-) Linguistic Note

1st Person (I) dekh-u dekh-e Oriya retains the archaic '-
e' ending.

2nd Person (Familiar) dekh-o dekh-u Assamese '-o' vs Oriya '-u'.

2nd Person (Honorific) dekh-e dekh-anti Oriya uses a plural-derived 
honorific marker.

3rd Person (Ordinary) dekh-e dekh-e Morphological 
convergence in the 3rd 
person.

Adjectival and Pronominal Structures

The morphological behavior of adjectives in these languages is largely non-inflecting for gender and number, 

which is a departure from Western Indo-Aryan languages like Hindi. However, in Assamese, adjectives can take the 

same classifiers as nouns when they function substantively (e.g., bogato - "the white one").

Pronoun Categorization:Both languages possess a three-tiered honorific system for second and third-person

pronouns:

1.  Intimate/Inferior: Used for children or close friends.

2.  Familiar/Standard: Used for equals.

3.  Honorific/Formal: Used for elders or superiors.

The morphology of these pronouns in Oriya is heavily influenced by the pluralization of roots (e.g., Apana), 

whereas Assamese maintains distinct lexical stems (e.g., Apuni).

Operational Procedure for Contrastive Analysis

For researchers and technical writers performing a contrastive analysis between these two languages, the following

procedural steps are recommended:

Step 1: Data Collection & Corpus Alignment

Gather primary texts (literary or technical) in both Assamese and Oriya. Ensure the texts are from the same

register (e.g., both formal or both colloquial) to ensure morphological consistency.

Step 2: Morpheme Segmentation

Isolate the bound morphemes from the free morphemes. Use a Leipzig Glossing standard to label the 

components. For example:Assamese: Manuh-e (Man-NOM) Oriya: Loka-ti (Man-

CL)

Step 3: Comparative Mapping

Map each morpheme category (Case, TAM, Classifiers) to its counterpart in the target language. Identify "null" sets

where a category exists in one language but not the other (e.g., Assamese negative prefixes).

Step 4: Morphophonemic Rules Analysis

Identify how the junction of morphemes causes sound changes. In Oriya, sandhi rules (vowel merging) are more



prevalent in formal registers than in Assamese.

Case Study: The Impact of Substrate Languages on Morphology

A fascinating technical challenge arises when analyzing the Pluralization strategies of these languages. 

Assamese uses various suffixes like -bur, -bilak, and -hot (specifically for humans). The use of -hotis an exclusive

morphological feature that implies a group associated with a person.

In Oriya, pluralization is achieved through -mane (for humans) and -gudika (for inanimate objects). This clear 

distinction between animate and inanimate plural markersis a structural hallmark of Oriya morphology that

requires careful attention during translation to avoid "category errors."

Troubleshooting Common Errors in Cross-Linguistic Mapping

•  Over-generalization of Gender: Translators often try to apply Hindi-style gender inflection to Assamese/Oriya 

adjectives. This is a technical error, as adjectives in these languages are generally gender-neutral.

•  Classifier Mismatch: Using a generic classifier (like -to or -ta) when a specific shape-based classifier is 

required leads to unnatural-sounding output.

•  Case Conflation: In Oriya, the -re marker can mean "in," "with," or "by." Misinterpreting the semantic context 

leads to incorrect morphological mapping in the target language.

Strategic Implications for Computational Linguistics

In the era of Natural Language Processing (NLP) and Large Language Models (LLMs), the morphological analysis 

of Assamese and Oriya is critical for developing accurate Tokenizers and Lemmatizers. Because these languages

are morphologically rich, a simple word-based tokenization strategy often fails. Sub-word tokenization, which

recognizes the root and its myriad suffixes, is essential for:

•  Machine Translation: Handling the negative prefixation of Assamese vs. the post-verbal negation of Oriya.

•  Sentiment Analysis: Recognizing how mood markers (Imperative, Optative) alter the intent of a sentence.

•  Search Engine Optimization: Understanding how suffixation (inflection) changes the base keyword, allowing 

search engines to group "manuhar" (of the man) with "manuh" (man).

Technical Synthesis

The contrastive analysis of Assamese and Oriya reveals a complex tapestry of shared heritage and divergent

innovation. While their nominal systems share a fundamental logic regarding case and postpositions, their verbal

systems and determiner strategies have evolved into highly specialized tools. Assamese’s adoption of negative

prefixes and its elaborate classifier system contrast sharply with Oriya’s more conservative Indo-Aryan verbal

structure and its distinct pluralization categories.

For the technical writer or linguist, understanding these nuances is not just about grammatical correctness; it is

about capturing the specific "logic" of the Eastern Indo-Aryan mind. As digital globalization continues to bring these

languages into the spotlight of technical documentation and software localization, the rigorous morphological

frameworks established by scholars like Dutta Baruah remain the gold standard for navigating the beautiful

complexity of Assamese and Oriya.

The study of these languages serves as a reminder that even closely related languages can develop vastly different

structural solutions to the same communicative problems. By mastering the morphological mechanics of both, we

gain a deeper appreciation for the adaptive nature of human language in the South Asian context.
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