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Introduction to the
Asamiya Bhasar Maulik Bicar
Debananda Bharali

The Assamese language is the Eastern most member of that family of speeches which
sprang from the common source called Aryan, Indo-German or Indo European. At
Present it is the vernacular of about twenty lacs of people inhabiting the Brahmaputra
Velley and few jsolated villages in Cachar and Sylhet. But in ancient times it spread
over a much wider area. It has not only the language of the ancient kingdom of
Kamrupa which was almosr identical with the once famous Province of Eastern Bengal
& Assam together with Bhutan, but also it was the language of the whole of Bengal
as shown in this book. The boundary of kamrup as given in the Yogini-tantra is
as follows :—

‘TarIR FOifife FarOn $ ey
D bt ferad) onTte GifREae o
i ZwdTs awim: swatef

The indigenous People who inhibited this land were the Kirdtas* They most
Probably belonged to the Austrc-Asiatic rac> th t overan Northern India. Tle fist
bind of Aryans who invaded kamrup came under the leadership of some Naraka
King. They we e Non-Vedic and styled themselves ‘Asuras’.® They subjugated and
intermarried with the indigenous People some of whom in order to escape extinction
retired either of Nepal or the Khasi Hills wrere up to this day their descendants (The
Kl.asias) speak the old language of the race

The tradition that a g-eat King cilled ‘Niaka' once ‘uled in Kam:oupa was s» strong
in ancient times that every king from Bhaskarvarma to Dharmapal claimed descent from

1. The Kiratas have been mentioned in the Mahabharata and many other Sanskrit works including the
Yajur and Atharva Vedas. The Ramavana describes them as #4puts (with hairs tied into knots above the
ears) czutefs fagmear —

2. ‘Asura’ was the Assamese as well as early Vedic way of Pronouncing the ‘Sura’ Both meant
‘god” in the old days.



him, The tradition was prevalent even at the time when the Mahabharata was written.
But there we find Pragjyotisha instead of Kamrupa as the name of the country. On the
other hand, the Ramayana points to Pragjyotisha with its King Naraka as a country
or city situated in the western part of India (Vide Ramayana, Kishkindhya kanda, chap 42
Bombay Edin,) N.N. Basu the author of the ‘Biswakosha’ states in his Social History
of Kamartpa, that the tradition of Naraka having once ruled in Sindh and Cutch is strongly
prevalent in those countries. This supports the author of the Ramayana who was
evidently a man of Western India and did not know that the same tradition prevailed
also in the East, While the author of the Mahabharata who was probobly a man
of Eastern India knew of the trajition as was prevailing in Eastern India. The
conclusion necessarily follows that a 1ace of Non-Vedic Aryans who came to settle in India
being unable to enter the midland which had been occupied either by the Vedic-Aryan

the Himalayas till they reached and settled in Kamrupa®@, It was these Non-Vedic
Asura-Aryans who carried with them the traditions of the legendary Naraka and Bana
both to Sindh and to Kamrupa and localised these traditions in the respective countries
of their adoption, These traditions were subsequently woven into the great Epics by
their authors, Some very striking points of resemblance in phonetic and vocabulary
which of all the Indo Aryan languages, Assamese alone bears to the languages of
N-W and W. India, lends strong support to the above theory., There are also some
peculiar points in the Assamese language which may be characterised as Extra Indian,
No other explanation of these peculiarities can be given except that these Non-Vedic
Aryans of at least some other Aryans scttled in Assam under circumstances in which
they some how had escaped the Indian influence.

After these Non-Vedic Aryan people, came the Vedic Aryans. B. N. Basu in his
Hist of Kamrup states that Videgha Mathava carried the torch of Vedic culture up
to and across the the Sadanira (i. e. the karatoya) in the age of the Satapatha Brahmana™®
We cannot aver anything as to the date. But the fact that a large number of Assames:
words are derived from Sanskrit directly and in a line quite different from the Indian
Prakrt proves that at least some Indo-Aryans in Assam before the Indian Prakrts raised
their heads, i.e. while Sanskrit was still the standard spoken language of India. So
Assam developed her own Prakrt which was different from Magadhan and other India
Praktrs in some vital points as shown in this book. But the migration of people
from Northern India to Assam continued ever after, (¢) They introduced the vocabulary
of the Indian P.a'pts which replaced the local Prakrt to alittle extent. The fertile

(a) Rhys Davids also postulates these two lines of Aryan migration in his “Buddhist India’.

{b) Vide S. History K. page 24, 102.

(¢) Brahmins (and probably other caste Hindus) came to Assam in order to escape the persecution
of Buddhistic India and were granted lands by the Hindu monarchs of this country.



soil of Assam and especially the persistence of Hindu domination there, till the beginning
of the 19th century have always attracted foreigners from Bengal and Northern India
who came either in search of employment or to seek shelter from the oppression of
Mohamedan rulers. They brought with them some new words which gradually filtered
down to the masses. The piesent Assamese language is thus made up of the following
elements.

(1) The Primary Prakrt of the Non-Vedic Aryans. (2) The sanskrit of the Vedic
Aryans. (3) The Indian Prakrts of the middle age. (4) The contribution made by
the modern languages of Northern India which consists geaer lly of new ‘tatsamas’
and words of A abic origin. (5) Some words from surrounding Non-Aryans races
who also gave an analytical character more (o this than to the ot"er Indian languages.

Bengil owing to her level naturally att-acted the atiention of the Aryan setders
after Assam. North Bengal become the mcetng g ound of the Kamiuipi and Magadhan
Prak:ts. Hienchang the Chinese traveller of the seventh centuy while recogninig the
language of K:mrupa as something diffe.ent from that of Mid India by which he
meant the seat of the monarch of Beh.r, made no mention of the language of any
part of Bengal, Evidently a separate language did not evolve in Bengal at that
time. That what was prevalent was very much similar to Assamese, can be well gurssed
from the subsequent litsrature of that place. Viz. The S-ikrisna-kirtan’, a~d the ‘Carya-
padas’, if we leave out of account in the latter work the artificialities of Hindi origin.
In vocabulary, grammar, p onurciation, nay, even in accentuation the language that
prevailed in B:ngal up to the sixteenth century was same as that of Assam, But
owing to the arrival of numbe-s of people from Behur, specially due to the oppression
of Mohamedan rulers in that country and owing to the revival of Sanskritic learning
and Mahamedan rule, the language which formerly looked up to Assam for its standard
being based on the Kamriipi Prak+t gradually turned its face westward. So that, when
in the teginning of the seventeenth ce tury the centre of Assamese culture and power
shifted to the extreme Est, the severance become complete. Bengal cut off her alle-
giance to Assamese and adopted the language that was forging ahead in West Central
Bengal, It was a new a language diflerent fom the language of old Bengal in the
following ' points. (2)

(1) Giving too much prominence to the palatals and cerebrals.

(2) Prefere ce of the palatal # (S) over the lingual and dental sibilant.

(3) Transference of the stress accent from the penultimate (which is generally the
second) to the first syllable,

(4) Importation of new grammatical forms from Behar and Orissa, which displaced
the Assamese forms.

(5) Substitution of Sanskrit and P.rsian words for Assamese words.

(6) Introduction of a final “a’ (e) in almost all the case affixes and in other
grammatic. | formations.

(a) These have bzen dwelt upon at some length in this book.



All these factors have combined to make the Bengali Language as it stands today
so different from what it was in the fifteenth century and before it that they cannot
both be called the same languzge. This wide gulf between the languages of OId and
New Bengal has been sought to be bridged over all Bengali scholars by giving such a
wide and general connotation to the ‘Bengali Language’, that it can be comprehended
better by the Geographer than by the philologist. In its Geographical sense it has been
applied to mean not only all the different speches that are currrnt in North, South,
East and West Bengal, however different they are in morphology, but it has been
extended also to the languages of Assam, Orissa and Mithila. In fact Dr. S. K.
Cha-terjee has been_ unable to decide which of the two languages Viz. Assamese and
Oriya, ‘has the greatest sense of closeness’ with Bengali ( vide pages 98 and 147 of
‘Origin and Development of the Bengali Language'.) Tlre language of Old Bengal is
surviving in the Assamese, being superseded in Bengal by the new language. It is to
make up to this wide difference between the two languages of Bengal, that Bengali
writers have been forced to called Assamese and Bengli as one language or to invent
such terms as ‘Bengali-Assamese’, ‘Old Bengali’, ‘Proto Bengali’ etc.

The following pages do not pretend to exhaust the study of the Assamese language.
There are many words in it whose origins are still obscure. The book. has been
written with a view to bring into prominence some important features in the language
which may be summed up as follows :—

() Being the farthest outpost of Aryan migration towards the East. Assam has
preserved in her language up to this day some relics of the ancient Indo-German
language which have be:n lost in other parts of India, being overlaid by the speeches
of subsequent arrivals. e.g. (a) The Indo-German ‘¥’ (k) in place of the Sanskrit “o’ (s) ;
(b) The easy interchange of ¥ (k) with ‘" (p) and so, of s (g) with ‘T (b ; the
latter 1 think being responsible for the derivation of the wod ‘@’ (Banga) from the
word ‘o’ (ganga) ( river ; i.e. the country of rivers ). The interchange of i° (g) with
‘3" (b) suggests also the identity of the Future Particles of Hindi and Bengali.

(2) Some words and affixes or Dardic origin.

(3) The Austro-Asiatic origin of some words and specially of the Past Particle
‘@’ (1) of Eastern India,

(4) A different origin for the Possessive 4’ (r) has also been sggested.

A close study of this old language which has not vyet received the attention it
deserves, will I think throw some new light on Indian Philology.

1932 A.D.
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