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Abstract

The scientific enquiries of the Austroasiatic languages date to the first half of the 19th Century and gained momentum in
the first half of the 20th Century. The study delineates the history of the development of Austroasiatic linguistic genealogy
and the establishment of the Stammbaum. The scientific studies of sub-groups (spoken in India) like—Mon-Khmer (Khasi
and Nicobarese) and Northern Munda (Ho, Korku, Mundari, and Santali) are considered integral to the present work as
these are major language groups of the Austroasiatic family. The inter-ethnic connection and the genetic relationship of this
Austroasiatic group living in India with those in mainland Southeast Asia have been established with scientific enquiries into
these languages. This has not only revealed information regarding the chronological development of the scientific studies of
the languages at different levels of linguistic analysis but also focuses on the change of dimensions of the enquiries across
time and space. The language structure, being the remnants of the discourse of the past forms, the comparative linguistic
enquiries of the less explored Austroasiatic languages have the potential to engage us to establish the cognate relationship
on a stronger footing. This has been considered a prerequisite to language planning, feeding the Government's ‘Act East
Policy’. Revisiting the ethnolinguistic connections with the speech communities of Southeast Asia can help in nation-building
vision by reinforcing the age-old genetic connection by means of international co-operation and co-ordination in the fields
of language, culture, and economy.
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1 Introduction across time and space. In connection to the development
of linguistic science in the western part of the globe, it is

Linguistics, or the scientific study of languages, is an age-  pertinent to mention the observation in Robins (1967, p.

old exercise that originates from classical antiquity, both
in Western and Eastern scholarship. From the Aristotelian
enquiry of languages to the Paninian enquiry of the sci-
ence of language in India that belongs to the 5th Century
BCE, the curious human mind delved deep into its own self
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14) where he mentions that the reference to the study of the
Greek language is found in the records of the pre-Socratic
philosophers, the rhetoricians of the fifth Century, Socrates,
Plato, and Aristotle. However, separate recognition of lin-
guistic studies as a discipline in the context of philosophy
belongs to a much later period. The Indian linguistic thought
on Sanskrit grammar and phonology is traced as early as
1500-1200 BCE, which is believed to have influenced
European linguistic thought to some extent with respect to
the analyses of some grammatical aspects (Robins, 1967,
p. 6). Pratisakhyas that date back to 600-500 BCE can be
said to be the contributions to the history of the science of
language in India. In the later years, Astadhyayi by Panini,
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who is considered the most distinguished of the Sanskrit
grammarians, belongs to the 5th Century BCE. The Indo-
Aryan languages mainly spoken in India’s North and North-
western parts attest to such a tradition of scientific study of
their earlier stage, i.e., old Indo-Aryan/Sanskrit language.
It was Sir William Jones in the 18th Century who noticed
the cognate relationship of languages like Greek, Germanic,
Latin, Persian, etc., with Sanskrit at the lexical level in the
morpho-phonological structure. Thus, the genealogical rela-
tionship of these languages was established by citing a com-
mon source—a single language family. The subject matter
of comparing related languages and establishing language
families gave birth to linguistic genealogy or comparative
philology, which came to be considered an independent
science.

The linguistic study of the Austroasiatic languages spoken
in Central, Northeastern, Southeastern, and Western parts of
India is of a much later origin (like the Tibeto-Burman lan-
guages). The history of the science of language in this part
of the subcontinent dates back to the first half of the 19th
Century and gained momentum in the first half of the 20th
Century. According to the 2011 Census, 1,34,93,080 people
inhabiting North-East, Central, Western, and Southeast-
ern India returned Austroasiatic languages as their mother
tongue. It constitutes about 1.11% of the total population of
the country. Though 1.11% of the total population of India is
the speaker of the Austroasiatic group of languages (accord-
ing to the 2011 Census), the study of the language and soci-
ety of this group of people is essential from the point of view
of the country's socio-political development. The number of
Austroasiatic languages spoken in India is fourteen, accord-
ing to the 2011 Census. The inter-ethnic connection and the
genetic relationship of this Austroasiatic group of people
living in India with those living in mainland Southeast Asia
have been established with the scientific enquiries of these
languages. To understand the historical development of the
Austroasiatic languages, the scientific studies that have
been undertaken chronologically by scholars, Christian
missionaries, British administrators, and linguists need to
be revisited. Examples of grammatical studies and lexicon
by Phillips (1845), Roberts (1891) and Haldar (1871) can be
mentioned in this regard. However, such a composite histori-
cal account of the scientific enquiries of the Austroasiatic
group of languages has yet to be attempted. Therefore, an
account of the history of the scientific study of the Austroa-
siatic group of languages with its change at different points
of time and space is felt imperative.

2 Objective

The present research program essentially concentrates on
tracing the history of the scientific studies of the Austroa-
siatic languages spoken in Central, Northeastern, South-
eastern and Western regions of India. Being the major
language groups of the Austroasiatic language family,
special reference to the history of the scientific studies
of the language sub-groups like—(i) Mon-Khmer group
and (i) Munda group of languages is considered integral
to the present research program. The languages of the
Mon-Khmer group spoken in the Indian sub-continent,
i.e., Khasi (spoken in the Meghalaya state of North-East
India), and Nicobarese (spoken in the Andaman & Nicobar
Islands), are considered in the present research program.
Geographically, the Munda group of languages is divided
into Northern, Central, and Southern groups. As the major
languages of the Munda group belong to the Northern
Munda branch and also keeping in view the magnitude
of the work (within a stipulated period of time of the pro-
posed research program) only the languages belonging to
the Northern Munda group like—Ho, Korku, Mundari, and
Santali (spoken in Assam, Andaman & Nicobar Islands,
Bihar, Chattisgarh, Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh, Maha-
rashtra, Orissa, and West Bengal) are considered in the
present research program. The historical account of these
languages is considered from the point of view of the theo-
retical development of the science of language/linguistics.
That means a historical account of the traditional-gram-
matical, comparative-philological, historical, descriptive,
typological, and transformational-generative approaches,
along with the development of a dictionary/lexicon of each
of these languages/languages is dealt with in detail in the
present treatise. The phonological studies from the func-
tional viewpoint (that is, the scientific study of the speech
sounds of a language, which are identified and classified
on the basis of the place and manner of articulation), mor-
phological studies (that is, the scientific study of word/
lexical structure), syntactic studies (that is, the scientific
study of sentence structure) and semantic studies (that is,
the scientific study of the structure of meaning) (where
available) of the individual language/languages are taken
into account. This reveals the chronological development
of the scientific studies of the languages at different levels
and focuses on the change of dimensions of the enquiries
across time.

The present linguistic historiography of the Austroasiatic
group of languages is divided into five chapters.

Chapter I: Introduction, objective, significance and meth-
odology of the study

Chapter II: History of the scientific studies of the Austroa-
siatic group of languages: Characteristics and classification
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Chapter I1I: History of the scientific studies of the Mon-
Khmer group of languages: Characteristics and classification
(Khasi and Nicobarese)

Chapter IV: History of the Scientific Studies of the North-
ern Munda group of languages: Characteristics and classifi-
cation (Ho, Korku, Mundari and Santali)

Chapter V: Conclusion: Social implication and signifi-
cance of the study in language planning/policy

Appendix-1: An overview of the other languages of the
Munda group

3 History of the scientific studies
of the Austroasiatic group of languages

Austroasiatic is one of the language families present in
India, and it is found to be extended over a considerable
area of Southeast Asia. The ‘Austric Family’ propounded
by Schmidt (1906) includes ‘Austronesian’ and ‘ Austroasi-
atic’ subfamilies. The study of the Austroasiatic languages
in India started in the first half of the 19th Century as British
officials enquired to have an ethnological account of India
to develop a general diagram and nomenclature of different
groups of people, their culture and speeches. This was solely
for the purpose of colonial administration. This is evident
in Campbell (1866) in connection to his description of the
‘Kolarian tribes’ (people of Central India) of Chota-Nagpore
division. The substantial contribution of the missionaries in
preparing grammatical descriptions, dictionaries, and lists
of vocabularies for describing the languages along with the
translation of the Biblical texts in the local vernacular lan-
guage is also evident from the 19th Century, the purpose of
which was essentially pedagogical. This was encouraged
by the then British governance because these contributions
finally nurtured their pursuit of understanding their colonial
empire's language and speech communities.

The earliest record of the Austroasiatic languages in India
can be found in Hodgson (1848), where a list of compara-
tive vocables of the languages was observed to be spoken
in Central India. He called the speakers as ‘aborigines’ and
studied a list of comparative vocabulary of the languages
like ‘Singbhum Kol’, ‘Sontal’, ‘Bhumij’, ‘U'rdon’, Mun-
dala’, ‘R4jmahali’, ‘Gondi’ in order to trace a common ori-
gin of these languages like that of the Aryans of North and
Northwestern India. He classed these speeches of Central
India under the term ‘Kol’, a term found to be used also
in the later years by Campbell (1866) and Dalton (1866).
The development of the study of the Austroasiatic group of
languages owes its drive not only to the English people but
also to the other colonial powers of the West like the French,
Dutch, Spanish, and Portuguese, and even to German eth-
nologists. It is already mentioned in the earlier section that
the people speaking Austroasiatic languages (a branch of
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the Austric language family) are spread in different parts of
Southeast Asian region. This region came under the influ-
ence of different colonial powers like Portuguese, Spanish,
Dutch, English, and French at different periods of time. The
late 18th Century and the early 19th Century witnessed the
studies of the language, culture, and society of people of the
Indo-China Peninsula, Malay Peninsula, Indian Archipelago,
and Islands of the Pacific Ocean from a scientific viewpoint.
It was during the middle of the 19th Century when parallel
linguistic concerns were observed between the races and
languages of Southeast Asia and Indo-Pacific Islands. It is
the lexical and structural similarities of the languages of this
whole region of Southeast Asia that helped the ethnologists
to delineate the ‘Austric’ language family to which belongs
the ‘Austroasiatic’ and ‘Austronesian’ as subfamilies of lan-
guages that spread over Brunei, Cambodia, China, India,
Indonesia, Laos, Madagascar, Malayasia, Myanmar, Philip-
pines, Singapore, Taiwan, Thailand, Timor Leste, Vietnam,
the Indo- Pacific Islands.

James Richardson Logan (1852, 1856) took the initiative
to establish the relationship between the races and languages
of Southeast Asia and Indo-Pacific Islands and to establish
the linguistic unity in the Mon-Khmer group (then Mon-
Anam). The early contributions of Blagden (1894), Bran-
dreth (1878), Campbell (1866), Coates (1875), Cust (1878),
Forbes (1881), Keane (1880), Kuhn (1889), Lyall (1868) and
Mason (1853) are worth mentioning for their observations
regarding the existence of the interrelationship between dif-
ferent languages of the Austroasiatic group belonging to the
Austric language family. All these inquiries were based on
the cognate relationship of the vocabularies across the lan-
guages, the model being comparative philology. The second
half of the 19th Century witnessed the colonial administra-
tors, ethnologists, and philologists' endeavour to relate the
races with the languages spoken in India and those of the
extended region of Southeast Asia. However due to the want
of dependable language data, the genetic relationship of the
languages of this region could not be established on firm
ground untill the end of the 19th Century.

The significant contributions towards characterization and
classification of the Austroasiatic group of languages were
made by Benedict (1976), Diffloth (1974, 2005, 2007), Gri-
erson (1903-1928), Haudricourt (1966), Parkin (1991), Pei-
ros (1998), Pinnow (1959, 1963), Przyluski (1924), Schmidt
(1901-1906), Sebeok (1942), Shafer (1965), Thomas (1966)
and Van Driem (2007), which have been discussed at length
in the present treatise.
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4 History of the scientific studies
of the Mon-Khmer group of languages

Being one of the sub-families of the Austroasiatic language
family, most of the Mon-Khmer languages are mainly spo-
ken in the region of Southeast Asia, and only two groups of
Mon-Khmer languages—Khasi and Nicobarese are spoken
in India. Discussion regarding the linguistic affinity between
the speech forms of Mon (formerly known as Peguan and
Talaing) spoken in the Southeastern part of Myanmar and
western Thailand, and Khmer spoken in Cambodia, Vietnam,
and Thailand—the two literary languages of Southeast Asia,
are attested in the retrospective literatures of the second half
of the 19th Century. Early scientific investigations of these
languages, like Forbes (1881), Logan (1852, 1856), Mason
(1853), contributed to establishing the Mon-Anam group,
which includes Mon, Khmer and Anam (Anam is spoken
in Vietnam). Kuhn (1889) was hesitant about his classifica-
tion of the Austroasiatic language family, but he was certain
about the linguistic connection that exists between Khasi
(spoken in Northeast India), Mon, and Khmer. The approach
to these enquiries was philological. The lack of reliable data
on the Mon-Khmer languages hindered the establishment
of this language family on a solid footing till the end of the
19th Century. The fall of the 20th Century marks the crystal-
lization of the Mon-Khmer sub-family of the Austroasiatic
language family with the studies of Diffloth (1974, 1989),
Donegan (1993), Grierson (1904), Huffman (1976), Pinnow
(1957), Przyluski (1924), Schmidt (1901), (1904), (1905),
(1906), Shafer (1965), Shorto (1976), Smith (1981), Thomas
(1966), Thomas and Headley (1970) and many other schol-
ars. 21st Century witnesses the ongoing contributions on the
Mon-Khmer languages in Abbi and Pachori (2020a, 2020b),
and Abbi and Vysakh (2020a, 2020b, 2020c).

The history of the linguistic enquiries of the Khasi (spo-
ken in Meghalaya and Assam) and Nicobarese languages
(spoken in the Indian Archipelago of Bay of Bengal), the
two Mon-Khmer languages spoken in India, has been deline-
ated at length in the present treatise.

5 History of the scientific studies
of the northern Munda group of languages

As the existing literature shows, Munda is a generic term
(which signifies ethnicity) and a subfamily of the Austroa-
siatic language family. According to the Indian Census 2011
report, the people speaking the Munda group of languages
inhabit mainly the states of Orissa, Madhya Pradesh, Maha-
rashtra, Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, West Bengal, Assam and
Andaman & Nicobar Islands. They are also found in Tripura,
Rajasthan, and other states.

Munda

Santalt
Mundart
Bhumaij
Birhar
Koda
Ho
Tart
Asuri
Korwa
Kuarka
Kharia
Juang
Savara
—— Gadaba

T

.

I

Fig. 1 The Munda language family

The languages enlisted under the Munda language family
in Grierson (1906:21) are represented in Fig. 1.

Scholars like Bhattacharya (1975a), Diffloth and Zide
(1992), Grierson (1927), Kuiper (1948), Pinnow (1963,
1966), Przyluski (1924), Zide (1969), Zide and Zide (1976)
have characterized and classified the Munda languages. A
change in perspective of the scientific enquiry of the Munda
languages is evident in Bhattacharya (1975a and b). Proto-
Munda lexical items are reconstructed in Zide and Zide
(1976). A distinct approach to the scientific study of the
supra-segmental phonological structure of the Munda lan-
guages is attested in Donegan (1993). With a comparative
study of the morphological structure of the verbs, Anderson
(1999, 2001) refutes the earlier classification of the South
Munda languages and postulates the proto stages. However,
as one of the focal points of the present treatise is the linguis-
tic historiographical development of the Northern Munda
group of languages, the present study deals with the history
of scientific studies of the Northern Munda languages, viz.,
Ho, Korku, Mundari and Santali.

It is pertinent to mention here that during the present his-
toriographical enquiry of the Munda group of languages,
it was necessary to have an overview of the Southern and
Intermediary groups of Munda languages. This has been
dealt with in the appendix of the present work.

6 Social implication of the study

Language being the carrier of the traces of ethnicity, ethno-
linguistic contacts, civilization, social, religious, cultural,
and political transformations, the scientific studies of the
Austroasiatic languages in the socio-political contexts are
essential for the establishment of the foundation of the
composite Austroasiatic cultural heritage with those of the
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Tibeto-Burman speech communities of Northeast India and
with the extended region of Southeast Asia. The documen-
tation of the oral literature, which is the repository of the
social, cultural, and ethnic history of the lesser-known pre-
literate languages, seems to be a prerequisite exercise for the
purpose. Language structure, being the remnants of the dis-
course of the past forms, the comparative linguistic enquiries
of the less explored Austroasiatic languages will engage us
to establish the cognate relationship on a stronger footing.
Such projects can be taken up as a language planning prereq-
uisite, feeding the Government's ‘Act East Policy’. Revisit-
ing the ethnolinguistic connections with the speech commu-
nities of Southeast Asia can help in nation-building vision
by reinforcing the age-old genetic connection by means of
international co-operation and co-ordination in the fields of
language, culture, and economy.

7 Conclusion

As mentioned, the Mon-Khmer group's languages, like
the Nicobarese languages in India, are under-researched.
Detailed objective enquiries of these languages will not
only strengthen the Austroasiatic phylum and the theory of
migration/population movement but will also facilitate a
position for establishing language pedagogy and develop-
ing the Nicobarese speech communities. Thus, more sci-
entific enquiries into these lesser-known and less explored
languages will reinforce the ethnolinguistic vitality of the
speeches by recognizing the linguistic identity of the speech
communities. Therefore, governmental initiatives/efforts
are being suggested for more scientific enquiries into these
languages. Apart from safeguarding the ‘linguistic rights’
of the speech communities, such endeavour might entail a
change of perspective in the characterization and classifica-
tions of these languages, as is attested in the historiographi-
cal account. Case studies of these speeches, both from the
macro-linguistic and micro-linguistic perspectives, are
considered a prerequisite for the socio-political and socio-
economic development of the country.
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