
International Journal Online of Humanities (IJOHMN)              ISSN: 2395-5155  Volume I Issue IV June 2015 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.24113/53c4gq21 

www.ijohmn.com  6 

Morphosyntactic Variations in Asian Indian English: A 

Comparative Corpus Analysis of Spoken and Written Register 

Differences 

Henry Marwick  

Research Scholar 

Department of English 

California State University 

Chico, USA 

 

Abstract 

This manuscript investigates the morphosyntactic variations characterizing Asian Indian 

English (AIE) through a comparative corpus analysis of spoken and written register 

differences. As a institutionalized second-language (L2) variety, Indian English exhibits 

systemic structural features that reflect sustained language contact and internal 

grammaticalization. Utilizing cross-register data, this study examines how specific 

morphosyntactic phenomena—including aspectual extension, invariant tag questions, 

prepositional complementation, and topic-fronting—manifest across formal written texts and 

informal spoken exchanges. The findings demonstrate that while formal written registers align 

more closely with standard international paradigms, spoken registers exhibit a higher frequency 

of localized morphosyntactic innovations. These results illuminate the systematic nature of 

register variation within postcolonial Englishes. 
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1. Introduction 

Asian Indian English (AIE) represents one of the most prominent institutionalized non-

native varieties of English within the World Englishes paradigm (Bhatt, 2001; Kachru, 1983). 

Evolving through complex historical language contact between British English and indigenous 

South Asian languages, Indian English has developed distinct structural, lexical, and discourse 

features (Bhatt, 2001; Mesthrie & Bhatt, 2008). 

While early sociolinguistic inquiry often categorized non-standard features of outer-

circle Englishes as transitional learner errors, modern contact linguistics views these 

innovations as stable, rule-governed characteristics of institutionalized varieties (Bhatt, 2001; 

Lange, 2012). A crucial dimension of this structural stabilization is register variation: the 

degree to which morphosyntactic innovations permeate formal written discourse versus 

informal spoken communication (Lange, 2012; Sedlatschek, 2009). This study provides a 

corpus-based comparative analysis of morphosyntactic features in Asian Indian English, 

isolating structural divergences between spoken and written registers. 

2. Theoretical Framework and Literature Review 

2.1 Substrate Influence and Internal Innovation 

The emergence of structural innovations in Asian Indian English is driven by two primary 

mechanisms: 

1. Substrate Transfer: The morphosyntactic influence of South Asian languages (e.g., 

Hindi, Tamil, Bengali) onto English syntax (Bhatt, 2001; Mesthrie & Bhatt, 2008). 

2. Internal Optimization/Overgeneralization: The systematic application of target 

language rules to expand functional efficiency (Lange, 2012; Sedlatschek, 2009). 

2.2 Register Stratification in World Englishes 

In postcolonial contexts, language users navigate a continuum ranging from acrolectal 

(formal, internationally intelligible) to basilectal/mesolectal (informal, highly localized) 
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structures (Bhatt, 2001; Kachru, 1983). Corpus studies reveal that written registers in India 

maintain a conservative acrolectal orientation, whereas spoken registers serve as the primary 

domain for innovative morphosyntactic patterns (Lange, 2012; Sedlatschek, 2009). 

3. Comparative Morphosyntactic Analysis 

Analysis across spoken and written corpora highlights four key areas of morphosyntactic 

variation in Asian Indian English: 

3.1 Extended Progressive Aspect 

A hallmark of AIE syntax is the extension of the progressive aspect (-ing) to stative verbs (e.g., 

knowing, having, understanding) (Bhatt, 2001; Lange, 2012). 

• Spoken Register: High frequency of stative progressives in spontaneous discourse, 

functioning to emphasize duration or dynamic engagement. 

• Written Register: Significantly reduced occurrence in academic and journalistic prose, 

where standard simple present constructions remain dominant (Sedlatschek, 2009). 

3.2 Invariant Tag Questions 

In standard inner-circle varieties, tag questions require auxiliary agreement and polarity 

flipping. In AIE, invariant tags—most notably isn't it? and no?—serve a generalized 

confirmatory function (Bhatt, 2001; Mesthrie & Bhatt, 2008). 

• Spoken Register: Widespread use of isn't it and no across diverse syntactic 

environments, mirroring topic-marker strategies found in South Asian languages. 

• Written Register: Near-complete absence in formal prose, restricted strictly to direct 

speech quotes in fiction or journalism (Lange, 2012). 

3.3 Prepositional Complementation and Verb-Particle Usage 

AIE exhibits variation in verb-preposition combinations, including preposition deletion (e.g., 

discuss about rightarrow$\$  discuss) and preposition insertion (e.g., comprise of) (Mesthrie & 

Bhatt, 2008; Sedlatschek, 2009). 
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• Spoken Register: Frequent insertion of extraneous prepositions to reinforce semantic 

orientation. 

• Written Register: Partial penetration into formal written contexts, particularly in 

administrative and legal prose, indicating partial institutionalization (Sedlatschek, 

2009). 

3.4 Topicalization and Word Order Shifts 

To highlight focal information, AIE speakers frequently employ initial topic-fronting without 

syntactic inversion (Bhatt, 2001; Lange, 2012). 

• Spoken Register: Prevalent use of object-fronting and left-dislocation to establish 

discourse context. 

• Written Register: Minimal occurrence, as written syntax adheres to strict Subject-Verb-

Object (SVO) constraints (Sedlatschek, 2009). 

4. Discussion and Pragmatic Implications 

The empirical divergence between spoken and written registers demonstrates that Asian 

Indian English operates as a sophisticated, multi-tiered linguistic system. The preservation of 

standard structures in written text reflects the influence of formal education and global 

academic alignment (Kachru, 1983; Sedlatschek, 2009). Conversely, the structural innovations 

observed in spoken registers reflect localized communicative efficiency, identity expression, 

and substrate alignment (Bhatt, 2001; Lange, 2012). 

5. Conclusion 

This study underscores the necessity of accounting for register differences when 

analyzing structural features in outer-circle Englishes. Morphosyntactic variations in Asian 

Indian English are neither uniform nor arbitrary; rather, they follow systematic sociolinguistic 

patterns dictated by mode of delivery and communicative context. Future research utilizing 
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larger multimodal corpora will further elucidate how ongoing digital interactions blur the 

boundaries between spoken and written syntax in contemporary South Asia. 
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