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Abney (1987) introduces the analysis of languages using determiner phrases headed by determiners,
rather than noun phrases headed by nouns. As Dees (2024) highlights, the concept of a determiner phrase
(DP) has lead to three major interpretations of linguistic structure across languages: that all languages
have a DP; that article-less languages use NP and articled languages use DP; and that there is no DP at all.
Bošković (2008, 2012) proposes a series of structural generalizations across two types of languages: those
with overt articles (such as English), and those without overt articles such as Bosnian-Croatian-Serbian
(BCS). Bošković connects these generalizations to the existence of an NP/DP parameter across languages
that is marked by the absence or presence of overt articles.
Syed and Simpson (2017) suggests a modification to this model, proposing that there are actually three
types of languages, with the third type being languages that have no articles but having a DP layer in spite
of this. Using generalizations from Bošković (2008, 2009), Syed and Simpson demonstrate that Bangla,
an article-less Indo-Aryan language, shows syntactic patterns alike to DP languages, with nominal
constituents projecting a DP-level of structure even while lacking overt articles. Similar studies across
other languages find movement which triggers the need for a DP-layer, such as in Dees (2021, 2024) on
head movement in Dholuo; Talić (2024) on Telugu; and Bošković (2018) on head movement in Bantu.
In this paper, I argue that Assamese, an Indo-Aryan language related to Bangla, shows the properties
demonstrated in Syed and Simpson (2017) indicating that nominals in certain article-less languages
project a DP-level of structure, evidenced through phrasal movement that marks definiteness alongside
Bošković’s generalizations.
Data is collected from four individuals, three identifying as native speakers and one heritage speaker.
Examples (1) and (2) display word-order alternation in Assamese:

(1) du khon xoru kitaph
two ᴄʟ small book
“two small books”

(2) xoru kitaph du khon
small book two ᴄʟ
“the two small books”

The examples demonstrate that Assamese marks definiteness through the order of the numeral, classifier,
noun, and adjective. The order numeral > classifier > adjective > noun in (1) creates an indefinite
interpretation, whereas the order adjective > noun > numeral > classifier in (2) creates a definite
interpretation. Anaphora proves these interpretations are definite rather than being specific.
In addition, like Syed and Simpson for Bangla, I test Assamese for some of Bošković (2008, 2012)’s
generalizations. Table 1 shows that Assamese patterns closer to English, which has articles, than BCS,
which does not:
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I find that Assamese patterns as a DP language rather than an NP language according to Bošković’s
generalizations. Furthermore, Bošković’s generalizations and word-order alternations that mark
definiteness suggest that nominal constituents in Assamese project a DP-level of structure. This is in-line
with Syed and Simpson (2017)’s analysis of Bangla.
Additionally, following Despić (2013)’s analysis of Bosnian-Croatian-Serbian, Assamese is shown to
have specific binding behaviors (based on Conditions B and C as per Chomsky 1980) that require there be
layers above the NP in the nominal domain. Specifically, pronouns in Assamese are permitted to bind to
R-expressions that would c-command them if there were no layer projected above NP. Finally, it is shown
that the Assamese DP behaves as a phase based on Dayal (2012) and Syed and Simpson (2017)’s analyses
of extraction via an escape hatch.
This lends support to the existence of a DP layer in languages like Assamese. It also supports the claim
that certain languages are classifiable as DP-languages despite their lack of articles, suggesting that the
DP/NP parameter proposed by Bošković (2008, 2012) is more fine-grained in nature.
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