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1. INTRODUCTIOON: The Language, its dialects, and the speakers.

Kokborok is spoken by about half a million people living in the state of Tripura, India, and in
neighboring areas in India and Bangladesh. Kokborok speakers in Bangladesh number around
100 000, of which the majority reside in the northern part of the Chittagong Hill Tracts.
Outside of the Chittagong Hill Tracts, pockets of Kokborok speakers can be found in Chittagong,
Comilla (previously Tripura), Sylhet, and possibly some other districts.

Kokborok speakers as a whole can be thought to constitute an ethnolinguistic group, but
they do not presently exist as a political entity and they seem to have been in a state of cultural
and political flux for a considerable part of their history. It seems that {his subject cd%%?ﬁéﬁasg
some consideration before a comprehensive study of the language can be taken up. | say this in
the light of the dialectical variations of the language and the corresponding tribal groupings. The
subject of internal diversity has generally been glossed over in the scanty literature that can be
found on Kokborok. At any rate the nomenclature used for the dialectical/tribal groupings is not
very consistent. A number of variant or derived forms of the term 'Tripura' are in circulation
which are all roughly equivalent to what we are calling Kokborok here. Thus we have Tipura,
Tipra, Tripuri, Tipperah etc. ('Tripura' and 'Tripuri' are, of course, the Sanskritic equivalents
of the more colloquial 'Tipra," while 'Tipperah' is a British legacy.) Now, these terms are also
used as ethnic or tribal designations and have different degrees of inclusiveness depending on
who uses them. As an example, Karapurkar(1976) reports thirteen different "dialects" of
Kokborok of which she cites Debbarma, Riang, Halam and Tipra ("also known as Noatia") as the
numerically large groups. She uses 'Tripuri' as a general term for all Kokborok speakers.
However, the same term is sometimes used less inclusively to refer to the Debbarmas only,
while 'Tipra' in many usages has the same broader meaning of the term 'Tripuri' (e.g. Gan
Chaudhuri 1979).

The majority of Kokborok speakers in Bangladesh belong to the Noatia division (=Tipra in
Karapurkar 1976), and generally use the term 'Tripura' (or Tipra, Tipara) to refer to
themselves, and these days to refer to their language as well (thus tipra kau? ). There is no

Noatia dialect as such. Instead, the people considered Noatia ("new") are divided into several



dophas ("clans")--1 can think of at least eight, namely, Anok, Dendawk, Gabing, Kewa, Khali,
Naitong, Phatong, and Tongbay--all of which speak distinct, though generally mutually
intelligible, dialects. Similarly, it is possible that when we speak of a "Debbarma dialect," the
internal diversity of this group is being overlooked. (It is my understanding that there is no
dopha called 'Debbarma;' rather, the members of the Gurpai dopha use this as their last names.
But other groups may also have taken up the practice becuase of the prestige associated with the
last name since the royal family of Tripura comes from the same group mentioned above.) My
goal here, however, is not to resolve such issues , but to give a sense of the degree to which the
dialects of the various dophas differ from one another. My specific goal in this paper is to
describe the patterns of phonological correspondence between the dialects spoken by mother's

and father's dophas, namely, Naitong and Gabing, respectively.

The literature on Kokborok is rather scanty, as already noted. Available materials include
Karapurkar(1972, 1976), Grierson(1903), and Debabarma(1967). There is also a
Kokborok translation of the New Testament (The Bible Society of India 1976) which is most
definitely the largest body of Kokborok text currently in existence. The form of Kokborok found
in these sources are more or less the same, of the Debbarma variety. Since | have no firsthand
knowledge of Debbarma, excepting some exposure to the language through radio programs
braodcast from Agartala, any reference to Debbarma is derived from the literature. But
otherwise | am mainly relying on my own command of Kokborok.

The village in which | grew up is predominantly Gabing, but my mother retained her
Naitong, and spoke it consistently, thus | was exposed to both dialects from an early age. My
own speech shows a clearly Gabing character. However, it should be mentioned here that Gabing
is considered (by members of other dophas) to be crude. Gabing-speakers are characterized as
"wide-mouthed" (bakho? kua). Consequently, my Gabing could often be modified in my
speech or writing, giving it more of a Naitong character. Thus | may say 3om rather than 3%
for 'salt'. But since | am aware of the idiosyncrasies of my speech, it hopefully will not
influence my analysis negatiJver.

In comparing Gabing and Naitong, | do not intend to make any specific attempt to determine
their historical relationship. But a sociolinguistic problem may be mentioned here that has

some relevance in this regard. Kokborok was rendered to writing only relatively recently, that

”\l/{l/'V'[,.‘?{f,\ .



too in a haphazard manner. The problem of standardization remains, but in the state of Tripura
any dispute over this is likely to be settled in favor of Debbarma, because of the social
prominence of its speakers, if for no other reason. In Bangladesh, no single dialect has yet
gained prominence, but Naitong seems to be setting the standard. There, as in Tripura,
Kokborok is written using Bengali script, and most Tripuras agree that Naitong is the easiest
dialect to transcribe using available Bengali symbols. Naitong also shows more phonological
affinity to Debbarma than the other dialects | am familiar with. For the purpose of historical
reconstruction, this poses a question as to whethgr Naitong or Debbarma haven't really come
under more Bengali (or Sanskritic) influence than the other dialects. To my knowledge no
linguist has yet tried to reconstruct proto-Kokborok, and hence the question of which dialects
are more conservative is yet to be explored. Until a comprehensive survey of all the different
dialects of Kokborok is made, a definitive answer to this question will need to wait. Thus in
comparing Gabing and Naitong, | will not make any assumption about which is more
conservative. In any case, it is possible that one dialect is conservative in some aspects and

¢ another in others.



2. PHONOLOGICAL COMPARISON OF GABING AND NAITONG.

‘ a
2.1.0. Phonemes: Although | haven't carried out any systemetic investigation in the subject,
| believe it would be safe to state that Gabing and Naitong both basically have the same set of

phonemes. Tentatively, they are as follows:

P t & k i u
ph  th 3 kh e o

J 8
n n (h) 1

2.1.1. Initial Consonants: In both dialects, all consonants except /y (?) (Q)/ occur
initially. /b d g/ are voiced and unaspirated; /p t k/ are unvoiced and unaspirated; unlike
in Garo and Boro, aspiration of unvoiced stops is distinctive in Kokborok, thus we have the
series /ph th kh/ ; /& j/ are affricates; /3/ seems to have two freely varying allophones,

[ ¢h] and [ 3], thus writing it as /¢/ would actually have made the chart look more symmetrical.

2.1.2. Final Consonants: This is an area in which | find my phonological knowledge to be
inadequate. My control of the two dialects is also slightly problematic in this regard, in the
sense that this is the area where my speech shows obvious Naitong influences. Despite this, the
following statements would not probably be very inaccurate.
B Y
The consonants to occur finally in Naitong are: /p k mny 1 x/; /-p/ and /-k/
seem}g/to be either voiced or unvoiced, depending on the environment, or perhaps they are

unreleased. | am not sure whether Naitong has /?/ or not, or whether | hear it as /-k/ even if

it does occur. In Gabing, /? 1/ are probably the only final consonants to be found consisten}ly/



(Here also | tend to perceive /-?/ as /-k/). The status of /fi/ is uncertain, but it is included
here following Jurafsky et al(1988), where it is shown only in the rhyme class -oi%.
Compared to Naitong, /-1 -x/ are mostly missing in Gabing, but certain words seem to preseve
them. /-m -n/ are also characteristically missing in Gabing, instead, there is a propensity
towards (h9{7}qrjg\apic) nasalized vowels. Gabing also has no final /-p/. /-3/ can be found in

loanwords only.



2.1.2.1. Naitong /-Vr

N.

ksl
khol
jor
tol
thol
ndr
bodosl
hdr
hor
hdl

kKar
katal
Y/ tal
nal
bar
bal
phal
phal
bal
mal
war
wal

6/§al

sal
har

phil
phil
sil
hil

ul
kal
khil
dal

-Y1/ X Gabing /-V[zero]/

G.

kb
kho
jo
to
tho
nd
bado
hd
ho
hd

ka
kota
ta
na
ba
ba
pha
pha
ba
na
wa
wa

Gloss

'to stir with a ladle'

'to pick, collect'

'pair' (<Bengali)

'to lead (draw)'

'to order'

'to move'

'bottle' (<B.botol <English)
'fire'

'to carry on back'

'to send’

'to fish with; to discard'
new'
'‘moon'

'to sheake'
'to bloon'
'to jump'
'to sell'
'to sweep'
'to jump'
'to crawl'
'to plait'
'to bite'

3a (but éik?e'atdaytime')'3un,day'

3a
ha

phi
phi
si
hi

!
kQ
kh{y
da

'to scatter’
'to brandish, ainm'

'to split (wood)'

'to return; to turn over'

'to serve, transfer (liquid)’
'to raise (children, snimals)'

'to grind'
'to scold'
'to sexrve (food)'
‘to roll'



hul

V/ihﬁl

bul

sur

sunur

er

ér

Ser

phu 'to rub' ,

phi 'tobe white'  wiets o
1 4 1 /(\‘A' 7

bu tomix

3u 'to aim'

SunQ 'flute'

e 'tomultiply; to be numerous'

& 'to mess up'

Se 'aunit of weight(2 1bs.)' (<B.)

There are a number of excpetions to the above. Below are some examples (/-r -I/ found in

both Gabing and Naitong):

ul
keo-/kacar
ko-/kacal
ko-/kathar
khar

v/ khal
keboar/kobor
cor
¢cal
cur
Jjur
Fob
thar
diphor
nal
por
pdr
bor
b5l

V/Eor
30l
sur
hor
héel

'‘back' (B. ulto 'opposite’)
'middle'’

'distant’

'taboo’

'to taste caustic'

'to run'

‘crazy’

'splinter’

'to be distant'
'drenched' (<B. ¢or)
'‘appropriate' (<B. jut)
'to be big"

'secret gesture' (<B. thaur 'to recognize')
'noon' (<Sk. dviprahar)
'sense'’

'variety' (<B.pod)

'dawn; lighted'

'‘blessing' (<B.)

'ball' (<<Eng.)

‘iron'

'loose!’

'in a straight line'
night'

'frustrated; resigned' (B.hela 'meglect')

6’
)M Ly From a casual inspection of the list(s) above, it is difficult to come up with any generalization.

\/,b 5 It is possible that words for which Gabing preserve /-r -I/ may have been introduced in the

wd

dialect at a later period of its development.



2.1.2.2. Naitong /-Vm -Vn/ 3} Gabing /'Vnasalized/

N. G. Gloss

3on 33 'thatching grass' (B. 3on)
o 35n 33 'salt"

(See also ! G. -ay X N. -om, -on)

kan ka 'to wear'

khan kha 'to offer to drink'

ganm ga '‘good’

¢an ca 'to place in the oven'

ran ra 'to dry’

Yam ra 'to be emaciated’

han ha 'to be good'

'to have a fever'
'(food) to be spoiled’

<|—l\
E
We¢
aR

(See also G.-oy X N. —um, -un; G. -on X N. -um)

'to be defeated'
'to fry in oil'

Q
[
o2
W< O¢
m M

(See also G.-oill X N. -iN, -eN; N=mn, n, n)



2.1.2.3. Naitong /-Vp/

¥ Gabing /-V[zero]/

si
kisi

kusu
thiy
buthu
st

khé
1é-
e

Gloss

'‘drop' (C1l£f.)
nest'

'to cry'

'to fold'

'to paste’

'to wrap around’
'to sing'

'to enter'

'to fan'
'fan'

'to suck'

'to use as a crutch'

'bunch'

'to blow into; to play a £lute'

'to hold (as with aprong)'
'flat, round object' (Cl£.)
'to préss'
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2.1.2.4. /-38/ in loanwords.

Examples: khas '(land) not owned by snyone'
las 'deadbody’
bas ‘bus’
pas '(to) pass (an exam)'
bis 'poison'

2.1.3. Vowels. /i u a/ seem to present no problems in either dialect. /e/ probably has
two allophones, [e] and [ €], or it may be simply [ €], but clarification of this calls for a
better-trained ear than mine. /o0/ is phonetically [ 9] in Naitong; in Gabing it has two
allophones: [o] when followed by /?/ or /y/, and [2] otherwise. In Naitong /o/ is
phonetically [%] in the rhyme classes /-ok/ and /-sn/ (equivalent to /w/ in
Karapurkar[1976]; she also has /e/ as a separate phoneme, but does not provide any minimal
pair to show that these two are distinctive).
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2.2. RHYME CLASSES.

2.2.1. G.-Y X N. -V; V=92 aiu.

G. N los
-9 &o ¢o 'to be severed'
30 30 'to pull'
jo jo 'time'
-8 ka ka 'to rise'’
ké ké& 'to be enough'
kha kha 'to tie'
o~ kha& khéa 'to taste bitter!'
ca ca 'to be appropriate’
7 &a céa 'to eat'
Sa 3a 'to say, tell'
ra ra 'to cut'
14 14 'to take'
vo Wa wa 'to rain'
. wa wa 'bemboo’ ]S
-1 ki ki 'to be free from debt'
~ khi khi 'feces; todefecate'
ni ni 'to be even'
bi bi 'to ask for'
ri : 3§ 'to roll'
¥i s B 'cloth; clothing'
81 3i (1) 'to know'
3i 3i (2) 'to be wet'
-u ¢l ¢ 'to pack'
thu thu 'to sleep'
ru ru 'to boil'
1u lu 'to pour'
su 3u 'to repay debt'
30 31 'to wash'
hu hu 'to rub (30 as to clean)'
-e cé cé 'to look for'
le le 'to wander'

sé sé 'to transfer'
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2.2.2.1. G. -opnX N. —um?/mg, -9y

G. N. Gloss
-oyny X -uy koy kuy 'nose'

khoy- khuy- 'houses, vehicles etc.' (Clf.)

goy guy '‘clam'

toy tuy 'to be hot'

noy nu 'to see'

rony roxy /‘boat'

roy roy 'to pile'

Soy 3uy 'to cook'

hon huy 'to cover the head with'
-opy X -um khor khum '‘flower'

coy cun 'to wear'

takhory t akhun '‘goose'

thopy thum 'to gather'

doy dinm 'to surround with a fence'
-on X -9y oy on 'to become'

koy koy 'to bend over'

koéy- kdy- 'slender objects' (Clf.)

coy- jony- 'a book of' (C1£.)

¢oy ¢dy 'to assign (a name)'

toy toy 'to stay, exist'

thory thoy 'Dost'

poy poy 'to cook by steaming'

phoy phoy " 'to copulate'

(a)yon Yoy 'parent's elder brother'

yoy vy Fy '‘worm'

-oy X -on toy ton ‘to put’
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2.2.2.2. G. -ok X N. -9k, -uk (See also, G. -au? X N. -9k)

g;" N. Gloss

-0k X -9k ok ok 'belly'
kok kok 'to become loose'
tok tok 'to hit'
noék nok 'house'
yok yok 'to escape’
rok rok 'to scratch’
30k sok 'to reach'

-0k X -uk kok kuk '‘grasshopper’
khék khuk 'to peel’
khok khuk 'mouth'
¢ok cuk 'to befit!’
¢ok cuk 'to be high'
tok tuk (1) 'to feed'
tok tuk (2) 'to be dense'
thok thuk ‘to be deep'
phok phuk 'to bore'
bok buk - ‘to be sharp'
badok buduk 'rope'
nok nuk 'to bake'
mesok nusuk ‘cow’
rok ruk 'to disentangle’
30k suk (1) 'to bite (like & sneke)'
30k suk (2) 'heppiness' (<B. sukh)
36k Suk 'to crush'
hoék huk 'swidden'

¥Note: Gabing -k = -? inJurafsky et al[1988].



2.2.3. G. —au? X N. -ok.

14

Note! G. /-au?/ seens to vary freely between [~au] and [-au?].

G.

kau?
~kéu?
-~ khau?
khau?
cau?
cau?
cau?

lau?

N.

kok
kdk
khok
khdk
¢ok
¢dk (1)
¢dk (2)

1ok

Gloss

'to throw; to fire'
'‘word; language'
'to.steal’

'to scoop up'

'to paddle (aboat)’
'liquor!'

'to dig'

'to be long'



2.2.4.

-aih X

-2ihh X

-aifh X

-9ih X

15

G. -oifi X N. -ey, —-em, -ip, (-im,) -in.

—€n

_1n

-in

G.
gabeoih
keoih
khoiR
coin
téin
peoih
bdin
3oin
35in
15inh

héif

reoih
heih
kotoih
mothoin
doroin
gayreih
nayseih
bayéeinl
nayseih
haydeiht

3sin
heih

N,
kaipen
ken
khey
cey
téy
pey
béy
Sen
3éy
léy

hén

rin
hiy
kitiy
nithiy
3iriy
gayriny
nay3in
bayéiy
naysin
hayc¢iy

3in
hin

Gloss.

'‘Gabing (clan)'

‘to loosen'
'tountie’

'to begin'

'to compare'

'to be satisfied'’
'to drive (& herd of
'to be sparse'
'backbone’

'to be tired'

'to walk'

'to call’
'cold' (Sk. hima)
'round; to revolve'
'to spin'

'to be deserted’
'swidden-hut'

'‘to wait!'

'edge’

'winter'

‘ginger'

'to press'
'to say'

aninals)'



2.251. G. -oy X N. -y, -om, -on,
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Note: '&' may actually be more like [w].

-oy X -ipy

-9y X -om, -on

-9y X -um, -un

G.
¢oy
they
nay
ney
Py
poy
phén
bey
oy
reoy
3oy
34y

¢y
phoy
phéy-
réy
14y
koton
Sotaey

3oy
kesay
keomon
koleny
nsten
moiserey
yarsy

N.

¢iy
thiy
niy (1)
niy (2)
piy (1)
pEy (2)
phin
biy
min
riy
3in
3in

¢om
phon
phon-
rdm
15m
koton
soton

Sun
kusun
kunun
kulun
nutun
niisurun
yarun

-um, -un.

Gloss

lwel

'to play'

'you' g

'to drink' p

'to be full'.”

'to make a sound’

'to close'’

'to be dense'’
'neme'

'to know (how to)'
'to arrange in a row'
'to ask; (dog) to bark'

'to soak'

'to decay'

'piece' (CLlE.)

'to hold'

'to be flooded'’
‘obstructed; to obstruct'
'to stretch'

'to be black' v/
'black'

'ripe'

'to sweat'
'fragrant; to smell'
Iantl

‘root'



2.25.2. G. -97 X N. -ik,

~9p, -9r.

Note: -? may have elsewhere been transcribed as -k in this paper.

-9? X -%K

-9? X -op, -Or
(very few
examples)

G.

con
ta?
the?
1s?

X4
pha?

ro?

N.
¢ik
tik
thik
lik
cdp
phob

ror

Gloss

'to sting'
'cooking pot’
'louse'’
'‘beads’

'to cage'
'to bury'

'to store back
(after drying in the sun)'’
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2.3. Consonant clusters: In polysyllabic (or what appears to be polysyllabic)

constructions Gabing tends to have unstressed vowels (usually indicated by a 'e') in the first
syllables, thus giving rise to cluster-like constructions. Naitong, on the other hand, is

characterized by vowel harmony in such cases. Example: G. korak, krak X N. Karak.
(Naitong has no consonant clusters, that is, even where Gabing may have a "genuine" cluster,
Naitong would break it down into vocalically harmonized syllables). é\g

2.4. Vowel harmony (in Naitong):

G. N. Gloss
kebay kabay ‘much’
koma kama 'to be lost'

(Exceptions:)
kolau? kalok ‘tall"
kothau? kathok 'tasty’



3. MISCELLANEOUS ISSUES.

3.1. Boro-Kokborok correspondence.

19

Boro* Kokborok Gloss

pay phay 'to come'

bay pay 'to buy'

bay bay 'to break'

bay 'recent past marker' pay ‘to end'

téy thdy 'blood’

toy thoy 'to die'

day toy 'water'

dsy téy 'to lay eggs'
déy toy 'to carry with hand'
i (be)deay 'branch'

pen phay 'to decay'

buy pey ‘to be full'
buy 'to say' pay 'to make sound'
by by 'to be thick'

*Source for Boro: Bhat(1968).

3.1.1.Boro /g- b- d-/ > Kokborok /k- p- t-/. This correspondence is quite obvious.
\I\/ For certain words, both Boro and Kokborok have voiced consonants. Can this be predicted?

3.1.2. Aspiration of unvoiced stops. Boro /ph- th- kh-/ are phonetically aspirated
(there Ll'él\i’other allophonic forms also), and some authors indicate this in their transcription.
Most Boro-Garo languages do not have a distinctive set of unaspirated /p- t- k-/, but Kokborok
does. This would be an interesting area for historical reconstruction.



3.2. The loss of -r- and -l-
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in clusters: (Cf. Jurafsky et al [1988], Sec. 2.2.5. "I-

cluster insertion"). One of two obviously related words may sometimes contain -I- or -r-,
while the other does not. These two words may belong to the same dialect, or they may be from
two different dialects. The phenomenon holds true even when we include Boro or hypothetical

proto-forms.

Examples:

kra (G.)

kri (G), kiri (N.)
 khrd (G.)
" kbrei (G.)

¥no-rau?, narodk (N.?)
brau? (Phatong)
kepley (G.)

purun (N.), pri (G.)

ksap (N.)

gi (Boro)
kham (N.)

khoi (N., Boro)

nau? (G.)

bau? (G.)

pay, 38pay (G.)
puma (N., G.)

'to cry'

'to be afraid’
‘drun’

'to taste sour'

‘vou(pl.)'
‘they!

'full,...’'

'goat, she-goat'
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