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Abstract 

Kokborok (Tipra,Tipperah), a Tibeto-Burman language of the Boro-Garo subgroup spoken in Tripura and 

adjacent regions, displays a phonological system characteristic of many Northeast Indian languages. This 

article presents a comprehensive research-level description of Kokborok phonology, focusing on its six-

vowel monophthong system (/a, e, i, o, u, ɨ/), a set of five diphthongs (/ai, oi, ui, ɨi, ua/), a 19-consonant 

inventory with a three-way stop contrast (voiced, voiceless unaspirated, voiceless aspirated), a two-tone 

system (high vs. low/level), and a range of syllable templates from simple V and CV to complex 

polysyllabic patterns (CVCVCV, CVVCV, CVCVCVCVCV, VCVCVCV). Drawing on descriptive 

literature and structural analysis, the paper examines segmental phonology, tonal contrasts, syllable 

structure, phonotactics, and morphophonological processes, while situating Kokborok within the broader 

typology of Tibeto-Burman languages. The analysis highlights the phonemic status of tone, the role of 

diphthongs in expanding the vocalic nucleus, and the transparency of Kokborok's syllable structure despite 

morphological complexity. 
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1. Introduction 

Kokborok (also known as Tipra or Tripuri) is a Tibeto-Burman language of the Boro-Garo subgroup, 

spoken primarily in the Indian state of Tripura and in neighboring areas of Assam, Mizoram, and 

Bangladesh. With nearly one million speakers, it is one of the major tribal languages of Northeast India and 

holds official status in Tripura. Like many Tibeto-Burman languages, Kokborok exhibits a phonological 

profile characterized by a moderate segmental inventory, a relatively simple vowel system enriched by 

diphthongs, strict syllable structure constraints, and a contrastive tone system. 

The historical and genetic classification of Kokborok within the Sino-Tibetan family has been documented 

by scholars such as Grierson, Benedict, Shafer, Bradley, Matisoff, and LaPolla & Thurgood. These works 

establish Kokborok’s position within the Tibeto-Burman branch and provide a foundation for understanding 

its phonological development. 
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Despite its linguistic and cultural significance, Kokborok phonology has received limited attention in 

international phonological literature, with most descriptions appearing in regional journals and theses. 

Local scholars such as Binoy Debbarma, Naresh Chandra Debbarma, Dr. Samir Debbarma, Dr. Biman 

Debbarma,and  Nitai Acharya have made significant contributions to the documentation and analysis of 

Kokborok grammar and phonology. This article provides a systematic, research-level overview of 

Kokborok phonology, integrating existing descriptive work with a structural analysis of its segmental and 

suprasegmental features. 

2. Segmental Phonology 

2.1 Vowel Phonemes 

Kokborok employs six monophthongal vowel phonemes: 

● A – /a/ 

● E – /e/ 

● I – /i/ 

● O – /o/ 

● U – /u/ 

● W (ɨ) – /ɨ/ 

The vowel W (ɨ) is a distinctive feature of Kokborok’s vocalic system. It is phonemically contrastive with 

/i/ and /u/, and occupies a unique position in the vowel space. In some localities, /ɨ/ is realized closer to [ɨ], 

while in others it may be pronounced nearer to [o] or [ə], reflecting dialectal variation. 

2.2 Diphthongs 

In addition to monophthongs, Kokborok uses the diphthongs: 

● Ai – /ai/ 

● Oi – /oi/ 

● Ui – /ui/ 
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● Wi – /ɨi/ 

● Ua – /ua/ 

These diphthongs occur in various word positions and behave phonologically as single syllable nuclei. 

The diphthong Wi is especially important because it integrates the central vowel /ɨ/ into the diphthongal 

system. 

2.3 Consonant Phonemes 

The consonant inventory includes: 

● B, D, G 

● H, J 

● K, L, M, N, P, R, S, T 

● CH, KH, PH, TH, Ng 

Key phonological properties include: 

● A three-way stop contrast: voiced, voiceless unaspirated, and voiceless aspirated. 

● Affricates CH and J function as single segments. 

● Ng /ŋ/ is common in coda position. 

● H /h/ is important as both a consonant and a tone marker in some descriptions. 

 

3. Tone System 

Kokborok is a tonal language with two primary tone categories: 

● High tone 

● Low or level tone 
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Tone is phonemic and can distinguish lexical items. In many descriptive and orthographic traditions, high 

tone is marked by /h/. Tone also interacts with morphology and may trigger alternations across morpheme 

boundaries. 

4. Syllable Structure and Phonotactics 

4.1 Syllable Templates 

Kokborok syllable types include: 

● V 

● CV 

● VCV 

● CVC 

● CVCVCV 

● CVVCV 

● CVCVCVCVCV 

● VCVCVCV 

These structures reflect a strong preference for simple syllable shapes and alternating consonant-vowel 

patterns. 

4.2 Onset and Coda Restrictions 

Onsets are typically single consonants. Codas are restricted, usually to nasals and voiceless stops. Complex 

consonant clusters are generally absent in native words. 

4.3 Vowel and Diphthong Distribution 

All six vowels can occur in open and closed syllables. Diphthongs such as Ai, Oi, Ui, and Wi occur as 

single nuclei, helping Kokborok maintain a phonotactically simple syllable system. 
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5. Morphophonological Processes 

Tone may shift at morpheme boundaries, and vowel quality can vary in connected speech. The central 

vowel /ɨ/ is especially susceptible to reduction in rapid speech. Such processes create surface variation while 

preserving underlying regularities. 

6. Dialectal and Contact Variation 

Kokborok dialects differ in vowel realization, diphthong treatment, and tonal pronunciation. Contact with 

Bengali, Hindi, and English has introduced loanwords and foreign sounds, which are usually adapted to 

Kokborok phonology. 

7. Typological Significance 

Kokborok fits well within the Tibeto-Burman typological pattern: 

● Six-vowel system 

● Diphthongs with high front offglide 

● Moderate consonant inventory 

● Strict syllable structure 

● Phonemic tone 

This makes Kokborok an important language for research on tone, syllable structure, and contact-induced 

change in Northeast India. 

8. Conclusion 

Kokborok has a coherent phonological system with six vowels, five major diphthongs, a 19-consonant 

inventory, two tones, and a regular syllable structure. Tone is central to lexical contrast, while syllable 

structure remains transparent and highly systematic. The inclusion of W (ɨ) and the diphthongs Ai, Oi, Ui, 

Wi,Ua, reflects the distinctive nature of Kokborok phonology. 
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