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Abstract 

Rupini Kok is a variety of the Kokborok language within the Barish (Bodo-Garo) family 
of Sino-Tibetan. Ethnologically, the Rupini community is regarded as a subgroup of the 
Halam tribe (Rupini 1998), a so-called "Old Kuki" tribe of Tripura. Old Kuki falls within the 
South Central group of Tibeto-Burman, and includes a number of language varieties which 
are clearly distinct from Bodo-Garo. Given the potential non-Barish affiliation of the tribal 
identity, the question may be asked then whether there existed such a language – here referred 
to as "Old Rupini" – which belonged not to the Barish linguistic clade, but which would have 
instead been classified in a different linguistic group and which would have been replaced by 
Kokborok due to migration or other social contact effects. This paper investigates the 
evidence for such proposals through an analysis of the lexicon and phonology in order to 
determine if there are any residual features in modern-day Rupini Kok which would indicate 
a substratum of either Khasi-Palaungic or South Central Tibeto-Burman. Newly collected 
data for modern Rupini Kok are given alongside collected corresponding data from other 
varieties of Kokborok, as well as Palaungic and South Central Sino-Tibetan, and the merits of 
such a claim regarding a now-replaced language are weighed. This study concludes that there 
is no clear evidence for a non-Kokborok substratum in Rupini Kok that would set it apart 
from other Kokborok varieties. 
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1. Introduction 

Rupini Kok (glottocode: rupi1234, Hammarström et al 2024) is a variety of the Kokborok 
language within the Barish (Bodo-Garo) family of Sino-Tibetan. Ethnologically, the Rupini 
community is regarded as a subgroup of the Halam tribe (Rupini 1998), a so-called "Old 
Kuki" tribe of Tripura. Old Kuki as a language grouping is otherwise known as Northwestern 
Kuki-Chin (glottocode: oldk1252), part of South Central group of Tibeto-Burman, and 
includes a number of language varieties which are clearly distinct from Bodo-Garo. The 
question may be asked then whether there existed such a language – here referred to as "Old 
Rupini" – which belonged not to the Barish group, but instead somewhere within South 
Central group, which would have been linguistically replaced by Kokborok due to migration 
or other social contact effects. In addition to "Old Kuki", it has also been proposed that the a 
different language was previously spoken by the Rupinis, not South Central but rather part of 
the Khasi-Palaungic language (glottocode: khas1273) within Austroasiatic, labelled by 
claimants as পায়াং / Pāẏāṅ (Rupini 1998). 
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This paper investigates the evidence for these two proposals. This is achieved through an 
analysis of the lexicon and phonology in order to determine if there are any residual features 
in modern-day Rupini Kok which would indicate a substratum of either Khasi-Palaungic or 
South Central Tibeto-Burman. Newly collected data for modern Rupini Kok are given 
alongside collected corresponding data from other varieties of Kokborok, as well as 
Palaungic and South Central Sino-Tibetan, and the merits of such a claim regarding a 
now-replaced language are weighed.  

Finally, recent Bayesian phylogenetic analyses are also taken into consideration in order to 
determine the internal organisation of Kokborok linguistic varieties, through which a possible 
point of contact may be suggested for the source of modern Rupini Kok should it be the case 
that wide-spread language replacement happened at some point earlier in the Rupini 
community's history. 

1.1. Substrata as indicators of linguistic history 

Strata are layers of contact influence, typically in the form of lexical items, residual 
phonological changes, or even syntactic changes from the earlier form of the language. We 
typically classify these as superstrata, substrata and adstrata. A superstratum is usually a case 
of the prestige languages or the language of the elite influencing the more widely spread 
language of the common people. The language will still be geologically identifiable as 
belonging to the branch of the original pre-contact form, but will include numerous surface 
level similarities to the superstrate language. This is the case with the influence Norman 
French has on English starting in the year 1066, and is the reason why today many English 
words show greater similarity to Romance languages than their Germanic cousins. Adstratum 
refers to the influence of a language on another without a clear disparity in prestige or power, 
and often comes about due to trade. We might refer to the significant amount of Arabic 
vocabulary in modern Hindi by way of Persian as an adstratum. A substratum is often the 
language once spoken in an area which has been replaced by another, but which has 
nonetheless left some influence on the now-dominant language. In the case of academic 
contexts in India where English may be the dominant language, the effects that Hindi and 
other Indo-aryan languages has had in the development of Indian English may be considered 
a substratum. 

Substrata in particular are of great importance in understanding the history of language 
change and replacement. While all types of strata are important in understanding the history 
of contact between languages in previous historical periods, substrata in particular provide 
clues of once spoken but now lost language varieties in the context of a given area. They are 
frequently referred to as potential sources of anomalous linguistic features in areas where a 
language is known to have spread, but for which there is no written record of what exactly 
was spoken before. In many cases, substrata become a sort of hand-waving placeholder for 
as-yet unidentified influence. For example, similarities between Chinese languages such as 
Wu, Xiang and Gan cannot easily be addressed as resulting from borrowing, so instead Pan et 
al (1991) suggest instead a substrate language that was spoken across the region before the 
expansion of Sinitic into the areas as a cause for certain similarities between the dialects that 
are likewise not originally coming from a Middle Chinese ancestor. 
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While oftentimes no conclusive evidence can be found in identifying the origin of even 
existence of a proposed substrate, we should nonetheless expect that, should it be the case 
that a language has a substrate influence, some residual markers should be found. We can 
imagine for example a language with a three-way voicing distinction of obstruent onsets /pʰ p 
b/ expanding and enveloping a community who speak a language with instead only /pʰ/ and 
/ɓ/, subsequent generations may retain either only a two-way distinction, or the presence of 
implosives in place of voiced /b/, or both. This may especially be the case if the new 
language arrives via conquest, where the majority of the population are of the original speech 
community. 

For these reasons, the present study investigates the potential for residual substratum 
influences in Rupini Kok based on a number of suggested languages having that role. When 
full-scale language replacement occurs, or any stage on its way to that end including stable 
diglossia or other forms of multilingualism, we expect there to be strata in the dominant 
language reflecting the replaced language. 

1.2. The classification of Rupini Kok 

Linguistically, there is no question that Rupini Kok falls under the Kokborok branch of the 
Barish (Bodo-Garo) languages (Jacquesson 2003). Barish varieties show considerable 
similarity across branches, pointing to a rather shallow time-depth despite a very widespread 
geographic range (DeLancey 2012). When compared to the closest related varieties such as 
Debbarma Kok or any of the other clanlects found in the region, Rupini Kok is undoubtedly a 
close fit, with very high mutual intelligibility and a significant lexical overlap with the rest of 
Kokborok.  

Despite this, the classification has not been without confusion. Prior to the most recent 
version of Glottolog (Hammarström et al 2024) at the time of writing, Rupini Kok had 
previously been listed as more closely related to Hrangkhol than any Barish language. This 
was not a reflection of the linguistic reality, but rather confusion caused in the literature due 
to a disparity between ethnographic classification and linguistic classification. While the 
language itself is clearly under the Kokborok umbrella, ethnologically Rupinis and Kolois, 
another of the Kokborok speaking communities, have been regarded instead as Halams. This 
label refers not to any linguistic similarities, but rather to the specific relationship Rupinis, 
Kolois and other groups had to a particular Maharaja in Tripura's history. The Halam “tribe” 
includes speakers of languages belonging to multiple different branches of South Central, and 
does not form a cohesive linguistic grouping. That is to say, there is nothing about the label 
that in any way reflects a monophyletic clade within Tibeto-Burman. Along with Rupini and 
Koloi as subtribes of Halam (Tripura 2021), other subtribes include Sakachep, Chorei, 
Molsom, Hrangkhol, Kaipeng, Ranglong, Thangachep, Bongcher, Korbwng, and Dab, all 
communities with diverse languages and none of which other than Koloi and Rupini fit under 
the Kokborok linguistic classification. Most of these are instead Kuki-Chin or South-Central 
languages. 

This then brings forth the research question of the current study: Should it be the case that 
Rupini Kok speakers today are descended from speakers of another non-Kokborok language 
— a claim that we are investigating but not making a case for ourselves — then from where 
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did the Rupinis migrate and what language did they speak prior to that migration? For the 
purpose of this question, we thus refer to Old Rupini, the name we give to this hypothetical 
language variety of the ancestors of modern day Rupinis. There are suggestions regarding 
from which group they may have come, but as yet no conclusive answer  is to be found in the 
literature, let alone any comment as to whether or not it is even true. 

1.3. Past suggestions for the origin of Old Rupini 

A number of suggestions are available if we consult not only the previous literature, but also 
speculation among modern-day community members. The most frequently heard suggestion 
is simply what was once referred to as “Old Kuki”, a part of South-Central Tibeto-Burman 
branch. While this term has rightfully fallen out of favour, we can broadly define these as 
being Northwestern varieties within South Central (“Kuki-Chin”) varieties. 

A second suggestion simply points to Halam as a potential linguistic identifier. In this 
case, we would then be looking at Central varieties within South Central, thus languages of 
the subgroups within the Halam ethnographic classification such as Hrangkhol or Mosom. 
This suggested origin arises largely due to this past political history, but it would be 
unsurprising if given that history no linguistic contact would have occurred. 

A final suggestion, one which comes from Rupini (1998) can instead be considered many 
suggestions in one, being that Old Rupini was an Austric language. Austric is today not an 
accepted linguistic family, but was a proposed macro family including Austroasiatic, 
Austronesian, Kra-Dai, and Hmong-Mien. We take Austroasiatic to be the most reasonable 
option here, discussed below, but also look briefly into the others. 

2. Methodology 

To investigate the question of whether or not there is any discernible evidence for a 
non-Kokborok substratum, we analyse the modern language in three areas. These are lexicon, 
phonology, and morphosyntax. While the latter two are obviously closely linked in the 
diachronic context, for our purposes here it was prudent to address them separately. For 
phonology and morphosyntax, based on the data collected we then attempt to determine if 
anything looks “out of place” compared to Debbarma, Tripuri or other Kokborok clanlects.  

Should it be the case that there are notable syntactical or phonological differences, we can 
then investigate those through comparison to the languages in our list of proposed candidates 
for Old Rupini and see if any similarities arise. Significant differences in clause structure, 
ordering of adjectives, TAM marking, or anything else which may be an outlier for Rupini 
Kok would point to possible substrate effects. We see such effects in Indian English in areas 
like adjectival reduplication for the purpose of intensification, wherein one may refer to "cold 
cold water", a form of intensifying reduplication not present in the same functional context in 
American English for example, itself a result of substrate effects of Hindi where such is 
common, e.g. thanda-thanda paani. In other dialects of English, such reduplication is instead 
used more as contrastive rather than intensifying (Ghomeshi et al 2004), lacking the same 
substrate influence of Hindi as found in India. 

 

 

cite as: Dam, K. P. van, Rupini, M. (2025). Substratum effects in modern Rupini Kok: Is there evidence for a 
non-Tibeto-Burman origin of Old Rupini?. In: Debbarma, R., Debbarma, B., Debbbarma, D. (Ed.) Kokborok as 
a Look Out of Literature & Linguistics. pp. 17-30. Delhi: Chanakya Publication & Distributors. 



For phonology, we simply compare inventories in order to determine if there are any 
notable features that again mark Rupini Kok as somehow out of place, or whether the 
phonemic inventory and phonetic realisations of those underlying phonemes are still largely 
consistent with other Kokborok varieties. 

To these ends, new recordings were taken for Rupini, Debbarma and Reang varieties of 
Kokborok. These included basic animal names, body parts, numerals, natural objects, kinship 
terms, some common plants, units of time, pronouns, and some basic verbs. Recordings were 
analysed in Praat (Boersma & Weenink 2024) to determine any significant differences in 
pronunciation which may indicate substratum effects. These data also contributed to lexical 
investigation. Data were first compared to the lexicons of Palaungic and Khasi. Comparisons 
were also made to a number of South-Central (Naga-Kuki-Chin) varieties based on both 
published and unpublished word lists. Apparent etymological similarities were the target, 
specifically to address Rupini (1998), intended to show evidence of a different language. 

3. Investigation into potential candidates 

This section presents the suggested candidates and their potential likelihood. Only the most 
significant candidates are listed, although additional possibilities will be discussed in the 
conclusion below. 

3.1. Halam (Central South Central) 

As the first candidate, we investigated other language varieties spoken by Halam subtribes. 
This largely means Central varieties of the South Central branch. As mentioned above, until 
version 5.1, in Glottolog Rupini Kok was also listed under “Central Kuki-Chin”, and so it 
seems the best place to start, given that prior confusion on the placement of the Rupini 
linguistic variety largely reflects the Halam cultural and tribal affiliations, which do not 
follow linguistic lines. Based on linguistic evidence, there should be no argument that Rupini 
Kok would not be classified today as being part of the same language group as Molsom & 
Hrangkhol. Still, efforts were made to find similarities. 

Notably, the state government of Tripura is also quick to point out a lack of linguistic basis 
for the grouping, stating that “[Halams] are not at all Kukis in terms of language, culture and 
living style” (https://trci.tripura.gov.in/halam, accessed October 2024), and so we do not put 
too much stock in the possibility of a linguistic substratum. 

3.2. Khasi-Palaungic 

As part of the Austric group, we first investigate Khasi-Palaungic. The reason for the 
suggestion that Old Rupini would be a  Khasi-Palaungic  language comes from identification 
by Rupini (1998) who refers to Old Rupini by the name Palaing or Payang. A reportedly 
similar background has been suggested for Reang (Kau Bru) by some community members, 
all the more enticing given that there is a Khasi-Palaungic language also called Riang. 
However, it does not show any notable similarities to Kau Bru Reang aside from the name. 
Summarising from Rupini (1998, in Bangla translated here by the authors), 
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…the Rupini clans are generally known to be neither Kacharis nor Kukis nor Tipras. 
They are a subgroup of a handful of ethnic Pailang or Payang, a branch of the 
"Austric" castes inhabiting Srishatpurarva of India… 

This is the hypothesis supported by Rupini (1998) and treated as a ground truth. This will 
be further analysed for its validity in the conclusion below. 

3.3. “Old Kuki” 

Another possible origin is “Old Kuki”, which is an older name for some of the 
Naga-Kuki-Chin languages spoken to the east. They had this name in the past due to an 
earlier suggested migration west, compared to other linguistically related communities who 
were thus known as “New Kuki”. Importantly, these terms are outdated in many ways, and 
are no longer widely used. Moreover, The “Old Kuki” label does not refer to a 
clear monophyletic group within the languages of the area, although Northwestern is the 
closest equivalent. Therefore, we can look at specific well-attested Northwestern languages 
which once had this label in order to search for evidence of Old Rupini. 

If this is the case, then we would suspect potential non-Sal lexemes to be found in 
modern-day Rupini Kok in place of more common Kokborok words Phonologically this 
would be difficult to discern. Phonological inventories are very consistent in the region, and 
the ways in which Rupini Kok differs from e.g. Debbarma Kok are also wholly unsurprising. 

4. Discussion & Conclusions 

The first aspect we investigated was the lexicon. The strongest case for a source language 
comes from Rupini (1998) in a text specifically commissioned for the sake of describing the 
Rupini community as a whole within Tripura. It is strongest not on its evidence, but in being 
the only source known to the authors of the present study which makes an effort at presenting 
data. As these data are in the form of lexical forms, it provides an easy stepping-off point for 
cross linguistic comparison. 

Table 1 presents lexical data adapted from Rupini (1998), purporting to show lexical forms 
of “Payang”, the label given to what we refer to here as Old Rupini. The final column of the 
table represents modern-day Rupini Kok as provided by the co-author of the current paper, 
who is herself a native speaker. 

English Bangla (Rupini 1998)  Rupini (ibid) Payang (ibid) Kokborok (ibid) Rupini Kok 
fine, n. jurimana pradan jīnamānasīma jānamāna sia pabɨ 
fewer kamsankhya sītubarichā sītubari cha kisitet / sitet 
transverse porborn pāñdhītā'u pāñdhī tā'u  
basket type khara naṅakhāha'i naṅa khā'i nongkhai 
door dorja duẏāra du ẏāra duwar 
quilt lep miẏārī miẏā ri miyari 
strong balban pā'itakrā tākrā pā'i pʰan kɨ naŋ 
sticky rice binnidhan kuṛiẏāmā mā kuṛiẏā kuriyama 

Table 1:Payang forms in Rupini (1998) with modern terms 
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The forms given in the table require some explanation. They were given as evidence of a 
candidate language, labelled Payang, wherein the modern-day forms for Rupini Kok 
(romanised from the Bangla script) were suggested as compounds of modern-day Kokborok 
with Payang, or Bangla with Payang. Thus, by removing the Bangla or Kokborok forms, the 
remaining segments were identified as Payang terms. The linguistic justification is weak, in 
this case.  

Most of these can be explained through either straightforward phonetic variation or 
through comparison with other Barish languages. The term for “door” for example, being 
largely identical to the Bangla form in the Rupini Kok given in that source. In the case of 
“strong” tākrā, this can be understood as an unidentified prefix plus krā < *kᵊrauk, the stem 
present elsewhere in Kokborok such as in the Tripura clanlect, as well as elsewhere in the 
Barish languages. 

Thus, while the lexical data presented in Rupini (1998) show forms which include parts 
that look compounds of what the author identified as “Kokoborok” along with a component 
that did not which was suggested to be the “Payang” language, no regularity of sound 
correspondences is presented nor any other credible linguistic backing for the explanation. 

The term “Austric” in the original text is not specific, but assuming the author intended it 
in the sense of the proposed macro-family, it could mean Austroasiatic, Austronesian, 
Kra-Dai or Hmong-Mien. We believe Austroasiatic is the most likely intended meaning given 
the geographic proximity to Khasi speakers and the similarity in shape to the term Palaung. 
However, in spite of this, the proposed “Payang” features are all a poor match for not only 
Khasi-Palaungic, but also a poor match for other Austroasiatic languages. Going a step 
further, we also find no substantial similarity in Rupini Kok — either the forms given in 
Rupini (1998) or those collected by the authors of this study — to align with Austroasiatic or 
any other “Austric” group either. We were also unable to find any potential connections 
between these forms and other languages mentioned as potential candidates. If the lexicon 
does not show clear connections to Palaungic, then what is “Payang” if not Palaung? At the 
very least we can say, first, it is not demonstrably Austroasiatic. Nor is it Austronesian, 
Kra-Dai, or Hmong-Mien. Nor for that matter is there any suggestion of South Central 
(Naga-Kuki-Chin).  

While we are not of the opinion that no borrowings could have occurred, no strong 
evidence was uncovered in the lexicon which would point to a particularly important 
substratum. We believe in the case of the data provided by Rupini (1998), this is due to a 
too-weak linguistic foundation and a superficial analysis presented in that source. For modern 
data which we collected, we were likewise unable to find any substantial differences in the 
basic vocabulary which would set Rupini Kok aside from other language varieties within 
Kokborok. In all of the semantic categories for which we collected data — basic animal 
names, body parts, numerals, natural objects, kinship terms, some common plants, units of 
time, pronouns, and some basic verbs — none showed significant differences from other 
Kokborok language varieties that weren't also otherwise well attested elsewhere in Barish. 

Simply put, the lexicon is not supportive of a substratum. However, lexical replacement 
has likely levelled any significant differences in the basic vocabulary, so this does not 
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disqualify the potential that there once might have been bigger differences. To resolve this in 
the future:  a much larger lexical data set is needed from multiple Kokborok varieties — 
including village-by-village accounts — in order to properly address lexical substrata. 

Additionally, through our investigation of comparative phonological inventories and 
morphosyntactic features, we were unable to uncover any significant differences which 
would point to a substratum. While accentual differences are found between different 
Kokborok clanlects, no phonemes or phonemic realisations were significantly noteworthy in 
their difference. Rather what we find are differing degrees of centralisation of vowel forms 
between dialects, but nothing as bold as unexpected implosives for voiceless dental fricatives, 
or anything else of that sort. 

Essentially, then, we have found no indication that there are any residual features 
suggesting a substratum. While future investigation might prove fruitful, it would require data 
collection on a much larger scale with controlled elicitation, and would likely be a multi-year 
project. It is our hope, in lieu of such a project, that increased documentation and description 
of not only Kokborok varieties but also of many other languages in the Northeast will shed 
light on some of the possibilities. Until then, the only conclusion is that Rupini Kok 
developed alongside the other Kokborok clanlects from a common ancestral form without 
demonstrably being the result of wholesale language shift from an otherwise unidentified 
language. 
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