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Abstract 

This study of the Rabha dialects of Meghalaya and Assam was undertaken to reveal the present-day 
status of the Rabha language (ISO 639-3: rah). In order to meet this purpose, the surveyors studied the 
following: the Rabha groups and their dialects; the intelligibility between the Rabha dialects and 
between Rabha and Koch; patterns of language use, attitudes and vitality. 

The fieldwork for this survey was carried out in two phases: from 18 August to 12 September 2006 
and from 18 February to 18 March 2007. The report was first compiled by the end of 2007. As the 
surveyors continued to stay on the field and learn more about the Rabha sociolinguistic situation, it was 
found that certain details needed revision and other details needed to be added or corrected. Therefore, 
the second revised version of the survey appeared in August 2010. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Purpose and Goals 

The purpose of this sociolinguistic survey was to reveal the present-day status of the Rabha language. In 
order to accomplish this purpose, several specific goals were set: 

1. To ascertain the number of the Rabha groups and their dialects; 
2. To find out the degree of intelligibility between the existing Rabha dialects and between Rabha 

and Koch; 
3. To investigate the patterns of language use in the Rabha community and the attitudes towards 

their own language as well as towards other languages spoken in the region; 
4. To see what kind of language development efforts are going on in Rabha. 

The fieldwork for this survey was carried out in two phases: from 18 August to 12 September, 2006 
and from 18 February to 18 March, 2007. Table 1 summarizes the methods used in conducting the 
research. 

Table 1. Overview of methods 

Study Method Brief 
description 

Focus Sample size 

Language 
varieties 

Lexical similarity 
comparison 

210-item 
wordlist 

1. Lexical similarity 
across language 
varieties 

2 locations 

Dialects 
questionnaire 

  9 questions 1. Intelligibility among 
the Rabha varieties 

2. Intelligibility 
between Rabha and 
Koch 

16 Rongdani 
subjects 

  5 Maituri subjects 

Language use, 
attitudes and 

vitality 

Sociolinguistic 
questionnaire 

12 questions 1. Patterns of language 
use 

2. People’s attitudes 
towards their own 
language and other 
language varieties 

3. Long-term viability 
of Rabha varieties 

16 Rongdani 
subjects 

  5 Maituri subjects 

1.2 Geography 

1.2.1 Meghalaya 

Meghalaya is a small state in north-east India. Originally a part of Assam, Meghalaya emerged as a full-
fledged, independent state in 1972. It is about 300 km east to west and 100 km north to south, with a 
total area of 22,429 km². The population numbered 2,318,822 in 2001 (Census of India 2001). The state 
is bounded on the north and east by Assam, on the south by Bangladesh and on the west by Bangladesh 
and Assam. The capital is Shillong, which has a population of about 260,000. 

Geographically, the State of Meghalaya is also known as the “Meghalaya Plateau”. The Garo Hills 
region in the western part of the state is nearly a plain with an average elevation of 600 m or less. The 
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highest point in the Garo hills is Nokrek Peak with an elevation of 1412 m. It is situated 15 km north-
east of Tura town in the Tura Range. The Tura Range runs almost through the central parts of the district, 
west to east extending from Tura down to Siju, a distance of 50 km. 

The climate of Meghalaya is moderate but humid. Meghalaya is the state with the most precipitation 
in India. The western part of the state, comprising the Garo Hills region with lower elevations, 
experiences high temperatures for most of the year. The cold season starts in November and lasts till 
February, and there is a little or no rainfall. The hot season is from March to May and it merges with the 
monsoon or rainy season. The rainy season lasts from June to October (Momin 1984, 29-30). 

1.2.2 Assam 

Assam is also a northeastern state of India with its capital at Dispur. The population of Assam numbered 
26,655,528 in 2001 (Census of India 2001). Located just below the eastern Himalayan foothills, it is 
surrounded by all the other northeastern states: Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland, Manipur, Mizoram, 
Tripura and Meghalaya. Assam and its commercial capital Guwahati form the gateway to the 
northeastern states, together called the seven sisters. These states are connected to the rest of India via 
Assam’s border with West Bengal and a narrow strip called the “Chicken’s Neck”. Assam also shares 
international borders with Bhutan and Bangladesh. 

T-shaped, the state consists of the northern Brahmaputra Valley, the middle Karbi and Cachar Hills 
and the southern Barak Valley. High rainfall, deforestation, and other factors have resulted in annual 
floods that cause widespread loss of life, livelihood and property. Assam is an earthquake-prone region; 
it has experienced two large earthquakes: 1897 (8.1 on the Richter scale) and 1950 (8.6). 

A pleasant sub-alpine climate prevails in the hills. The plains, however, experience a tropical climate 
making them uncomfortably humid, especially during the rainy season. The cold season sets in from 
around the end of October and lasts till the end of February. The temperature drops, the nights and early 
mornings are foggy, and rain is scanty. Assam does not have the normal Indian hot, dry season; some 
rain occurs from March onwards. The rainy season arrives in the middle of May accompanied by high 
humidity and high rainfall. The monsoons blow full blast during the month of June, and thunderstorms 
are a frequent occurrence during the afternoons.  
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Figure1. States of Meghalaya and Assam in India 



 

4 

Figure 2. Rabha research sites 

Figure 3. Main locations of the existing Rabha dialect groups 

The Rabha groups’ names marked on the map are as follows: Rongdani (RR) and Maituri (MR). 



 

5 

1.3 Rabha geographical location 

This sociolinguistic survey was conducted in East Garo Hills and West Garo Hills districts of Meghalaya 
and Goalpara district of Assam.  

The Rabha people are mainly found in the northern parts of the East Garo Hills and West Garo Hills 
district of Meghalaya and Goalpara, Kamrup, Darrang and Lakhimpur districts of Assam.  

Table 2 represents various Rabha groups and their locations including places where their language is 
still spoken or extinct/nearly extinct. N/A indicates areas where a certain Rabha group is not found. 

Table 2. Names of the Rabha groups and their locations 

No.  MEGHALAYA ASSAM 

Names of the 
Rabha groups 

Language spoken Language 
extinct/nearly 

extinct 

Language 
spoken 

Language extinct/nearly 
extinct 

1 RONGDANI East Garo Hills East Garo Hills Goalpara Goalpara 

2 MAITURI West Garo Hills N/A Goalpara N/A 

3 PATI N/A East Garo Hills N/A Kamrup 

4 DAHORI N/A East Garo Hills N/A East Garo Hills, 
Goalpara, Kamrup 

5 BITALIA N/A N/A N/A Kamrup, Goalpara, 
Meghalaya 

6 TOTLA N/A N/A N/A Darrang, Lakhimpur 

7 HANA N/A N/A N/A Kamrup 

1.4 History and People 

It is rather unfortunate that no exhaustive source on the history of the Rabha could be found by the 
researchers. It is generally believed that the Rabhas’ ancestors migrated from Tibet and settled in the 
Garo Hills region and later spread over different parts of Assam. According to an older, traditional 
version, they came from the east via the present-day Burma.  

The Rabha have their own traditional accounts about their origin and migration to their present 
habitat. One such story tells about a powerful king, Dadan, and his kingdom. After a continuous series of 
conflicts between Dadan and neighboring kings and chiefs, Dadan was finally defeated, and his subjects 
fled to the present Goalpara and Kamrup and some other places. In these places, various Rabha clans – 
barais – originated among the various groups (Majumdar 1984, 162–163). 

The Rongdani Rabha, one of the Rabha groups, have a tradition that at an earlier period in their 
history they dwelt in the Garo Hills, and after many conflicts with the Garo tribes, they were driven 
further south. There is an old legend which states that Rongdani and Atong, a Garo tribe are kin, being 
descendants of two sisters. On the other hand, a Garo tradition says that the Rongdani were brought by 
one of the Atong chiefs to the Someswari Valley to till the land. When anarchy ensued after the chief’s 
death, the Rongdani were driven out (Ibid, 163–164). 

Some of the Rabha people stated that their ancestors had split from the Koch mainstream and have 
formed a distinct tribe since the 16th century, which actually coincides with the flourishing and the 
subsequent decline of the Koch kingdom. 
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As E. A. Gait has pointed out, 

There seems to be a good deal of uncertainty as to who these [Rabha] people really are. In Lower Assam it 
is asserted that they are an offshoot of the Garos, while in Kamrup and Darrang it is thought that they are 
Kacharis on the road to Hinduism. That they belong to the great Bodo family is certain; but it is not equally 
clear that the Rabhas are more closely allied to any one tribe of that group than to another. They have their 
own language… On the whole … it seems probable that the Rabhas are in reality a distinct tribe (Gait 1892, 
162 and 232). 

Anthropologically the Rabha people are of Mongoloid stock. The name Rabha seems to be given to 
them by outsiders. In Assam they are also known as Rava. The natives, however, refer to themselves as 
Rábatang and call their language Rába Katha (Jose 2000). The Rabha community shows certain divisions 
according to the names of their chieftains. At present, the total Rabha population comprises seven main 
groups as shown in Table 2 in section 0. Based on various formal and informal reports, four more Rabha 
group names can be mentioned here: Halua, Sunga, Dimesa and Modahi. The name Halua derives from the 
Assamese word hāl ‘plough’ which points to the main occupation of this group of Rabha, i.e., cultivation 
of land. Dimesa are the offspring of Rabha women and Garo men (Rabha Ethnic Language 2009, 12). The 
name Modahi is probably derived from two Assamese words: mod ‘wine’ and ahā ‘to come’. One tradition 
says they used to be cup-bearers of the king. But according to other reports, Modahi is not a true 
subgroup of Rabha, and the name itself has a derogatory connotation of people who excessively consume 
alcohol (Ibid). Other than for Rongdani, Maituri and Pati, very little information has been found 
regarding the Rabha groups. One common factor known about these groups is that they all abandoned 
their mother tongue in favour of Assamese, but remained Rabha ethnically. 

There is a group of people known as Koch-Rabha or Kocha in the Dhubri and Kokrajhar districts of 
Assam. It is here that the Koch and the Rabha often claim a common identity. This does not seem to be 
without a good reason as the Koch people in Assam are not recognized as a scheduled Tribe, while the 
Rabha people are. By identifying themselves as Rabha for the past 60 years or so, the Koch became 
entitled to at least some state benefits (Koch 1984, 176). As a result, there arose a great deal of confusion 
regarding their identity. 

Rongdani, Maituri, Dahori and some of the Pati groups of the Rabha have a common set of clans, 
called barai. However, the Pati Rabha in part of Goalpara district and in Kamrup district do not have 
clans. It is interesting to note that Rabha clans are grouped under certain groups which they call huri and, 
though the clans are exogamous and matrilineal, marriage within the huri is still prohibited. Each of the 
huris is associated with a river and a hillock (Majumdar 1984, 158). Among the Atong group of the Garos 
some clans have names similar to the Rabha clan names. 

In material culture, the Rabhas do not show much difference from their neighboring communities 
such as Koch or Hajong. Their villages are situated on high ground near their paddy fields. A typical 
house has only one room, an earthen plinth and a thatched roof. The walls are made of bamboo and 
plastered with cow dung and mud. 

The primary occupation of the Rabha is agriculture. They grow paddy, jute, mustard, pulses and 
sugarcane. In their agricultural pursuits, men and women are equal partners. Fishing, raising livestock, 
sericulture, manufacturing of bamboo and cane goods are some of their subsidiary occupations. Many 
Rabha are public servants. The teaching profession is common among both men and women. Young men 
prefer to be absorbed in the defense and police services (Bordoloi n.d., 861). 

Among the Rabha groups there is great variation in the assimilation of elements of Hinduism. They 
for the most part have their own traditional death, birth and marriage rites that are different from the 
typical Hindu rites. A village priest is known as deori. On the other hand, the Pati Rabhas have preserved 
very little of the traditional Rabha religion, and Kamakhya has emerged as their major deity. The 
Rongdani Rabhas worship a number of benevolent and malevolent deities – bai (Majumdar 1984, 166).  

There is no precise figure for the Rabha population. According to the census of 1971, Rabha 
numbered 138,630 in Assam and 10,841 in Meghalaya. As per 2001 census report of India, Rabha is the 
fifth largest tribe among the 21 ethnic minority communities of Assam constituting 1.05% of its total 
population (Rabha Ethnic Language 2009, 12). This statistic must include the total number of Rabhas: 
those speaking the Rabha language as well as those speaking only Assamese. Another figure is given by 
Fr. U.V. Jose, who states that the Rongdani and Maituri speakers together may number around 50,000 
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(Jose 2000). Among them, the Rongdani people emerge as the larger group, inhabiting a more extensive 
area; whereas the Maituri speakers are mainly confined to the single big village of Boro Paham. Maituri 
people also live in two or three other villages on both sides of Boro Paham, but they do not speak a pure 
variety of Rabha. 

In recent years, a noticeable social change has taken place in the Rabha society. One of the 
important aspects of the social change is in regard to the development of the Rabha language (see 1.4 
Language). Another important aspect is that the Rabha are seeking to have an autonomous area for 
themselves within the state of Assam. 

1.5 Language 

Linguistically, Rabha has been classified in the following way: Sino-Tibetan, Tibeto-Burman, Jingpho-
Konyak-Bodo, Konyak-Bodo-Garo, Bodo-Garo, Koch (Lewis 2009).  

Members of each of the nine groups of Rabha are thought to speak their own dialect. However, 
except Rongdani and Maituri, the rest of the Rabha groups have abandoned their mother tongue for 
Assamese. In their day-to-day conversation they speak a broken variety of Assamese mixed with some 
Rabha words and expressions, and it has been called by a few researchers (perhaps jokingly) 
“Rabhamese” (Tibeto-Burman speeches and their studies, n.d., 22). 

The language of the Koch-Rabhas is much more similar to that of the Koch rather than Rabha. A 
sociolinguistic survey conducted among the Koch (Kondakov 2010) establishes the evidence for this. 

According to U.V. Jose, the dialectic variations between Rongdani and Maituri are minimal. They are 
mutually intelligible, and the one merges almost imperceptibly into the other around the Goalpara-
Baida-Rongsai region. The Rongdani-Maituri dialectical differences become gradually more marked as 
one moves further west (Jose 2000). Rabha in many cases shows points of resemblance with Atong – a 
variety traditionally considered a dialect of Garo. 

For more details regarding the geographical distribution of the Rabha groups see part 1 “Geography” 
of the present report. 

It is interesting to note that Grierson stated over a hundred years ago that Rabha is a “language 
which is fast dying out” (Grierson 1903). No doubt he saw certain signs of the language on its way 
towards extinction. In fact, the Pati Rabha group had already lost their mother tongue by that time. 
However, one finds now that Rabha is still spoken by many. Moreover, a few books on Rabha have been 
published since India’s independence by the Rabha Bhasa Parishad in Assamese script; recently, a 
“Rabha-English Dictionary”, a grammar book and the New Testament have been published by the Don 
Bosco Publications, Guwahati. Rongdani Rabha has emerged as the standard dialect in recent times, and 
the above-mentioned materials published by Don Bosco are produced in this dialect. In the Rabha-
speaking areas, the State Government of Assam has now introduced the Rabha language as the medium 
of instruction in the schools at the primary level. 

2 Dialects of the Language 

2.1 Lexical similarity 

One of the goals of the present survey was to find out the degree of intelligibility between the existing 
Rabha dialects. In the course of the survey, it was found that among the nine Rabha groups only two, viz. 
Rongdani and Maituri had preserved their native language. Hence these two varieties will be in focus 
throughout the rest of this report.  

The first step was to investigate the relationships between these two varieties. The method used for 
measuring these relationships was to compare the amount of phonetic similarity between their 
vocabularies, referred to as lexical similarity.  
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2.1.1 Procedures 

A 210-item wordlist was used to collect samples from two locations where Rongdani and Maituri 
speakers reside. The wordlist has been standardized by previous researchers and contextualized for use 
in sociolinguistic surveys in South Asia. It includes the items of basic vocabulary but adequately reflects 
a broad range of domains. The words include parts of the body, household items, objects in nature, 
common foods, family relations, numbers as well as simple adjectives, verbs and pronouns. 

The total number of vocabulary items compared is sometimes less than 210 for some wordlists 
because when a certain item is not familiar to the informants, the proper word cannot be obtained or a 
particular item is deemed inappropriate to elicit at a certain site. In this survey, this was the case with 
numerals as Rabha speakers usually use the Assamese equivalents. It is, therefore, difficult for them to 
recollect the original Rabha words except the first two or three numbers. 

The wordlists were elicited in Hindi, Garo and sometimes in English, and the words were transcribed 
phonetically in a data notebook. The Rongdani wordlist was collected from a single person and later 
crosschecked with a second speaker from the same location. The Maituri wordlist was collected from a 
group of people to make certain that the list represented more than just one person’s opinion about 
which word was appropriate. Words were then compared using a consistent counting procedure 
documented in Blair (1990:28-9). The percentage of similarity was calculated using a computer 
programme called WordSurv. The complete wordlists and details of the counting procedures are found in 
Appendix B. 

According to the SIL International Language Assessment Conference recommendations (SIL 1991), if two 
wordlists indicate a lexical similarity of less than about 70% (at the upper confidence limit of the 
calculation), the speech varieties are generally referred to as different languages. As a general principle, 
no dialect intelligibility testing needs to be done between different languages, since one would not 
expect the speakers of those varieties to be able to understand each other. Even if the similarity is 
greater than 70%, the wordlist analysis alone is not adequate for making judgments about intelligibility; 
dialect intelligibility testing must be done. 

2.1.2 Discussion of the sample 

A Rongdani wordlist was collected in Tura from a native speaker residing in the Mendipathar area of 
East Garo Hills, Meghalaya. Later it was cross-checked with another native speaker of the same area. 

A Maituri wordlist was elicited in the village of Boro Paham from a group of native speakers. 
Both the wordlists were revised and crosschecked again in 2009.  

2.1.3 Results 

The wordlists showed that Rongdani and Maituri are 82% lexically similar. According to the criteria 
outlined by ILAC (1991), the wordlist analysis alone is not sufficient to conclude that both dialects are 
varieties of the same language. In order to come to more adequate conclusions, other techniques such as 
a dialect questionnaire and observations, described in the following section, were applied.  

2.2 Dialect perceptions 

2.2.1 Procedures  

As the data from the wordlists were not adequate to determine the level of dialectal intelligibility 
between the Rongdani and Maituri varieties, another tool called “Dialect Questionnaire” was used by the 
researchers. This questionnaire was also used to find out whether the Rongdani variety spoken in various 
places throughout the large area shows sufficient uniformity to represent a single dialect/language. 
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2.2.2 Discussion of the sample 

The dialect questionnaire contains 20 questions and was administered as part of the sociolinguistic 
questionnaire, discussed in section 3. The total of 21 subjects—16 Rongdani and 5 Maituri—from seven 
locations in Meghalaya and Assam responded to the questionnaire. For more details of the procedures 
and sampling, refer to sections 3.1 and 3.2. 

2.2.3 Results 

Among the total of 16 Rongdani speakers, 15 subjects had met other Rongdani people living at other 
places in Assam and Meghalaya. All 15 subjects said they could understand those Rongdani counterparts. 
Out of the 15, 10 persons (67%) said the language is the same, and there is no difference. Four subjects 
(27%) admitted there is a little difference between their speech and that of the other Rongdani living in 
distant places. One person said that only the intonation (“tune”) is different. The majority of the subjects 
(86%) like the other Rongdani speech, and only two persons (13%) prefer their own speech. 

Out of the 16 Rongdani subjects, only 10 had met Maituri speakers. Of the ten, eight persons (80%) 
could understand Maituri speech well, while of the other two (20%) one said he understands only 50%, 
and the other said he could understand most of it, but not all. All of them stated that there is a little 
difference between the two varieties (5-10%), with the major points of difference being pronunciation, 
intonation and certain words. 

All five Maituri subjects had met Rongdani speakers, and everyone said they understand Rongdani 
speech, though one admitted he can understand only some of it. All of them said there is some difference 
between the Maituri and Rongdani varieties, but one said the difference is only in pronunciation. 

Another fact that has been witnessed by the researchers: In the Maituri village of Boro Paham many 
people read the only the Rabha newspaper “Chingi Khurang”. Although written in Rongdani Rabha, the 
newspaper is understood by the Maituri speakers, which bears witness to the good intelligibility, at least 
in the written form. 

3 Language Use, Attitudes and Vitality 

One of the goals of this survey was to investigate the patterns of language use in the Rabha community 
as well as their attitudes towards their own language and towards other languages spoken in the region. 
Another goal was to determine if the Rabha people will continue to speak their mother tongue in the 
future, i.e., to assess language vitality.  

A study of language use seeks to describe the choices that people make about what speech varieties 
to use in particular situations (Blair 1990, 107). Rabha people are multilingual. Depending on their 
geographical location, they normally speak Assamese, Bangla, Garo, Hindi, etc. in addition to their 
mother tongue. 

Language attitudes are the attitudes which a person holds towards his mother tongue and towards 
the various speech varieties known to him. 

Language vitality is an assessment of the “health” of a language. Does the use of the language seem 
to be maintained or even spreading into new domains? Or does the use of the language seem to be 
declining? Are the children speaking the language? Or are the members of the ethnic group shifting 
toward use of the language of wider communication (LWC) or the state language?  

3.1 Procedures 

A sociolinguistic questionnaire was used to learn about patterns of language use, attitudes towards the 
language and its vitality among the Rabha people. The questionnaire was administered orally with 
questions asked either in Hindi or Garo. The text of the questionnaire is found in Appendix C. 



 

10 

3.2 Discussion of the sample 

The total of 21 subjects – 16 Rongdani and 5 Maituri – from seven locations in Meghalaya and Assam 
responded to the questionnaire:  

a) 16 Rongdani (RR) subjects: 2 from Genang, 2 from Mendipathar, 2 from Sesopani, 3 from 
Habbanggiri, 1 from Deuripara (East Garo Hills, Meghalaya), 2 from Potomati and 4 from 
Gojapara (Goalpara, Assam); 

b) 5 Maituri (MR) subjects from Boro Paham (East Garo Hills, Meghalaya).  
The subjects were selected to fill quotas based on three demographic categories: age, sex and 

education. People below 35 years of age were considered young, while those 35 and over were 
considered old. People who had completed at least Class 5 were placed in the educated category; while 
those who had not completed Class 5 were considered uneducated. Table 3 shows the numbers of 
subjects in each category.  

Table 3: Rabha questionnaire subjects 

Totals Male Female Young Old Educated Uneducated 

RR N=16 12 4 6 10 14 2 

MR N=5 5 0 4 1 4 1 

Efforts were made to have the sample as representative as possible. However, due to certain 
limitations it was not always workable on this survey. For example, the literacy rate in the areas 
surveyed is generally high and it is growing among the younger generation. Therefore, it was difficult to 
find uneducated persons to interview. Sometimes it was impossible to find women for various reasons. 
For example, they were either shy to respond to an interview or were busy with their domestic work. In 
other cases, the young people were absent from home during daytime as they worked in the fields or 
were involved in studies. 

3.3 Results 

The data collected from the two Rabha groups, namely, Rongdani and Maituri are presented separately 
in the sub-section “Domains of Language Use”. This arrangement was made in order to help the reader 
see clearly the trends occurring in each of the communities. The results are given as a percentage of 
subjects who gave a particular response. Because people sometimes gave more than one response, the 
percentages for some of the questions are greater than 100%.  

3.3.11 Domains of language use 

In order to assess language vitality among the Rabha speakers, they were asked about the domains, or 
social situations, in which they choose to use a particular language. The summary of their responses is 
given in the tables below. Language names have been abbreviated; viz. RR stands for Rongdani Rabha, 
MR – Maituri Rabha, As – Assamese, Ba – Bangla, Ga – Garo, Hi – Hindi, En – English, Bo – Boro. 
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Table 4: Domains of Language Use among the Rongdani Rabha 

Qn DOMAIN RR As Ba Ga En Bo 

1. Home 88 6 - - - 6 

2. Children in the community 75 31 - - - - 

3. Children with each other 79 21 - - - - 

4. Children at school 50 75 - 19 13 - 

5. Prayers 85 15 - - - - 

6. Friends/neighbours 75 75 13 44 - 13 

7. Market 13 94 19 13 - - 

Table 5: Domains of Language Use among the Maituri Rabha 

Qn DOMAIN MR As Ba Ga En Hi 

1. Home 100 - - - - - 

2. Children in the community 100 - - - - - 

3. Children with each other 100 - - - - - 

4. Children at school 60 40 - - - - 

5. Prayersa n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 

6. Friends/neighbours 75 - - 25 50 - 

7. Market - 40 100 60 - 20 
a This question was not asked. 

From the above charts, it is evident that Rabha people live in a highly multilingual environment. It is 
important to mention that the mother tongue is widely used by the Rabha community in most of the 
domains. The use of the mother tongue is conspicuously stronger in such domains as “home”, “children 
in the community”, “children with each other”, “friends/neighbours” and “private prayer”1. It is used 
less in other domains which include communication outside the community, such as at the market and 
with friends from other villages or people groups. Depending on the geographical location, three 
languages of wider communication play an important role in the Rabha community, viz. Assamese, Garo 
and Bangla. 

The most remarkable fact here is that the mother tongue is used in the family by both parents and 
children. The only exception are mixed families, e.g., if the husband is Rongdani Rabha and his wife is 
Pati Rabha and both live in a town, they will naturally speak Assamese at home; or if one of the parents 
is not Rabha, members of the family may use another language for their day-to-day communication. 

The use of the mother tongue appears to be stronger among the Maituri community, most of whom 
live in a single large village in the East Garo Hills district of Meghalaya. Among the Rongdani Rabha, the 
situation is less stable: on the eastern part of Goalpara and East Garo Hills districts one notices the strong 
influence of the Assamese language on the Rabha community; whereas towards the west the use of the 
Rabha language is much more stable. 

                                                   
1 The latter is applicable only to Rongdani Rabha. 
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3.3.1.2 Exposure to media 

A few basic questions were asked in relation to media. The first question was: “In what languages do you 
watch TV or listen to radio programmes?” This was followed by another question: “Are there any TV or 
radio programmes in Rabha?” 

Rabha people watch TV in the following major languages: Hindi, Assamese, Bangla and Garo. Most 
of the TV programmes regarding Rabha are confined to some cultural shows, songs and dance. The radio 
programmes are transmitted in the same languages mentioned above. There are no Rabha radio 
programmes as such, only songs. 

The next question was: “Have you seen any printed materials (books, newspapers, etc.) in Rabha?” 
Out of a total of 21 subjects, only two said they had ever seen any printed materials in their mother 
tongue. These two said they have seen the New Testament, translated into Rabha, a dictionary, a 
magazine and a newspaper. All these materials are published in Rongdani Rabha which is considered the 
standard variety these days. Maituri speakers are familiar only with the Rongdani newspaper “Chingi 
Khurang”. The New Testament and the dictionary are produced in the Roman script, while the magazine 
and the newspaper are published in the Assamese script. 

3.4 Language attitudes 

The following set of questions attempts to measure people’s general attitudes toward the various 
languages with which they come in contact, and to see if they feel positively or negatively towards those 
languages. The summary of people’s responses is presented in Table 6. For each group of Rabha, the 
highest percentages of language preference are given in italicized font. “Ne” stands here for “Nepali”. 

Table 6: Language preferences 

Question Rongdani Maituri  

In what language  
do you prefer…    Language 

…to talk 81 
25 
6 
13 
6 

60 
20 
- 
- 

20 

RR/MR 
As 
Ga 
Hi 
En 

…to hear/sing songs 63 
38 
6 
19 
6 
6 
6 

60 
40 
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 

RR/MR 
As 
Ba 
Hi 
En 
Bo 
Ne 

On the whole, the subjects prefer Rabha language both in speaking and hearing or singing songs. 
Nevertheless, many also like to listen to or sing Assamese songs. 

Then both Rongdani and Maituri subjects were asked, “Do you think Rabha is as good as Assamese, 
Bangla or Garo?” and “Is it better than Assamese, Bangla or Garo?” Ten percent of subjects said Rabha is 
as good as Assamese, Bangla or Garo; whereas 76% said it is better. Ten percent favored Hindi, and one 
person (5%) liked English. 

Yet another question was formulated in the following way: “What language should Rabha children 
learn first?” Ninety-five percent of the subjects answered “Rabha”. Only one person expressed his desire 
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to teach children English first, but he immediately added that children will learn Rabha automatically 
anyway. 

The answers to these questions clearly indicate the positive language attitudes toward Rabha in 
comparison with other major languages of the area. 

3.5 Bilingualism remarks 

Because of the lack of the Sentence Repetition Test (SRT) in the Assamese language, no formal 
procedures have been administered to measure the bilingual ability of the Rabha people. Nevertheless, 
by means of the sociolinguistic questionnaire and informal interviews, certain facts about Rabha 
bilingualism have been revealed.  

Being a minority group in Meghalaya and Assam, the Rabha people have no other option but to learn 
the languages of their more populous neighbours. Though well conversant in many languages such as 
Garo, Bangla, Hindi, English and Boro, the Rabha people are most proficient in Assamese. Being a lingua 
franca for many ethnic communities, Assamese had already been adopted as the mother tongue by many 
Rabha groups, such as Pati, Dahori, Totla, etc. 

Rongdani and Maituri are the two Rabha groups that preserved their mother tongue despite their 
proximity to the Assamese and Garos. The Assamese language is widely used by many, and the bilingual 
ability is normally higher with educated persons of either gender. Many of the Rabha know Hindi fairly 
well, and many children study in schools that have English as the medium of instruction. Nevertheless, 
in Rabha schools that use Assamese as the medium, all of the teachers’ explanations and instructions are 
normally given in the Rabha language. 

It can be thus concluded that Rabha is a rather multilingual community with a number of languages 
used in their everyday life. Assamese is the most common second language used by them. Generally, the 
level of bilingual ability of the Rabha speakers is linked with their educational level. Rabha people are 
obliged to learn major languages of the larger world in order to survive, yet they have not entirely 
abandoned their mother tongue. Therefore, it can be safely concluded that the second language, whether 
it is Assamese, Garo or Bangla, cannot be substituted for the mother tongue among the Rabha people at 
least for the foreseeable future. 

3.6 Language vitality 

Most of the questions in section 3 deal with language vitality; they are designed to discover whether the 
language is dying out or not. They attempt, indirectly, to assess the factors that affect language vitality. 
However, subjects were also asked explicitly for their opinion on the future of the language.  

The first question was: “Will Assamese, Bangla or Garo ever replace Rabha?” Eighty-one percent of 
the respondents said a resolute “No”. Among them, one person was so convinced that Rabha will never 
die out, that he refused to listen to the following question (whether it is bad or good). Another person 
expressed hope that the language will remain. Ten percent said “Yes”, that it will be replaced, and one 
person remarked that the language is dying out though some people try to revive it. The subjects were 
then asked the follow-up question, “Do you think this is good or bad?” Sixty-seven percent said it would 
be bad for Rabha to be replaced. Even those Rabha who think that their language will die out felt sad 
about it. The remaining 33% of the subjects were unable to answer either “Yes” or “No”. 

When asked whether Rabha should be written more, 90% of the subjects said a firm “Yes”. However, 
one among them said that it is not possible. These responses included both educated and non-educated 
persons. Only two persons (10%) said “No”; one remarked that people are not using the existing 
literature (a Rabha magazine) due to lack of interest.  

Overall, these responses indicate a strong language vitality of the Rabha language. 
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3.7 Observations and comments 

Apart from the standard questionnaire, informal interviews and observations were also employed in 
assessing the vitality of the Rabha language. 

It was found that language maintenance in many Rabha villages is very strong. In addition to its use 
at home and in the village, the Rabha language is often used by children at the village schools in their 
out-of-class communication. Not only is this true, but in many Assamese-medium schools the teachers 
give all explanations in the mother tongue. Rabha is also often used at the market among Rabha speakers.  

The State Government of Assam has introduced the Rabha language as the medium of instruction in 
schools at the primary level. This gives good prospects for the revival and development of the language. 

4 Summary of Findings 

4.1 Dialects of the language 

It was discovered that among the Rabha people there are as many as nine ethnic groups; they are 
scattered over a large area comprising the present Indian states of Assam, Meghalaya and West Bengal, 
as well as parts of Bangladesh. Of these groups, however, only two, namely, Rongdani and Maituri, still 
speak Rabha as their mother tongue; the other groups have switched to Assamese. The Kocha group is 
nowadays considered to be a part of the Rabha people for political reasons, but their language is more 
related to Koch.  

In response to the dialect questionnaire, the majority of the Rongdani subjects (67%) asserted that 
the Rongdani spoken in different places is basically the same language. Others admitted there is a 
minimal difference. Also, most of the subjects liked the other Rongdani speech. These findings affirm the 
fact that Rongdani Rabha dialect is quite uniform throughout the Garo Hills in Meghalaya and Goalpara 
in Assam. 

By means of the wordlist analysis, it was found that Rongdani and Maituri speech varieties are 82% 
lexically similar. In response to a questionnaire, most Rongdani and Maituri speakers said they 
understand each other’s speech, and said the main differences between the two dialects are 
pronunciation, intonation and certain words. Maituri speakers can easily read and understand a 
newspaper written in Rongdani. Both Rongdani and Maituri speakers know the basic differences between 
their dialects, both phonetic and lexical. This applies more to Maituri speakers who are lesser in number 
and more exposed to the Rongdani speakers, whose population is larger and whose dialect is now 
considered standard. 

4.2 Language use, attitudes and vitality 

Responses to the sociolinguistic questionnaire show that the great majority of Rabha people in the 
typical Rongdani and Maituri villages do speak their mother tongue in everyday situations. They speak 
Rabha with their parents, neighbours, village children, people from other villages and often at the 
market. Ninety-five percent of the subjects are convinced that their children should learn the mother 
tongue first. In fact, Rabha children do learn their mother tongue first and speak it with their friends 
outside the home and even at school. Eighty-one percent of the subjects believe that the Rabha language 
will not die out.  

This is not always the case in villages of the eastern part of the Rabha-populated area where the 
major language – Assamese – exerts its influence upon Rabha dialects. Many original Rabha words have 
become obsolete. The Rabha speakers mostly use the Assamese words for numerals. There also exists a 
number of borrowed words from other languages. However, the rate of borrowing is rather low, and the 
borrowing does not affect the grammatical structure of the language. 

The questionnaire also revealed quite positive attitudes toward Rabha across all demographic 
categories. The majority (60-81%) prefers speaking Rabha rather than any other language. Ninety 
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percent of the subjects want to see more literature produced in their mother tongue. They aspire to the 
development of Rabha.  

Certainly, the situation with the Rabha language is not homogenous everywhere. Rabha appears to 
be more vital in the central and western parts of the Goalpara district of Assam and the north-western 
part of the East Garo Hills district of Meghalaya. However, as one moves toward the east, the pressure of 
Assamese becomes more evident. In many Rongdani Rabha villages a number of families speak only 
Assamese, or there are only elderly people who still hold on to Rabha. 

This survey showed that the Rabha people live in a highly multilingual environment. Many people 
there reported speaking Assamese, Bangla, Garo and other languages in addition to Rabha. Assamese 
appears to be the major lingua franca among the Rabha. However, it can by no means be substituted for 
the mother tongue in the core Rabha areas at least in the foreseeable future. Moreover, 76% of the 
Rabha subjects admitted that the Rabha language is much better than any other language whether it is 
Assamese, Bangla or Garo. 

There are certain materials produced in the Rabha language, mostly in its standard form, Rongdani. 
Among them are a magazine, a newspaper, the New Testament, a dictionary and a grammar. Some of the 
Rabha people are involved in literature production and attend workshops and seminars organized for the 
purpose of language promotion. Thus, there are basic grounds for the preservation and future 
development of the Rabha language. 

5 Recommendations 

In view of the results of this sociolinguistic survey, certain recommendations can be made for Rabha 
language development. As mentioned in previous chapters, a great deal of work is being done for the 
preservation and development of the Rabha language due to diligent efforts on part of many—the Rabha 
people themselves, local authorities and some NGOs. It is important that any such efforts be further 
encouraged and more possibilities explored. 

Since Rabha is taught in many schools in the Rabha-speaking areas, it appears to be a good indicator 
of children’s literacy in their mother tongue. However, lack of mother-tongue literacy exists among the 
adult Rabha population. This may be a good reason to initiate an adult literacy programme for the 
Rabhas, which will help equip the whole community with the ability to read and write in their mother 
tongue. 
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Appendix B: Wordlists 

B.1. Standard procedures for counting lexical similarity  

A standard list of 210 vocabulary items was collected from speakers at key locations for each of the 
languages studied in this survey. This list is presented in Appendix B.3. A phonetic chart of the 
transcription conventions used in this report is in Appendix A.  

In standard procedure (Blair 1990, 26-33), the 210 words are elicited from a person who has grown 
up in the target locality. The list is then collected a second time from another speaker. Any differences in 
responses are examined in order to identify (1) incorrect responses due to misunderstanding of the 
elicitation cue, (2) loans words offered in response to the language of elicitation when indigenous terms 
are actually still in use, and (3) terms which are simply at different places along the generic-specific 
lexical scale. Normally, a single term is recorded for each item of the wordlist. However, more than one 
term is recorded for a single item when synonymous terms are apparently in general use or when more 
than one specific term occupies the semantic area of a more generic item on the wordlist. 

The wordlists are compared to determine the extent to which the vocabulary of each pair of speech 
forms is similar. No attempt is made to identify genuine cognates based on a network of sound 
correspondences. Rather, two items are judged to be phonetically similar if at least half of the segments 
compared are the same (category 1) and of the remaining segments at least half are rather similar 
(category 2). For example, if two items of eight segments in length are compared, these words are judged 
to be similar if at least four segments are virtually the same and at least two more are rather similar. The 
criteria applied are as follows:  

Category 1 
 a. Contoid (consonant-like) segments which match exactly 
 b. Vocoid (vowel-like) segments which match exactly 

 or differ by only one articulatory feature 
 c. Phonetically similar segments (of the sort which frequently are found 

 as allophones) which are seen to correspond in at least three pairs of words  

Category 2 
 All other phonetically similar pairs of segments which are not, 

 however, supported by at least three pairs of words 

Category 3 
 a. Pairs of segments which are not phonetically similar  
 b. A segment which is matched by no segment in the 

 corresponding item 

After pairs of items on two wordlists had been determined to be phonetically similar or not, 
according to the criteria stated above, the percentage of items judged similar was calculated. The 
procedure was repeated for each pair of dialects. The pair by pair counting procedure was greatly 
facilitated by the use of WordSurv, a computer programme designed for this purpose.  

Occasionally, one or more of the standard 210 lexical items were found to be so problematic in a 
particular language that consistent elicitation was impossible or evaluation of similarity became 
anomalous. In those few cases the problematic lexical items were omitted from the data lists presented in 
Appendix B.4 and were excluded from the lexical similarity counts.  

The wordlist data and transcribed texts as included in the subsequent appendices are field 
transcriptions and have not undergone thorough phonological and grammatical analysis. 
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B.2. Subject bio data  

A. Rongdani Rabha  

Name:  D. R.  
Age:  20  
Sex:  Male  
MT:  Rongdani Rabha  
Place of birth:  Naguapara, Meghalaya  
How long   
residing:  Since birth [Tura]  
Education:  Class 12  

B. Maituri Rabha  

Name:  B. R.  
Age:  42  
Sex:  Male  
MT:  Maituri Rabha 
Place of birth:  Boro Paham, Meghalaya 
How long   
residing:  Since birth 
Education:  Class 10 

B.3. Wordlists

body    
 A. Rabha 

Rongdani  kɑ ́n, kɑnɡɑnd ͡ʒi  
 B. Rabha 

Maituri  kɑn  
head    
 A. Rabha 

Rongdani  tɨkɑm  
 B. Rabha 

Maituri  tɨkɑm  
hair    
 A. Rabha 

Rongdani  kʰoɾó  
 B. Rabha 

Maituri  kʰoɾok ̚  
 

face    
 A. Rabha 

Rongdani  mukʰɑŋ  
 B. Rabha 

Maituri  mukʰuŋ  

eye    
 A. Rabha 

Rongdani  neken  
 B. Rabha 

Maituri  muken  

ear    
 A. Rabha 

Rongdani  nɑkoɾ  
 B. Rabha 

Maituri  nɑkoɾ  
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nose    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  kumpɑk ̚  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  kumpɑk ̚  

mouth    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  kʰútʃ ̑em  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  kutʃ ̑em  

tooth    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  pʰɑkʰəm  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  pʰɑkʰɑm  

tongue    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  kʰútlɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  kutəlɑʲ  

chest   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  kʰə́pək ̚  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  kʰɑpɑk ̚  

belly    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  bokdɑm  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  buk ̚dɑm  

arm    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  bɑhɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tɑsi  

elbow    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  kelakʰoŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  kelɑkʰoŋ  

 
 
 

palm    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  tɑlɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tɑsi tɑlɑ  

finger    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  tʃ̑ɑskɑm, tɑ ́sikʰu  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tɑsi ɑŋol  

fingernail    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  tʃ̑ɑskoɾ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tɑsi koɾ  

leg    
 A. Rabha 

Rongdani  tɑ ́tʰeŋ  
 B. Rabha 

Maituri  tɑtʰeŋ  

skin    
 A. Rabha 

Rongdani  kʰoɾtʰop  
 B. Rabha 

Maituri  kʰoɾtop ̚  

bone    
 A. Rabha 

Rongdani  kiŋd͡ʒuŋ  
 B. Rabha 

Maituri  keŋd͡ʒu  
heart    
 A. Rabha 

Rongdani  kulid͡ʒə  
 

B. Rabha 
Maituri  

pemuŋni kʰ
ɑpɑk ̚  

blood    
 A. Rabha 

Rongdani  sí  
 B. Rabha 

Maituri  si  
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village    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  soŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  pɑhɑm  

house    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  nok ̚  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  nok  

roof    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  nokʰɾɑn  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  nok ̚tʃ ̑ɑl  

door    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  nook  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  nokoʔ  

firewood    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  bɑ ́kʰɑn  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  pʰɑn  

broom    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  nobek ̚  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  noʋek ̚  

mortar    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  sʰɑ ́m  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  sʰɑm  

pestle    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  

gɑjnɑŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  

ɡɑʲnɨŋ  

 
 
 

hammer    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  

hətuɾə  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  

hətuɾə  

knife (small)   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  kɑŋkə, tʃ̑ɑku  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  kɑtɾɑʲ  

   
axe    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  bɑ ́keŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  bɑkeŋ  

rope    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  pɑɡɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  duɾi  

thread    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  liŋtɑŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  nentɑŋ  

needle    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  bizi  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  bid͡ʒi  

cloth    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  nen  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  nen  

ring    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  tʃ̑ətʃ ̑əkɑm  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tɑsikɑm  
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sun    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɾɑŋsɑŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾɑŋsɑŋ  

moon    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  lɑŋgɾe  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾɑŋɾi  

sky    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɾɑŋkʰop  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾɑŋkʰop ̚  

star    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɑpʰe  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɑpʰe  

rain    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɾɑŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾɑŋ  

water    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  tʃ̑ɪ ̆kɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tʃ̑kɑ  

river    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  tɑmbɾoŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tʃ̑kɑ d͡ʒoɾɑ  

cloud    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɾɑŋkʰop  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾɑŋkʰop ̚  

 
 
 

lightning    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɾɑŋteɾkɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾɑŋbimbɾɑkɑʲ  

rainbow    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  

bɑjsənkʰi,  
ɾɑmdʰonuʃ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  bɑʲtʃ ̑oɾoŋ  

wind [noun]   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɾɑmpɑɾ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾɑmpɑɾ  

stone    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɾóŋkɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾoŋkʰo  

path    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɾɑm  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾɑm  

sand    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  hɑ ́ŋtʃ̑eŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  hɑntʃ ̑eŋ  

fire    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  bɑɾ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  bɑɾ  

smoke    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  dʰumɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  bɑɾkʰu  
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ash    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  pʰúŋd͡ʒi  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  pʰuŋd͡ʒi  

mud    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  həptʃ ̑i  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ketʃ ̑ɾɑ  

dust    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  hɑdəbuɾ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  hɑdɑbuɾ  

gold    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  sonə  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  sonɑ  

tree    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  pɑn  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  pʰɑŋ  

leaf    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  tʃ̑ɑk ̚  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tʃ̑ɑk ̚  

root    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  tʃ̑itɾɑŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tʃ̑eɪtɑŋ  

thorn    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  kɑntɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  kɑntɑ  

 
 
 

flower    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  pɑɾ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  pɑɾ  

fruit    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  tʰé  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tʰeʔ  

mango    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  potʃ ̑ó  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  potʃ ̑oʔ  

   
banana    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɾétʰe  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾetʰe  

wheat    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɡom  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɡom  

rice (uncooked)   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  mɑjɾuŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  mɑʲɾun  

potato    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  kʰɑntʰé  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  kʰɑnbelɑti  

eggplant    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  bɑntʰópɑn  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  bɑʲɡon  
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groundnut    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  bɑdɑm  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  bɑdɑm  

chili    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  d͡ʒəluk  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  d͡ʒɑluk ̚  

turmeric    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  huldijɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  holdi  

garlic    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɾɑjsun buqɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾosun  

onion    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɾɑjsun sɑqːɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  pjɑs  

cauliflower   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  pʰul ɡobʰi  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  pʰul ɡobi  

cabbage    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  bɑnd ɡobʰi  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  bənd ɡobi  

tomato    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  belti bɑntʰok ̚  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  teŋɑ bɑjɡun  

 
 
 

oil    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  tʰutʃ ̑i  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tʰotʃ ̑i  

salt    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  kʰɑɾi  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  sum  

meat    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  qɑqɑ, mɑqɑn  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  mɑqɑn  

fat    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  pɨtɑm  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tʰotʃ ̑i  

fish    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  nɑ ́  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  nɑʔ  

chicken    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  tó  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  toʔ  

egg    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  pitʃ ̑í  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  toʔ pɪtʃ ̑i  

cow    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  mɑ ́su  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  mɑsu  
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buffalo    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  misi  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  misi  

milk    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  nú  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  dudʰ  

horns    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  kɾoŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  kɾoŋ  

tail    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  d͡ʒímiŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  d͡ʒimi  

goat    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  pɾɨn  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  pɾun  

dog    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  kí  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  kɪʔ  

snake    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  tupú  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tupu  

monkey    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  mɑqɾɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  mɑqɾɑ  

 
 
 

mosquito    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  só  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  so  

ant    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  soŋsoməɾɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tʃ̑oŋ sɑmɑɾɑ  

spider    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  bibuɾ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  bʰebuɾ  

name    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  muŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  muŋ  

   

man    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  qɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  kɑʲ  

woman    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  

métʃ ̑ɑkɑj, 

métʃ ̑ɑtɑŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  mitʃ ̑itɑŋ  

child    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  qɑj sɑ́bɾɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  kɑʲ sowɾɑ  
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father    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  bɑbɑ, bɑbɾɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  bɑwɾɑ  

mother    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɑjɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  d͡ʒibɾɑ  

older brother   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  dɑdɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  dɑdɑ  

younger brother   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  pʰod͡ʒoŋ brɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  pʰod͡ʒoŋ bɾɑ  

older sister   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  bibi  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  bibi  

younger sister   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  nɑni  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  d͡ʒɑnɑbɾɑ  

son    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  musɑ sɑbɾɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  sɑwɾɑ  

daughter    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  métʃ ̑ɑ sɑbɾɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  mitʃ ̑ɑ sowɾɑ  

husband    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  umbɑ bəɾɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  mibɑbɾɑ  

wife    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  mítʃ ̑ik bəɾɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  mitʃ ̑ikbɾɑ  

boy    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  mústɑŋ sɑbɾɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  kɑʲ sowɾɑ  

girl    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  métʃ ̑ɑtɑŋ sɑbɾɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  mitʃ ̑itɑŋ  

day    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  sʰɑn, din  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  sʰɑni  

night    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  pʰɑɾ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  pʰɑɾi  

morning    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  pʰuŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  pʰuŋi  

noon    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  dipoɾ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾɑŋsɑŋ dupoɾ  
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evening    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɾɑŋsəɾi  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  lɑŋsɾi  

yesterday    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  mijɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾeŋkɑʲ sʰɑni  

today    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  té  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  teʔ  

tomorrow    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɡɑpʰuŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾebɑkɑʲ sʰɑni  

week    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  hɑt ̚pəksɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  soptɑ  

month    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  mɑs  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  mɑs  

year    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  bosoɾ sɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  bosoɾ  

old (things)  

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  mɑjtʃ ̑ɑm  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  mɑʲtʃ ̑ɑm  

new    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  pidam  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  pidɑm  

good    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  nemɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  nemkʰɑʲ  

bad    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  nemtʃ ̑ɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  nemtʃ ̑ɑkɑʲ  

wet    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  sumkɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  sukɑʲ  

dry    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɾɑ́nkɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾɑnkɑʲ  

long    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɾóqɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾokɑʲ  

short    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  soŋqɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  soŋkɑʲ  

hot    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  túŋqɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tuŋkɑʲ  
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cold    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  tʃ̑ikɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  sikʰɑmkɑʲ  

right    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  mɑj sɑ́lɑŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  mɑʲ sɑlɑŋ  

left    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  lebɾɑ tɑŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tʃ̑ɑbɾɑ bɑtɑm  

near    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  qɑpʰɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  

mukuŋɡi,  
mukʰɑm  

far    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  d͡ʒɑ ́nbɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  d͡ʒɑnːɑ  

big    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  tʃ̑uŋɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tʃ̑euŋɑ  

small    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  mɨlːɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  mɨlɑŋɑ  

heavy    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɾíjɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾɨjɑ  

light    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  tʃ̑éŋɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tʃ̑eŋɑ  

above    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  qɑ ́ɾɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  kɑɾɑʲ  

below    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  kɑ ́mɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  kɑmɑʲ  

white    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  boqːɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  bokɑʲ  

black    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɑqːɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɑkːɑʲ  

red    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  sɑqːɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  sɑqːɑʲ  

one    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɡosɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  no data  

who?    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  tʃ̑ɑŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tʃ̑ɑŋ  
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what?    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɑto  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɑto  

where?    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  bisi  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  bisi  

when?    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  bedo  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  bedo  

how many?   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  bentʃ ̑ek ̚  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  bentʃ ̑ok ̚  

   
what kind?   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  bekʰɾe  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  betʰeŋe  

this    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ikɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ikɑʲ  

that    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  uqɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  howɡo  

these    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ibid͡ʒəm  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ikɑʲ  

 
 

those    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ubid͡ʒəm  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  howɡo  

same (like)   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɡosɑn  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  sumɑn  

different    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  beɾɡɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  beɾɡɑ  

whole (unbroken)   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  bitʃ ̑ɑkɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  dibinɑ d͡ʒɑŋtʃ ̑ɑ  

broken    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  bikɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  bikɑʲ  

few    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  tʃ̑ɨpən  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tʃ̑ipɑŋ  

many    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  pə́ŋqɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  pɑŋɑ  

   
all    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  dɨmdɑk ̚  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  sob  
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eat!    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  sɑ ́ʔɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  sʰɑ  

it bit    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  qɑqɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  kɑkd͡ʒo  

he is hungry   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  bukʰikɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  bukʰɨd͡ʒo  

he is drinking   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɾɨŋkɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾuŋitɑ  

he is thirsty   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  tʃ̑ikɑ ́ŋqɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾiŋɑ nuŋd͡ʒoʔ  

he is sleeping   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɡuɾetɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɡuɾitɑ  

he lay down   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɡuɾetojtɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɡuɾɨd͡ʒo  

sit down!    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  nu  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  nuʔ  

 
 
 

give!    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɾɑ́kʰu  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾɑkʰu  

it is burning   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  kʰɑmitɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  kʰɑmitɑ  

   
he died    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  sid͡ʒo  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  sɨd͡ʒo  

he killed    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  kokd͡ʒo  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  kokd͡ʒo  

it is flying    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  puɾitɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  puitɑ  

walk!    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɾéŋɑmkɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ni  

run!    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  dɑɾtʰúŋkɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  dɑɾtʰuŋ  

go!    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɾéŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾeŋ  
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come!    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɾíbɑ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɾɨʋɑ  

speak!    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  qɑni, bobɑj  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  tep̚  

he heard    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  nɑd͡ʒo  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  nɑd͡ʒoʔ  

he saw    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  nuk̚d͡ʒo  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  nuk̚d͡ʒo  

I    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɑŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  ɑŋ  

you (2nd sg, inf)   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  nɑ́ŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  nɑŋ  

you (2nd sg, formal)   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  nɑŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  nɑŋ  

 

he    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɨ, u  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  u  

she    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  ɨ, u  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  i  

we    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  t͡ʃiŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  t͡ʃɨŋ  

we (two)    

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  t͡ʃiŋ qɑmiŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  t͡ʃɨŋ kɑmkɑʲ  

you (2nd pl)   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  nɑɾoŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  nɑɾoŋ  

they (3rd pl)   

 A. Rabha 
Rongdani  oɾoŋ  

 B. Rabha 
Maituri  oɾoŋ  
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Appendix C: Sociolinguistic Questionnaire  

Biodata  

1. Name  
2. Age  
3. Sex  
4. Mother tongue  
5. Place of birth, how far  
6. Residence, since how long  
7. Education  
8. Spouse from where, how far  
9. MT of spouse  

Language use  

1. In what language do you usually speak 
i) at home 
ii) to the children in the community? 
iii) to friends/neighbours [from the same/different community] 
iv) in the market 
v) to people from neighbouring villages [from the same/different community] 

2. What language do children (10 years) in your village speak with each other?  
3. What language do children speak at school? What language is the medium of instruction?  
4. What language do you use for prayers?  
5. In what language do you listen to radio/TV programmes? Are there any such programmes in 

Rabha?  
6. Have you seen any books or newspapers in Rabha?  
7. Do you think Rabha should be written (more)?  
8. Will Assamese/Garo/Bangla ever replace Rabha? Is that good or bad?  

Or, Do you think that when your children’s children grow up (30 years or so), that they will 
continue to speak Rabha?  

Language attitudes  

1. In which language do you prefer 
i) To talk with people? 
ii) To hear and/or sing songs 

2. Is Rabha as good as Assamese/Garo/Bangla?  
3. Is it better than Assamese/Garo/Bangla?  
4. What language should Rabha children learn first?  

Dialects  

1. Did you ever meet any Rabha people who speak a dialect different from yours?  
2. When they were speaking their own language, were you able to understand? How much could 

you understand?  
3. Was their speech exactly the same, a little different, or very different from yours?  
4. Do you like their speech?  
5. Where is the best Rabha spoken? (Where is the next best Rabha spoken?)  
6. Did you ever meet any Koch-Rabha people/other Koch-speaking people/?  
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7. When they were speaking their own language, were you able to understand? How much could 
you understand?  

8. Was their speech exactly the same, a little different, or very different from yours?  
9. Do you like their speech?  
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