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ABSTRACT

The European plantation creoles have been analyzed by creating
a schism between the superstratum and substratum languages in most
studies. Generally, the lexicon of creoles is restructured to the extent
that it becomes often difficult 1o trace its lexifier languages. In this
paper, we make an attempt to scrutinize the ‘basic and the cultural’
Jexicon of Bishnupriya Manipuri, a lesser- known contact language
spoken in parts of Assam and Tripura in North-East India. The
structure and distribution of these semantic categories of lexicon
enable us to locate the socio-historical and demographic contact of the
language varieties of two distinct language families, Eastern Indo-
Aryan, and Tibeto-Burman that lead to the creation of Bishnupriya
Manipuri. This study reveals that identifying and filtering the lexifier
language in Bishnupriya Manipuri is not possible given the complex
process of multiple contacts among diverse linguistic and cultural
groups that led to the emergence of Bishnupriya Manipuri. This study
shows how lexicon can provide cues in tracing the genetic composition

of a contact language, especially in Indian context.

Keywords: Contact Language, Basic Lexicon, Cultural Lexicon,
Sylheti, Meitei

1. Introduction

Bishnupriya Manipuri is a contact language that arose as a result
of interactions between varieties of Eastern Indo-Aryan (primarily

Sylheti! and Assamese) and Tibeto-Burman (particularly Meitei) in the

* Department of Linguistics, Aligarh Muslim University, Aligarh ,

India

I Sylheti is considered as a variety of Eastern Bengali (Chatterjee,
1926). It is spoken in southern Assam (covering Cachar, Karimganj
and Hailakandi Districts), Tripura and extends upto Sylhet in
Bangladesh. Though it is considered as a variety of Bengali, it is
phonologically and structurally very different from standard Bengali.
In Assam and Tripura, the Sylhetis are referred to as Bengali both in

public discourse and official documents. \/\
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north-castern  state  of  Manipurin India. At present,
BishnupriyaManipuris arc found in jsmall conccn;rallon in the southery,
part of Assam, Tripura and parts of -Bangladgsh, The oldest lingugyig
description of Bishnupriya Manipurt 18 found in (’}“L‘TSOH (_l 903‘),.whcre
it is described as a ‘mongrel form of f-\ssamc§c ' Follpwn_ag Griersop,
Sinha (1968, 1981, 1986) documcnts' Bishnupriya Mampurl. as an 'lndo-
Aryan language despite acknowlcdgmg th.e presence of various Tibeto.
Burman features in Bishnupriya Mamp.url. Dra.wmg'; evidences from .
large corpus of natural data of Bishnupriya Manipuri, we have analyzeq
Bishnupriya Manipuri as a contact language (Laskar, 2003, 2008, 2012,
2020-2021; Satyanath and Laskar, 2003, 2008, 2009).

There are various theories on the origin of Bishnupriya Manipyi
(henceforth BM). Some theories trace the presence of Bishnupriy,
Manipuris to sixth century (see Singh, '1987; Satyanath and Laskar,
2008). Based on the evidences from available sources we proposed in
our carlier studies that the Bishnupriya Manipuri developed in Manipyr
due to the spread of Vaishnavism and its adoption by the Meitei Kingin
late seventeenth century or eighteenth century (See Laskar, 2003:
Satyanath and Laskar, 2008). In the present study, we endeavor to show
BM as a contact language by drawing evidence from the lexicon that
covers everyday life of the BM speech community. The study is based
on 55 hours of natural data collected from 45 BM speakers ranging
from 6-91years from the BM settlements in Hailakandi, Karimganj and
Cachar Districts in South Assam. The data was collected utilizing
sociolinguistic interviews and participant observations following
Labovian paradigm (Labov, 1984; Feagin, 2002)

1.1 Lexicon of Bishnupriya Manipuri

In this section, we present a discussion on the lexicon of
Bishnupriya Manipuri. The lexicon forms the basic foundation structure
of a language. The most vital information for establishing the genetic
relationship of a language is yielded by lexicon (vocabulary). The BM
lexicon can be traced to various languages belonging to the Eastern
Indo-Aryan and Tibeto-Burman (see Laskar 2003; Satyanath and
Laskar, 2008). The primary lexifier languages of BM appear to be
Sylheti, Assamese (Eastern Indo-Aryan) and Meitei (Tibeto-Burman).

In this paper, we delve on nouns representing kinship terms, body parts,
festivals, costume, cuisine etc.

2 . . .
In all these regions, the Bishnupriya Manipuris live in close

proximity with the Sylheti population with whom they are in 2
second contact,
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3. Kinship Terms

The kinship terms in BMcan be traced 1o Various sources The
kinship terms attested in our data suggest lhm 70 % of these terms ,,;
M arc from Indo-Aryan (1-A) sources while 30% are shareq with
Tibeto-Burman (T-B), sPcmﬁcally Mcitei (Laskar, 2003; Satyanath and
Laskar, 2008) as sho'wn in cxmnpl.cs (1)-(30). However, it is 1o be noted
that a majority of km§h|p terms in BM that. arc traced to lndo-/\ry;m
sources are suffixed w!lh -l.(, nak or —lak t'crmmations. The suffixes -pgp
or -lak are used with kinship lcst denoting females. The kinship terms
in Tibeto-Burman are attached with pronominal affixes to designate the
relationship with the possessor (Grierson, 1903), Assamese, though an
Eastern Indo-Aryan language, also illustrates this pattern of marking
kinship with pronominal affixes (Kakati, 1941). The -x termination
occurs in Assamese kinship terms as well. A few Meite; kinship terms
also use -k termination as in ‘abok’, ‘tambak’ ‘only child’. Hence it is
difficult to ascertain the source of -k termination in BM kinship terms.
BM uses the term ‘ima’ for mother like the Meiteis by prefixing the
Meitei first person pronominal affix i- with ‘mg’ ‘mother’. In our data,
‘ima’ alternates with ‘malok’in the speech of Bishnupriya Manipuris,
But most often ‘ima’ ‘mother’ is used exclusively as a direct address

term.
Kinship Terms Gloss Source

1. malok ‘mother’ Indo-Aryan

2 bapak ‘father’ Indo-Aryan

3 khurtak ‘father younger brother’ Indo-Aryan

4 jertak ‘father’s elder brother’ Indo-Aryan

5 jetak ‘father’s elder brother’ Indo-Aryan
6. peyanak ‘father’s sister’ Indo-Aryan
7 beyak ‘brother’ Indo-Aryan
8 banak ‘sister’ Indo-Aryan
9 mamak ‘mother’s brother’ Indo-Aryan
10.  mamiek ‘mother’s brother’s wife’ Indo-Aryan
11.  mohonak ‘mother’s sister’ Indo-Aryan
12.  girak ‘husband’ Indo-Aryan
13.  putak ‘son’ Indo-Aryan
4. jilak ‘daughter’ Indo-Aryan
15.  haurak ‘husband/wife’s father’ Indo-Aryan

a1
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2. Kinship Terms

The kinship terms in BMean be traced to various sources, The
Kinship terms attested inoour data sugpest lhu'i 70 % of these termy P
P are from Indo-Aryan '(_I—/\) .lauurf‘c."s‘ while 30% are shared with
Tibeto-Burman (T-B), specifically Meitei (Laskar, 2003, Satyanath an
Laskar, 2008) as shown in examples (1)-(30). However, it is 1o be noted
(hat & majority of Kinship terms in BM that are traced (o Indo-Aryan
cources are suffixed with -k, nak or ~lak terminations, The suffixes -yak
or -lak arc used with kinship terms denoting females, The Kinship terms
in Tibeto-Burman are attached with pronominal affixes to designate the
relationship with the possessor (Grierson, 1903). Assamese, though an
Eastern Indo-Aryan language, also illustrates this pattern of marking
kinship with pronominal aflixes (Kakati, 1941). The -k termination
occurs in Assamese Kinship terms as well. A few Mcitei kinship terms
also use -k termination as in ‘Ghok’, ‘tambak’ ‘only child’. Hence it is
difficult to ascertain the source of -k termination in BM kinship terms.
BM uscs the term ‘imda’ for mother like the Meiteis by prefixing the
Meitei first person pronominal affix i- with ‘ma’ ‘mother’. In our data,
‘ima’ alternates with ‘mialok’in the speech of Bishnupriya Manipuris,
But most often ‘imda’ ‘mother’ is used exclusively as a direet address
term.

Kinship Terms Gloss Source

1. malok ‘mother’ Indo-Aryan

2 bapak ‘father’ Indo-Aryan

3 khurtak ‘father younger brother’ Indo-Aryan

4 jertak ‘father’s elder brother’ Indo-Aryan

5 jetak ‘father’s elder brother’ Indo-Aryan
6. peyanak ‘father’s sister’ Indo-Aryan

7 beyak ‘brother’ Indo-Aryan

8 banak ‘sister’ Indo-Aryan
9 mamak ‘mother’s brother’ Indo-Aryan
10. mamiek ‘mother’s brother’s wife’ Indo-Aryan
11.  mohonak ‘mother’s sister’ Indo-Aryan
12.  girak ‘husband’ Indo-Aryan
13.  putak ‘son’ Indo-Aryan
14.  jilak ‘daughter’ Indo-Aryan
15.  haurak ‘husband/wife’s father’ Indo-Aryan
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6. haurick ‘lmshnnd/Wlfc s mother Indo-Aryan
7. deb orok /deyorok ‘husband’s brother’ Indo-Aryan
18. natinak ‘grand-daughtcr’ Indo-Aryan
9. bauci ‘daughtcrs-in-law’ Indo-Aryan
50, babd “father’ Indo-Aryan
21, dadu ¢ grand—father’ Indo-Aryan
2. kaka father’s younger brother Indo-Aryan
23. didi selder sister’ Indo-Aryan
04,  daman ‘husband’/ ‘groom’ Indo-Aryan
25, baudi prother’s wife’ Indo-Aryan
26. natinatal ‘grandchildren’ Indo-Aryan
97. natin ‘ grand-daughter’ Indo-Aryan
28. bauji ‘prother’s wife’ Indo-Aryan
29. ima ‘mother’ Meitei

30. nipal ‘daughter’/ ‘girl’ Meitei

ch can be traced directly to Assamese

nship terms whi

undergone phonological changes. Terms such as

lder brother’, hurtak ‘father’s younger brother’ can

be traced to Assamese “jethak’ and ‘khurak’. In BM, there is an
insertion of [1] before the second consonant in these words, creating 2
medial consonant cluster. Some of the kinship terms used in BM are
also found in some of the regional varieties of Bengali spoken in
southern part of Assam but are not present in the mainstream Bengali
of Kolkata. These terms also take -k termination as in (31) - (32).

Some of the ki
and Sylheti have
jerthak ‘father’s €

Bengali  Bishnupriya Manipuri Gloss
31, hai heiyak ‘husband’
32.  maug mailak ‘wife’
ms, which BM does

I:legiaar::c ‘::hme lexical (used to form kinship) ite

lndo-/\ryalnl Ori/;?;all;%scf Sylheti or Meitei, though they appear to be of
affixed with other ;no eﬁe terms do not take -k terminations, but are
of morph-agglutinati Orp.?m,es.demti“g gender distinction. This patter™
For example, the t;m:] fls similar to the ones found in Tibeto-Burma™
affixed with other st frequently occurring term s “sa ‘child” that ®
morphemes. The kinship terms formed With ‘satl

refer to terms, whi n
ms, which gener
' 1 generally connote younger ones (cndearmcnt) a

‘%




<how aftinity with the speaker. Such termg oceur very
Jdata. The list ot such Kinship terms is giv Y Ireque

enin (33)- (38) ntly iy the

13 sau *child®

34, Jeld Hfemale/girl®

5. muni ‘male/boy?

36. muni-sau-go ‘son/boy’

male-child-Cl

37, jeld-sau-go ‘daughter/girl’
female-child-Cl

38, puri-jeld- go ‘woman’

full-female-Cl
2.1 Festivals

. 'The .I?lshnupny‘a Mm’nppn§ have cqltural affinities with the
Meiteis. Like the Hindu Meiteis, the Bishnupriyas  Manipurisare
followers of Vaishnavism as well®. Hence, Lord Krishna is the main
deity worshipped by both Bishnupriya Manipuris and the Hindu
Meiteis. The Hindu festivals like Janmashtami and Holi form an
integral part of the religious life of Meiteis as well as Bishnupriya
Manipuris. ‘Rasa lila’ a devotional dance-drama celebrating the love of
Lord Krishna and Radha, forms the main cultural engagement of the
Bishnupriya Manipurisand the Hindu-Meiteis. It is to be noted that
‘Rasa lila’ is not significant for the other Indo-Aryan population, such
as, Sylheti co-existing in the region. It is observed that Goddesses
Durga and Kali which are worshipped by Bengali Hindus
(Sylhetis)living in the adjacent areasdo not occupy an important place
in the religious life of the Bishnupriya Manipuris. Bishnupriya
Manipuris also share the indigenous gods, deities and rituals of the
Meiteis as shown in (34) — (38). The Bishnupriya Manipuris, like the
Meiteis, have a tradition of revering their ancestors by performing
various rituals.

39. apokpa
40. pahanppa
41.  sararel/n
42.  lamordau

43.  githanipung

3 - 2 S . ‘ : ishna or
Vaishnavism is a Hindu sect that practiccs devotion to Krishn

Vishnu as God.
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2.2 Costume \\\\

The traditional costume of the Bishnyp;
identical with the Meiteis. Weaving forms an imp(}::t‘YH Mani Urig
of BMwomen as with the Meitei womenfolk. Al] th:m part ofthc‘ : ;s
seem to have knowledge of weaving. The older urbmral BMWOmeQ
possess the knowledge of weaving. The ethnic motifs ai‘c‘l Womep ﬂlsz
used by Bishnupriyas Manipurisare the same as that Ofthe Materig)
Even the terms used by the Bishnupriya Manipuris, to rt};e Meitejg
costume, are shared with that of the Meiteis. On ’the Ce €I 10 the,
Sylhetis, residing in adjacent localities, have no kn Owledge():;rary, the
and there are no looms in the houses of Sylheti families IW‘?aving
proximity with the Bishnupriyas Manipuris. The attire Olzmg in
Sylhetisis distinct from that of the Bishnupriya Manipuris, Ththese
modern costumes have become popular with the BM youough
generation, the traditional dresses are used in festivals, Weddingsnag e(;
day-to-day casual use. The names of the costumes that the Bishnupri];a

Manipuris share with the Meiteis are listed in (44)- (49).

Costumes Gloss

44.  khutlei ‘shawl’

45,  irupi ‘towel’

46. phenek ‘garment worn by women that
hangs down the waist’.

47. lisempi ‘blanket’

48. moirappi ‘dress of women which is woven
in Moirang’

49.  potloi ‘bridal dress’

2.3 Cuisine
go form p@ of

f such recipes
. Some

e their

e and food items of the Meiteis al

the food-habits of the Bishnupriya Manipuris. The list 0
and food items, such as, vegetables, fruits is given in (50) - (59)

BM speaker revealed that Sylheti recipes have recently mad

The traditional cuisin

entry in the BM cuisine.
Food items and recipes Gloss
50.  ikaitapi ‘water-plant’
51, yanam ‘a type of garlic’
52, kontum ‘bottleguard’
53, owiphlitim ‘leafy vegetable’
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contact berwern e 1A poputztion ad the Yenes wign heve exised
. Vfanigur, which led o the gemesis of 2 s gron called Bishrupriye

Manipuri with 2 distinct cedtrrzl zod hogsstic sepresetaion.

2.4 Pody Parts
The rzmes of the Body-pets 0 B
be primarily from fndo-Aryen sovress though taere zre 2 fow fhat are
frorn other SOUTCER. Biskrxgpriya Menipun sheses these nzooes %ith
Asuarese, Syfbeti and Hindi. The Vst of bodypests o Bishompriva
Mamipuzi is showm in (60).
Body-parts
60, #h-hzn ‘hend’ I-A
61, japhén ‘leg’
62. kznhzni ‘ezrs
63, kakzli-hzn “wizist’
64. kohoni-hzn “elbow’
65. ju-hzn “Lomgue
66. Hantarz-hin ‘palm’
67.  bakal-khan ‘palm’
6%.  niral-hzn ‘forehead’
69.  pampol-hin ‘bicep’
70, mur-go ‘head’

-4 f/.o—\-' . - - -
gsixpryz Meaosprn appezr to
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71.  @hi-go €yes »
72. gal-gi ‘cheeks’ LA

73,  nak-go ‘nose’ A

74.  oth-gi Jips’ 1A

75.  peth-go ‘stomach’ LA

76.  chuwal-go ‘chin’ Unknown
77.  nok-gi “fingers’ A

78.  muda-go ‘heel’ J-A

79.  atu-gi ‘knees’ I-A

80. uréth-gi “Jower legy’ I-A

81.  bukh-go ‘chest’ I-A

82, aanguli-gi “fingers’ I-A

83.  thoruwa-gi ‘thigh’ Unknowm

The names of body-parts cannot occur o1 their own in BM. Though the
body parts are primarily of I-A origin, they are obligatorily marked
with classifiers -han and -go, which is neither the practice in the
relevant I-A languages nor in Meitei. Both in Meitei and in other T-B
languages, the body-parts, like the kinship terms have to be affined
with pronominal prefixes (Grierson, 1903). The names of body-parts
are not simply borrowed from the source languages. They have gone
through phonological changes as shown in (84) - (87).

Hindi Assamese SylhetiMeitei Bishnupriya Manipuri
84. akh soku souk --ghi-go
85.  jibh jibha jibra ~-ju-han
86. - ” mu(-- muda

87. - as " pﬁmb()n pﬁmPOl

There is innovation also as we can see in dath.
mean ine i ‘ 1
$ a linc in Sylheti, suri in daathsur imay have been 1

Sylheti and diithe , ‘ -
in: cti and dathsuri may be an innovation in Bishnupriya Manipur’

88 dith + gyri ‘Jaws’

feeth line
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1. Meitei Levicon in Bishnupriya Manipuri

Apart from shanng thecultural lexical items, Bishnupriya
\Manipuri shares a large number of lexical items belonging to \'arm;h
mmmx:cal categonics with Meitei as exemplified in (89) — (90). These
words embody various aspects of everyday life. These words are
neither shared nor understood by the local non-Bishnupriya population.
Except for a few words that have undergone specific phonological
changes. the words are similar to their Meitei correspondences. The
word rmzara “sick” in Bishnupriya Manipuri shows an integration of a
Meitei morpheme 7ua ‘sick” and infimitival affix from IA -ra (from
kora ‘to do’. para “to be’) to form a noun’/adjective. It is important to
note that in Assam. the Bishnupriya Manipuris do not reside near the
Meitei speaking population. Hence, the possibility of borrowing lexical
items from Meitei is very less.

Meitei word in Bishnupriya Gloss Category
Manipuri
g9. ninnal ‘daughter’ N
90. hadzak ‘medicine’ N
9]. marup ‘friend’ N
2. ishalpa ‘singer’ N
93. yan *story’ N
94. leirik ‘book’ N
95. oja ‘teacher’ N
96. ninsing ‘memory’ N
97. pham “bed’ N
98. nugei ‘happy’ A
99. leirapa ‘poor’ N
100. nunsi ‘pity” N
101. yathap command’ \Y%
102. sau ‘angry’ A
103. niyam ‘many’ A
104. sig ‘intelligent’ A
105. nuara ‘sick’ A
106. selpa ‘man’ N
107. sigkap ‘an instrument for weaving’ N
108. sinal ‘weaving tool’ N
109. siplup ‘committee’,‘feast’ N
110. sei ‘threshold’ N
111. sakti ‘bad’ A
112. leima ‘queen’ N
113. lalon ‘cross’ v
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4, Discussion

\We have considered the basie l&'xlt‘(\fl (kinship and body-parts) 4

cultural Texicon (culsine, clothes, festivals) in Bishnupriyn M"ni,,”’:f'
The basic lexicon, that 18, kinship and body-parts though primarily g, N
0-Aryan SOurees, follow morpho=syntactic featurey ;u’yr
The Indic kinship terms are aftixed &, -nak, -lak
ith ‘Tibeto-Burman Kinship terms, We Iu;vc
ng kinship terms through morpl.
mi.s'uu‘l,'n.l'f'/‘-i""""“())' The formation of poly-lexemic
igh agglutination is ubiquitous in Tibeto-Burman, A
fow Meitei kinship terms are also used by the Bishupriya Manipuris,
body-parts in BM are largely from Eastern Indo-
[ classifiers with these terms is suggestive of
(o-Burman (Sce Laskar, 2003; 2008;
2003; 2008; 2009). The usc o}
Tibeto-Burman, is not a typical
various sources are not simply
various innovations

be traced 10 Ind
Tibeto-Burman.
pattern that is ol
also scen Bishnu
ngglulinminn (m
kinship terms throt

wlogous W
priya Manipuri formi

Even though the
Aryan, the obligatory use 0
a contact between Indic and Tibe
forthcoming: Satyanath and Laskar,
classifiers, though very common in
feature of Indo-Aryan. The lexicon from

implanted in BM. In BM, these lexicons undergo
and internally motivated changes. The lexicon reflecting cultural

practices, such as, cuisine, costume, religious and spiritual activitics are
primarily from Meitei. This is indicative of an intense contact between
Meitei and Eastern Indo-Aryan population (hat led to the genesis of a
new linguistic community, the Bishnupriya Manipuri. The presence of
Meitei cultural lexicon in the synchronic data gathered  from
Bishnupriya Manipuris in Assam provide cvidence for the stability and
continuity of this community as a mixed linguistic community. We
have noted in our carlicr study that approximately 67% of nouns in BM
are of I-A origin (sec Satyanath and Laskar, 2008). It is intcresting to
note that the rest 30%Meitei terms arc the vocabularics that represent
the cultural and religious life of Bishnupriya Manipuris. In addition, the
lexicon from Meitei mentioned in scction 1.2arc words that involve
mind, cognition and cmotion (nipsing, siy, nunei, nupsi, sau). The
prcscncc of these Meitei words in Bishnupriya Manipuri cannot be
simply attributed to borrowing. Campbell (2003: 264) asserts that basic
:‘(:lcu‘:*"l"frl);l‘c";;l::::‘:::;r:::lC !(;ic-(‘nnmox'\ inheritance than diftusion. T‘lfc:
R s I‘C%iduc; ":‘. lh}mupnyn Mm'npurl sugg::csts that t.h.uL
of the Bishnupriya M“"i -“S lnan‘sc conluc?. Fhe genetic (‘Iom!)OSIt.lf\(l:
contact of multiple “l:’,u:qi\'n‘uns‘thmws light on the socm-lnstomld‘
emctgenes OF .4 ncw&‘ ~“|L' 'g'u.n‘lps‘ (hut. eventually lt:‘(l to l‘:
Manipuri.The study of lcxico:!:umu |(lcnm‘y ca.llcd l.hslm.uprl.\“‘
to the multiple layers nl‘.cnnu. ‘(h;)uns) Aprowdt:‘s dlucln-}mlc‘ cvulgtn‘u‘
ongin 1o in Manipurand its s 1‘.L.t tat Blf\w hnupriya Manipurt nt\'.c e
Unlike structural I‘culurc; lll ??‘.Lq“c'." existence in Assam and Tripurd
sudy of language conty lexicon didnot get much prominence in the

et. The study of Bishnupriya Manipuri lexicon

Sy
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I enltural) reveali the historvieal relationship ishnupriya
axie amd ¢ [ \ [l
(bat “i had with Eastern Indo=Avyan varieties and Meitel, 1oxicon
;\mn”;lll vital enes fon FeConsRuueting the penetie composition of the
OVIUEN

pi wact Tanguagie like Bishoupriyn Manipuari,
conli '

Abbrevintions

¢l Classifier

1A Indo-Aryan
-8 Tibeto-Burman
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