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Abstract 

This paper attempt to explore the use of Kinship terms in both Bodo and Kokborok. As sister language of the Tibeto-
Burman Sub-family, both Bodo and Kokborok languages share similar linguistic structures and cultural activities. In the 
way, the kinship terms are also found. Therefore, this study highlights the use of kinship terms in day-to-day 
communication of the Bodo and Kokborok communities. In both Bodo and Kokborok, kinship nouns are used with 
particular emphasis on elder and gender roles. Again, the study also highlights how both languages reflect cultural 
values such as respect for elders, gender roles, and hierarchical family structures. 
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1. Introduction

From a linguistic perspective, both Bodo and Kokborok are prominent languages under the Tibeto-Burman sub-family. 
However, the two languages diverged over the years and became separate ethnic groups at their own convenience, 
identifying themselves with racial titles such as “Bodo” and “Tipra/Tiprasa” or “Borok”. As a result, the Bodos now have 
traces of statehood in regions such as Assam, Bengal, Nepal, Arunachal Pradesh, and Nagaland, preserving their 
language, culture, and traditions. On the other hand, the Tiprasa (Borok) continue to sustain their presence in Tripura, 
Bangladesh, and other areas. Thus, in linguistic backdrop, they have similar language structure as well as a certain 
similar of cultural heritage. Therefore, it can also obtain some similarities and differences in the ways of expressing 
relationship of both languages, which makes them ideal for comparative analysis. 

Bodo, pronounced as ‘Boro’, is spoken in Assam. The Bodo community actively works toward the development of their 
language, which also holds official status in India. 

Kokborok is spoken in Tripura and the Chittagong region of Bangladesh by the Tripuri people. They generally identify 
themselves as ‘Tipra/Triprasa’ or ‘Borok’ in Tripura and as ‘Tripuri’ in Bangladesh. 

The understanding of relationship is identified the civilization of human race and relationship identifier words are 
crucial component of language and fundamental to human societies, reflecting the relationships that bind people 
together in families and communities. Grammatically, the relationship word is known as kinship term, which describes 
familial connections such as father, mother, brother, sister, uncle, aunt, and so on. It can also refer to the network of 
relationships formed through blood relations, marriage, or adoption. Likewise, the kinship terms are significance, they 
reflect both biological relationships and social and cultural structure of a society. In addition to these terms often serve 
to convey respect and familiarity, influencing social interaction and communication. However, the focused study of 
kinship terms, it can also obtain the presence of unique systems of kinship terminology in both Bodo and Kokborok 
languages respectively.  
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2. Use of Kinship Terms in Bodo and Kokborok 

Grammatically, in Bodo, the kinship term is called “Swmwndw Swdwbma,” and in Kokborok, it is called “Halok Kokthai”. 
Both the Bodo and Kokborok speakers have a hierarchical kinship system and use terms that are deeply intertwined 
with social roles and relationships. In Bodo and Kokborok, kinship terms often have distinct words for family 
relationships, with some of these terms being native, while others may have been influenced or borrowed, most likely 
from neighboring languages such as Assamese and Bengali as well as Hindi. Therefore, in both languages, kinship terms 
are typically categorized based on linguistic sources as native words and loan words. Examples from both languages are 
shown below: 

2.1. Native Words 

The native kinship terms are deeply embedded in the linguistic heritage of Bodo and Kokborok. In both languages, these 
types terms show gender-specific and hierarchical, emphasizing seniority or juniority and familial roles. These types of 
words can be found such as: 

2.1.1. Bodo 

• Ai (mother) and apha (father): Both these two terms are used to refer to the parents. Also, the son-in-law or 
daughter-in-law also use these terms to describe their in-laws. Further, the Bodos also invoke deities with these 
kinship terms. But when it comes to describing the second person and third person relationship, the terms 
“nɰmpha” (your father), “bipha~phipha” (his/her father), “nɰma” (your mother) and “bima” (his/her mother) 
are used respectively. 

• Ada (elder brother) and bazɰi (sister-in-law): The term “ada” is typically called elder/older brother and as 
the sister-in-law the kinship term “bazɰi” is signify elder or older brother's wife. Furthermore, the term 
“bazɰi” is also used to refer to the elder sister of a husband in the Bodo community.  

• Abo (elder sister) and gumɰi (brother-in-law): In the Bodo language, the term “abo” refers to one's female 
sibling, while “gumɰi” (brother-in-law) refers to the husband of one's elder sister. Additionally, if the husband 
has elder brothers, younger brothers, or cousin brothers among his relatives, the wife’s younger siblings or 
younger cousins also address them as “gumɰi”. In the Baksa district, the term "bai" is used to refer to an older 
sister, similar to its usage in the Kokborok language. In Kokborok, the term "bai" also signifies an older sister. 
The use of "bai" in both Bodo (as spoken of Bodos in Baksa district) and Kokborok languages suggests a shared 
linguistic influence.  

• Amai (maternal uncle) and anɰi (maternal aunt): In Bodo society, the term “amai” is used not only to 
address the elder or younger brothers of one's mother but also the husbands of one’s paternal aunts. Similarly, 
the term “anɰi” refers to the wife of the maternal uncle as well as the elder or younger sisters of one’s father. 
But when it addresses the second person and third person relationship, the terms “nɰmai” (your maternal 
uncle), “bimai” (his/her maternal uncle), “nɰmanɰi” (your maternal aunt) and “bimanɰi” (his/her maternal 
aunt) are used respectively. 

• Adɰi (uncle) and madɰi (aunty): The term “adɰi” refers to the brother of one’s parent and “madɰi” 
specifically refers to the wife of one’s younger paternal uncle. In addition, the term madɰi also refers to the 
younger sister of the mother, while her husband is referred to using the term “adɰi”. But when it addresses the 
second person and third person relationship, the terms “nɰmthɰi” (your uncle), “bibthɰi” (his/her uncle), 
“nɰmadɰi” (your aunty) and “bimadɰi” (his/her aunty) are used respectively. Again, in the Baksa district, 
among Bodo speakers, the term "adɰi" is used to refer to the younger paternal uncle’s wife, while her husband 
is referred to as "dadɰi”.  

• Abou (grandfather) and abɰi (grandmother): In Bodo language, both maternal and paternal parents are 
equally referred to by the terms “abou” and “abɰi”. But when it addresses the second person and third person 
relationship, the terms “nɰmbou” (your grandfather), “bibou” (his/her grandfather), “nɰmbɰi” (your 
grandmother) and “bibɰi” (his/her grandmother) are used respectively. 

• Ajoŋ: The term is used to refer to the relationship between the elder brother of the father and his wife, as well 
as the elder sister of the mother and her husband. The terms ‘hɰuwa’ and ‘hinzao’ are used to denote gender 
differences in this relational context, likely appearing as “ajoŋ hɰuwa” (for men) and “ajoŋ hinzao” (for 
women). Interestingly, in the Bodo language, the relationship between the grandmother and the grandfather's 
parents is described using this mentioned term. But when it addresses the second person and third person 
relationship, the terms “nɰmajoŋ” and “bimajoŋ” are used respectively. 

• Phoŋbai (younger brother) and binanao (younger sister): The term “phoŋbai” is typically used to refer to a 
younger brother, while “binanao” refers to a younger sister.  
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• Bibɰnaŋ: In the Bodo language, this term is used to refer to the younger brother-sister relationship on both 
the husband's and wife's sides, with a similar meaning. It also encompasses their other younger cousins.  

• Salthe: In the Bodo language, this term is used to refer to the relationship between the husbands of the elder 
sister and the younger sister. But when it addresses the second person and third person relationship, the terms 
“nɰŋsalthe” and “bisalthe~phisalthe are used respectively. 

• Beoai: The beoai relationship is regarded as a respectful bond within the Bodo society. With this term, the wife 
refers to the elder brother of her husband. Similarly, the husband uses the same term to refer to the elder sister 
of his wife.  

• Bihao (father-in-law) and bikhunzɰ (mother-in law): In Bodo, the terms “bihao” and “bikhunzɰ” are used 
to describe the parents of a person's spouse, referring to the father-in-law and mother-in-law, respectively.  

• Agɰi (little brother/sister): This term specifically refers to the youngest brother or sister in the family. But 
when it addresses the second person and third person relationship, the terms “nɰŋgɰi” (your little 
brother/sister) and “bigɰi” (his/her little brother/sister) are used respectively. 

• Phisa: This term generally refers to a child of the family, whether a son or a daughter. However, when specifying 
the gender, the term “phisa” is modified. For the masculine gender, the morpheme ‘zɰla’ or its alternate forms 
{-zla/-la} are attached, resulting in “phisazɰla”. For the feminine gender, the morpheme ‘zɰ’ is added, forming 
“phisazɰ”. Additionally, among local speakers of Bodo, another term, “khudija”, is also used with a similar 
meaning to “phisa”, referring to a child of the family. 

• Phisɰu (Grandchild): In Bodo, this term is also used to refer to a grandchild. To specify a grandson, the 
morpheme ‘zɰla’, {-zla}, or {-la} is attached, forming “phisɰuzɰla/ phisɰuzla/phisɰula”. Similarly, to indicate 
a granddaughter, the gender-specific female meaning identifier gender morpheme ‘zɰ’ is added with the word 
“phisɰu”, resulting in “phisɰuzɰ”. These linguistic modifications help distinguish between male and female 
grandchildren within the familial or social context. 

• Bisi-phisai: These two terms in Bodo refer to a married couple or spouses. The word “bisi” denotes the wife, 
while “phisai” refers to the husband. 

• Lɰgɰ (friend): This term refers the common friend; it may be male or female. But when it is used as 
“nɰŋlɰgɰ”; it addresses the second person’s best friend among female and as “bilɰgɰ”; it refers best of girls. 
On the other hand, to refer the best friend of boys or men, they use the word “sukhe”. When it addresses the 
second person’s best friend, they are used the “nɰŋsigi” and for third person best friend they use the word 
“bisukhe”.  

2.1.2. Kokborok 

• Apha (father) and ama (mother): In Kokborok, both “apha” and “ama” terms are used to refer to parents, 
similar to their use in Bodo. Additionally, Kokborok speakers use the term apha to invoke male deities, such as 
“Gorya” and “Jesus Christ”. Historically, before the use of the term “bubagra” (king), the term “pha” was also 
used to refer to the king of Tipra. Additionally, in Kokborok, sons-in-law and daughters-in-law also use these 
terms to refer to their in-laws. But when it addresses the second person and third person relationship, the terms 
“nɰpha” (your father), “bupha” (his/her father), “nɰma” (your mother) and “buma” (his/her mother) are used 
respectively. 

• Ata (elder brother) and bachɰi (sister-in-law): Like in Bodo, in Kokborok as well, the term “ata” is used to 
refer to an elder or older brother, and “bachɰi” (sister-in-law) refers to the older brother's wife. 

• Kumui (brother-in-law) and bai (elder sister): In Kokborok, both kinship terms have the same meaning and 
features as “gumɰi” and “abo” of Bodo language.  

• Moi and mua: In Kokborok, the term “moi” refers to the relationship of the mother's younger sister, while 
“mua” refers to her husband. In light of these two words, the terms “moi” and “mua” from the maternal side can 
be considered morphologically modified under the influence of the Hindi language words “mausi” and “mausa”. 

• Pi and pia: In Kokborok, opposite to the terms “moi” and “mua”, the term “pi” refers to the father's younger 
sister, while “pia” refers to her husband. 

• Phajuŋ (younger brother) and hanok (younger sister): In Kokborok, the term phajuŋ refers to a younger 
brother, while hanok signifies a younger sister.  

• Kɰkɰi/mɰnai (little bother/sister): These terms refer to the youngest brother or sister, similar to the 
terms phoŋbai and binanao in Bodo. 

• Joŋ: The word “joŋ” has the same structure and meaning as the word “ajoŋ” in the Bodo language. In Kokborok, 
from the father's side, this term is used to refer to the father's elder brother and his wife. On the other hand, 
from the mother's side, “joŋ” is used to refer to the elder brother of the mother, his wife, and the mother's elder 
sister and her husband. In Kokborok, similar to Bodo, the gender specific identifier terms ‘chɰla’ and ‘bɰrɰi’ 
are used to denote gender differences in this relational context, typically appearing as “joŋ chɰla” (referring to 
men) and “joŋ bɰrɰi” (referring to women). 
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• Thagu/dai: In some regions of Tripura, the Kokborok term “thagu” is used to denote the relationship of a 
grandfather, encompassing both the paternal grandfather (on the father’s side) and the maternal grandfather 
(on the mother’s side). Among Kokborok speakers, the term “dai” is also used to refer to a grandfather, 
particularly in some specific regions. Kokborok, being spoken by different communities in Tripura and 
neighboring areas, exhibits regional variations in vocabulary and usage. Additionally, in different dialects of 
Kokborok, such as in Tripura dialect, the term “chuchu” is used to refer to the relationship of a grandfather, 
while in the Jamatia dialect, the term “achu” is used.  

• Sa: In Kokborok, this term carries a meaning similar to “phisa” in Bodo. To specify the gender difference, such 
as son and daughter, the masculine gender morpheme ‘chɰla’ or {-zla} is attached to “sa”, forming “sachɰla” 
or “sazla” for son. To indicate a daughter, the feminine gender suffix {-zɰk} is added to “sa”, resulting in 
“sazɰk”. These modifications highlight the gender distinctions within the familial context in Kokborok. 

• Suk: These terms generally refer to the relationship of a grandchild. Similar to the gendered terms “sazla” and 
“sazɰk”, the term “suk” is also modified to indicate gender. To refer to a grandson, the masculine gender 
morpheme ‘chɰla’ is attached, forming “sukchɰla”. To indicate a granddaughter, the feminine gender 
morphemes ‘bɰrɰi’ or {-zɰk} are added, resulting in “sukbɰrɰi” or “sukzɰk”.  

• Sai and hik: In Kokborok, the native terms “sai” and “hik” are used to denote marital relationships, where “sai” 
refers to a husband and “hik” refers to a wife.  

• Kichiŋ and mare: Generally, the term “kichiŋ” is used to refer the common friend meaning, it may be either 
male or female. But the term mare is only used to refer female friend.  

It noteworthy that there is no any specific emphasis on relationship of maternal versus paternal distinctions in Bodo 
language.  This is because the sub-languages of the Tibeto-Burman language group do not contain other source contact 
terms representing paternal and maternal lineage. Therefore, retaining the characteristics or structure of this linguistic 
features, the Bodo language also includes the aforementioned examples of words that reflect paternal and maternal 
relationships equally. Again, in Bodo society, the aforementioned source words are used to refer to both older and 
younger relationships among social individuals, in addition to those within the same family.  

On the other hand, the Kokborok language shares a similar structure and examples with the Bodo language in terms of 
source-related kinship semantics. However, Kokborok also has distinct kinship terms that differentiate paternal and 
maternal relationships. For example, the terms “pi” and “pia” are used to refer to paternal relatives, while “moi” and 
“mua” are used for maternal relatives, highlighting the distinction between the two sides of the family. This 
differentiation is a primary feature of Kokborok kinship terminology both paternal and maternal family lines. 

2.2. Loanwords 

The introduction of influenced or loan words for kinship terms into Bodo and Kokborok from other languages can occur 
for several reasons, reflecting both social and linguistic factors. Possible reasons include the influence of neighboring 
languages, linguistic simplification in communication, and educational influence. For example, Bodo-speaking people 
have been found to use different words, including kinship terms, as loanwords to facilitate communication with 
Assamese and Bengali people in their surroundings. In light of this factor, examples of the influence of kinship words in 
the Kokborok language have also been found. Also, due to the lack of equivalent terms in Kokborok, there may be 
situations where the Kokborok language doesn't have a direct or widely recognized equivalent for certain kinship terms. 
In such cases, borrowing from the Bengali language may fill this gap. Additionally, Bodo speakers who are educated in 
Assamese, Hindi, or English, and Kokborok speakers who are educated in Bengali and English, may adopt kinship terms 
from these languages into their spoken Bodo or Kokborok. In short, the borrowing of kinship terms in Bodo and 
Kokborok happens due to social, cultural, and linguistic influences, as well as practical reasons related to 
communication in multilingual environments. Thus, the words used in the Bodo and Kokborok languages are shown 
below: 

2.2.1. Commonly prevalent loanwords in Bodo and Kokborok 

• Baba: The term "baba" is used in many South Asian languages, such as Assamese, Bengali, and Hindi, with 
similar meanings. Nowadays, urban Bodo and Kokborok speakers frequently interact with Assamese, Bengali, 
and Hindi-speaking communities, where "baba" is widely used. 

• Ma/mummy/mom: The word “ma” in languages like Bodo and Kokborok likely reflects a blend of native 
Tibeto-Burman linguistic development and influence from the Indo-Aryan linguistic heritage, which traces its 
roots back to Sanskrit. In Bodo, “ma” (mother) and in Kokborok (with a similar meaning) may have developed 
independently within the Tibeto-Burman framework while being shaped to some extent by Indo-Aryan 
elements, particularly through contact with neighboring languages like Assamese and Bengali.  
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Additionally, the terms “mummy” or “mom” have found usage in the urban societies of both Bodo and Kokborok-
speaking communities. These terms, likely borrowed from English or other neighboring linguistic traditions, are used 
as affectionate references to the mother. This adaptation reflects the evolving nature of these languages, influenced by 
globalization and urbanization. 

• Dada/dara: Urban Bodo and Kokborok speakers are increasingly exposed to Assamese, Bengali, and Hindi-
speaking communities, where the word “dada” is commonly used for older brothers. This term has further 
popularized its use among younger generations in both Bodo and Kokborok societies. Currently, local Kokborok 
speakers mostly use the term “dara” as a modification of the Bengali word “dada” to refer to the relationship of 
an older brother, showing respect. 

• Brother and sister: In Bodo and Kokborok, the English words “brother” and “sister” are sometimes used, 
especially in urban settings or among younger generations who are exposed to English through education, 
media, or social interactions. The adoption of these English terms has become more common due to 
globalization, modern education, and the influence of Indian and international media.  

2.2.2. Particularly prevalent loanwords in Bodo and Kokborok 

Bodo 

• Mama: In Bengali and Assamese influenced Bodo, the term “mama” is used by some younger generations in 
urban Bodo-speaking communities in place of the native term “amai” to refer to both the maternal uncle and 
the husband of the father’s sister. This reflects the influence of Bengali on Bodo, particularly in urban areas. 

• Nani and babu: These terms are most commonly used in the Kokrajhar district. In a loving or cherished sense, 
the word “nani” is used to refer to a little girl, while “babu” is used to refer to a little boy in present Bodo society. 

Kokborok 

• Nana/nanu and dadu: In the Debbarma dialect, which is the standard language of Kokborok, there are no 
native kinship terms specifically for the relationship of grandmother. As a result, local Kokborok speakers 
commonly use the terms “nana” or “nanu” to refer to grandmother, without distinguishing between the paternal 
and maternal sides. On the other hand, in the Tripura and Reang dialects of Kokborok, the native term “achwi” 
is used with a similar meaning. In the Jamatia dialect, another variation of Kokborok, the term “nai” is used. 
Additionally, with the native word “thagu”, the term “dadu” is also used to refer to the relationship of both 
paternal and maternal grandfather. 

• Mama and mami: Unlike in Bodo, Kokborok does not have native terms to specifically describe the 
relationships of a mother’s younger brother and his wife. In Bengali-influenced Kokborok-speaking society, two 
kinship terms, “mama” and “mami” are commonly used. Specifically, “mama” refers to the mother's younger 
brother, while “mami” refers to his wife.  

• Kaka and kaki: In Kokborok, like mama and mami, there is no native word to specifically describe the 
relationship of a father’s younger brother and his wife. As a result, the Bengali words “kaka” and “kaki” have 
been adopted and are commonly used in daily conversation.  

• Jetha and jethi: In Kokborok, the elder sister of the mother and her husband are natively referred to by the 
native terms “joŋ chɰla” and “joŋ bɰrɰi” respectively. However, under the influence of Bengali, the terms 
“jethi” (for the elder sister of the mother) and “jetha” (for her husband) have also been adopted and are now 
commonly used by local Kokborok speakers. 

Like native words, a similar structure can be found in the case of loanwords used in the Bodo language. However, in 
Kokborok, which has been influenced by borrowed loanwords, the kinship system clearly distinguishes between the 
maternal and paternal sides of the family. For example, the terms “kaka” (paternal uncle) and “mama” (maternal 
younger uncle) reflect this distinction, as well as “kaki” (paternal uncle’s wife) and “mami” (maternal younger uncle’s 
wife). These borrowed terms from Bengali, such as “kaka” and “mama”, are used to specify different family relationships, 
illustrating how loanwords in Kokborok maintain the distinction between maternal and paternal relatives, a structure 
not found in Bodo.  

3. Conclusion 

This comparative study of relative terms in Bodo and Kokborok illustrates the similarities and differences in the 
linguistic structure involved in kinship words, as well as the social significance. Despite sharing common linguistic 
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lineages, the Bodo and Kokborok have displayed unique features in their genealogical lexicons that are shaped by their 
own socio-cultural themes. 
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