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Abstract 

The present paper attempts at a cluster affinities study of Bodo, Garo and Rabha languages. These languages belong 
to the Bodo – Naga group under the Assam – Burmese group of Tribeto Burman Language family (Benedict 1972). 
The North-Eastern Indian languages have lot of similarities, and a very few differences are found as they live in 
different geographical areas. Constant Clusters in the languages having two consonants within a syllable. The 
Clusters are mostly found in initial and medial position. Final Clusters are not found, it is found only the borrowed 
languages. So, the paper will focus on the comparative view among the three languages with more detail from the 
study of phonological aspects. 
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Introduction 
Assam and Meghalaya are the two important 
parts of Northeast India, where Bodo, Garo and 
Rabha communities have been residing since 
their linguistic background and cultural 
heritage. The Bodos are known as the largest 
group amongst the tribel of Assam. The Bodo 
consists of a large number of tribes including ( 
western and eastern hill ) Bodo, Garo, Rabha, 
Mech, Koch, Dhimal, Dimasa ( or Hill Kachari ), 
Galong ( or Gallong ), Hojai, Lalung, Chutiya, 
Tippera or Tripura ( Kokborok ) and Moran . G.A 
Grierson ( 1903 ), Benedict ( 1972 ), Joseph and 
Burling ( 2006 ) describe that the languages 
belong to the Bodo  Sub – section of Bodo – Naga 
group of Tibeto – Burman language family.  
According to Dr. Liladhar Brahma, they all 
belong to the great stock of Tibeto – Buraman 
family of Mongoloid origin (2003). The linguist 
opined that the stock of languages was in the 
plain areas of Young – tse - ze – kiang and Huang 
– ho river in China. Now the majority of Bodo, 
Garo and Rabha live in Assam, Tripura, 
Meghalaya and rest straggled in west Bengal, 
Nepal, Bangladesh and other areas of the 
present Northeast Indian. 
 

Scope of the study 
The present paper intends to give possible 
description on the structure of Cluster of the 
three languages concentrating only standard 
language based on the available data. 
 
Methodology  
The data for the present paper was collected 
from a number of informants and sound 
recording was also done which was further 
cross examined for a better result. The relevant 
and available literatures were also referred for 
the study. 
 
Consonant Clusters 
Consonant combination may be classified into 
three categories viz.  
( i )    Consonant Clusters 
( ii )   Consonant Sequence 
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(iii)  Geminate 
A consonant cluster is a group or sequence of 
consonants that appear together in a syllable 
without a vowel them (cf. e.g. Jones 1976). The 
Critical unit of language for its production and 
perception is syllable ( Gibson Etal 1976 ) and 
syllable is a Phonological prime ( Jones 1976 : 
121 ). While geminate means combination of 
two same consonant phonemes. 
Consonant cluster is the three languages occurs 
having consonants within a syllable. The first 
members of the cluster in Garo and Rabha are 
stop, fricative, affricate and nasal. The clusters 
are mostly found in the initial and medial 
positions. Final clusters are not found in the 
languages, and it is found in the borrowed 
English words in the three languages. 
 
Initial Clusters 
The consonant phonemes / ph b, th, d, kh, g, s, z / 
are the first member of the initial cluster in Bodo 
and the phonemes / p, b, t, d, k, g, s, ch, j, m / in 
the Garo while in Rabha / ph, th, kh, p, b, t, d, k, g, 
ch, s, m / are the first member of the initial 
clusters. The liquids ( l / & / r / ) are the only 
possible second member of the cluster in Tibeto 
Burman languages. In Bodo / n / also becomes a 
second member with the first member of the 
cluster / s /. In Garo the possible second 
members are / r /, / I /, / n /, / p /, / t /, / k /. In 
Rabha second members are / r /, / I /, / t / and 
/ th /. Initial consonant clusters of the three 
languages are given below with illustration:    
 

 
 

Stop + 
Liquid 

Bodo Garo Rabha 

/ phr - / / pharm / ‘ 
dry ‘ 

---- / phrong / ‘ 
speedily ‘ 

/ phl- / / phlam / ‘ 
lighting ‘ 

---- ---- 

/ pr - / ---- / prwng / ‘ 
morning ‘ 

/ pwrng / ‘ 
goal ‘ 

/ br - / / bwri / ‘ four 
‘ 

/ brak / ‘ 
ladle ’ 

/ brek / 
‘bottle 
gourd‘ 

/ bl - / / blao / ‘ 
blazing ‘ 

---- ---- 

/ thr - / / thrwb / ‘ put 
completely ‘ 

---- / thrwng / ‘ 
bug ‘ 

/ tr - / ---- / trim / ‘ 
slow ‘ 

/ troka / ‘ to 
jump ‘ 

/ dr - / / drwd / ‘ 
pulling out 
silently ‘ 

/ draka / ‘ 
grape ‘ 

/ draka / ‘ 
grape ‘ 

/ dl - / / dlam / ‘ 
plentiful ‘ 

---- ---- 

/ khr - / / khreb / ‘ 
intermittent ‘ 

---- / khrwng / ‘ 
louse ‘ 

/ khl - / / khlab / ‘ 
very much ‘ 

---- ---- 

/ gr - / / grawn / ‘ in 
row ‘ 

/ grwna / ‘ 
torn ‘ 

/ grwm / ‘ 
forest ‘ 

 
Fricative + 
liquid 

Bodo Garo Rabha 

/ sr - / / srang / ‘ 
light ‘ 

/ sroa / ‘ 
borrow ‘ 

/ sranga / ‘ 
to bowered ‘ 

/ sl - / / slim / ‘ 
smoth ‘ 

/ slemsi / 
‘ bowl ‘ 

---- 

/ zr - / / zring / ‘ 
dried out 
completely ‘ 

---- / zronga / ‘ 
to melt ‘ 

/ zl - / / zlao / ‘ 
fatty ‘ 

---- ---- 

 
Fricative + 
nasal 

Bodo Garo Rabha 

/ sn - / / sni / ‘ 
seven ‘ 

/ sni / ‘ 
seven ‘ 

----- 

 
Stop + 
nasal 

Bodo Garo Rabha 

/ kn - / ---- / kni/ ‘ hair 
‘ 

---- 

/ gn - / ---- / gni / ‘ two 
‘ 

---- 

 
Nasal + 
Liquid 

Bodo Garo Rabha 

/ mr - / ---- / Mrwpa / ‘ 
to delay ‘ 

/ mrwka / 
‘clear’ 

 
Fricative + liquid Garo Rabha 

/ dr - / / chroka / ‘ 
dance’ 

/ chraka / ‘ tear off’ 

/ jr - / / jroa / ‘ 
swim’ 

---- 

 
Fricative + stop Garo Rabha 

/ sk - / / sku / ‘ nine ‘ ---- 

/ st - / / stwl / ‘ hail ‘ ---- 

/ sth - / ---- / sthikhia / ‘ 
wakeup’ 

/ sp - / / spwn / ‘ 
sename 

---- 
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From the above given data and examples, it is 
clear that the phoneme / m / cannot be the first 
member in Bodo and the liquid / r, l / and nasal 
/ n / occupy as second position in the three 
languages. 
 
Medial Clusters : 
Like initial consonant clusters, the first member 
like / ph, th, kh, p, b, td, k, g, s, ch, z, m / mainly 
occupy the first position and the liquid i.e. / r /, 
/ l /, / n / occupy as second position in the 
languages as far as medial two consonant 
clusters is concerned.  The medial two 
consonant clusters are given below: 
 
Medial Position: 

 

 

Voiceless Obstruent + liquid:   
Cluster Bodo Garo Rabha 
/ - phr - / / thaphrai / ‘ 

to dive an 
animal ‘ 

---- / tophre / ‘ 
sparrow ‘ 

/ - phl - / / thaphla / ‘ 
lazy man ‘ 

---- / ganphlek / ‘ 
flat sized 
women ‘ 

/ - khr - / / songkhri / ‘ 
salt ‘ 

---- / nokhrang / 
‘ roof ‘ 

/ - khl - / / khonkhla / 
‘ empty ‘ 

---- / zikhlang / ‘ 
behind ‘ 

 
Cluster Bodo Garo Rabha 
/ - thr - / / buthra / ‘ 

blunt ‘ 
---- / chithrak / 

‘ shabbily 
dressed ‘ 

/ - pr - / ---- / topra / ‘ 
ashes ‘ 

/ 
chengreng 
/ ‘sesame‘ 

/ - pl - / ---- / bolpleng 
/ ‘ a kind of 
plank ‘ 

/ boplek / ‘ 
pale ‘ 

/ - kr -/ ---- / jakra / ‘ 
right hand ‘ 

/ phakhong 
/ ‘ shoulder 
‘ 

/ - k -/ ---- / denklok / / kaklak / ‘ 
bold ‘ 

 
Voiced Obstruent + liquid:  

Cluster Bodo Garo Rabha 

/ - br - / / mabrwi / 
‘ how ‘ 

/ chibrwm 
/ ‘ ant ‘ 

/ zebra / ‘ 
mother ‘ 

/ - bl - / / obla / ‘ 
then ‘ 

/ chiblok / ‘ 
puddle ‘ 

/ ablaka / ‘ 
vegetable ‘ 

/ - gr - / / songra / ‘ 
cook ‘ 

/ greng / ‘ 
bone ‘ 

/ chongrai 
/ ‘to slap ‘ 

/ - gl - / / zoglo / ‘ 
fool ‘ 

---- / goglak / 
‘round ‘ 

/ - dr - / / dodre / ‘ 
lovely ‘ 

/ badria / ‘ 
to rain hard 
‘ 

/ nokdrong 
/ ‘the whole 
house holds 
‘ 

/ - dl - / / gandled / 
‘ slug ‘ 

---- / khodlong 
/ ‘to be bold 
‘ 

 
Fricative + liquid: 

Cluster Bodo Garo Rabha 
/ - sr - / / sinsri / 

‘backbone ‘ 
/ sosra / ‘ 
cucumber ‘ 

/ 
nemsranga 
/ ‘ best ‘ 

/ - sl - / / gosla / 
‘shirt ‘ 

---- / bokslak / 
‘pale ‘ 

/ - zr - / / khuzra / 
‘humpbacked 
‘ 

---- / anzri / 
‘prefix for 
amount ‘ 

/ - zl - / / gazla / 
‘young ‘ 

---- / khizlai / ‘ 
to joke ‘ 

 
Apart from these clusters in Garo starting 
fricative / s / like - / st /, / sk /, / sp / clusters 
are found while in Rabha / sp /, / st /, / sth / 
cluster is found. Whereas in Bodo only / sn / 
cluster is found in Medial Position. Starting 
affricate like / chr/, / jr / clusters are found only 
in Garo and Rabha. Starting with nasal plosive / 
mr / is margin and cluster with are more limited, 
even the few that are found in Garo and Rabha. 
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Final cluster in loan word 
 Final clusters are vary rare and not found in 
original words. It is found only in the borrowed 
English words in the three languages. 
 

 
But illiterate person articulate / zerokhs / and / 
simend / as / zeros / and / simen /. 
 
Geminate 
Geminate is the term used in phonetics and 
phonology for a sequence of identical adjacent 
segment of a sand in a single morpheme. 
Geminates are found in Bodo, Garo and Rabha. 
In Bodo geminates are occurs only in dialect 
(Swarna Prabha Chainary, 2006, P. 19). In Bodo 
Geminates are stop, fricative, nasal, liquids 
whereas in Garo and Rabha geminates are stop, 
nasal, liquids, occurs only in the Medial position.  
 
Illustrations are given below: 

Geminate Bodo Garo Rabha 
/ - phph - / / gwphpha / ‘ 

better ‘ 
---- ---- 

/ - pp - / ---- / gappa / 
‘full ‘ 

/ rappa / ‘to 
web ‘ 

/ - thth - / / leththe / ‘to 
closeby 
writing ‘ 

---- ---- 

/ - tt - / ---- / kaketto / 
‘truly ‘ 

‘mettam ‘ 

/ - khkh - / / gwkhkhwi 
/ ‘sour ‘ 

---- ---- 

/ - kk - / ---- / chekki / 
‘bamboo net 
‘ 

/ sakka / ‘ 
red / 

/ - dd - / / khaddwi / ‘ 
alkali ‘ 

---- ---- 

/ - ss - / / gwsswm / 
‘black ‘ 

---- ---- 

/ - zz - / / gwzza / 
‘red ‘ 

---- ---- 

/ - mm - / / nwmma / 
‘your mother 
‘ 

/ rwmmwt / 
‘yellow ‘ 

/ tamma / 
‘west ‘ 

/ - ll - / / lolla / ‘no 
so intelligent 
‘ 

/ bwlla / 
‘flying ‘ 

/ mwllanga / 
‘smallest’ 

 
Conclusion 
The comparative analysis of word initial and 
medial consonant clusters shows that 
frequently, combinatory and distribution 
possibilities of Garo phonemes are higher than 
those of Bodo, Garo and Rabha are rich in 
various consonant clusters which cannot be 
treated as complex sounds and they do not 
represent separate morphemes. 
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