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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT 

 

Linda Anna Konnerth 

 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

Department of Linguistics 

 

March 2014 

 

Title: A Grammar of Karbi 

 

 

Karbi is a Tibeto-Burman (TB) language spoken by half a million people in the 

Karbi Anglong district in Assam, Northeast India, and surrounding areas in the extended 

Brahmaputra Valley area. It is an agglutinating, verb-final language.  

This dissertation offers a description of the dialect spoken in the hills of the Karbi 

Anglong district. It is primarily based on a corpus that was created during a total of 

fifteen months of original fieldwork, while building on and expanding on research 

reported by Grüßner in 1978. While the exact phylogenetic status of Karbi inside TB has 

remained controversial, this dissertation points out various putative links to other TB 

languages.   

The most intriguing aspect of Karbi phonology is the tone system, which carries a 

low functional load. While three tones can be contrasted on monosyllabic roots, the rich 

agglutinating morphology of Karbi allows the formation of polysyllabic words, at which 

level tones lose most of their phonemicity, while still leaving systematic phonetic traces.   

Nouns and verbs represent the two major word classes of Karbi at the root level; 

property-concept terms represent a subclass of verbs.  

At the heart of Karbi morphosyntax, there are two prefixes of Proto-TB 

provenance that have diachronically shaped the grammar of the language: the possessive 

prefix a- and the nominalizer ke-. Possessive a- attaches to nouns that are modified by 

preposed elements and represents the most frequent morpheme in the corpus. 

Nominalization involving ke- forms the basis for a variety of predicate constructions, 

including most of Karbi subordination as well as a number of main clause constructions. 

In addition to nominalization, subordination commonly involves clause chaining. 
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Noun phrases may be marked for their clausal role via -phǕn ónon-subjectô 

or -l¸ng ólocativeô but frequently remain unmarked for role. Their pragmatic status can be 

indicated with information structure markers for topic, focus, and additivity.  

Commonly used discourse constructions include elaborate expressions and 

parallelism more generally, general extenders, copy verb constructions, as well as a 

number of final particles. 

Audio files are available of the texts given in the appendices, particular examples 

illustrating phonological issues, and phonetic recordings of tone minimal sets. 
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CHAPTER I 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 

This is a grammar of Karbi as spoken in the hills of the Karbi Anglong district in 

Assam, Northeast India. It expands on research findings reported in Grüßner's (1978) 

grammar of the phonology and morphology of the language, but also offers a more 

comprehensive treatment of issues in Karbi syntax, semantics, and pragmatics.  

The remainder of this chapter is organized as follows. In §1.1, the Karbi people 

and their language and culture are introduced. Next, an overview of the linguistic context 

of Karbi is offered, i.e., the relationships between Karbi and surrounding languages, as 

that context helps understand why modern Karbi grammar is the way it is. On the one 

hand, that involves the relationship to other Tibeto-Burman languages, as discussed in 

§1.2. On the other hand, and very importantly, it also involves the contact relationship 

specifically with the Austroasiatic Khasi languages, and possibly other Tibeto-Burman 

languages, such as Meithei, as discussed in §1.3.   

In §1.4, an overview of what little is known on different varieties of Karbi is 

provided, including the major dialectal divide between Hills and Plains (or, Amri) Karbi, 

and some notes on variation within Hills Karbi, the major dialect group that this grammar 

is based on. 

A sociolinguistic profile of language endangerment (mostly based on Hills Karbi) 

is included in §1.5. 

Elements of Karbi oral literature are discussed in §1.6, including notes on specific 

genres of oral literature in the context of Northeast India, as well as including remarks on 

the Karbi song language. 

In §1.7, an overview of the linguistic literature and linguistic resources on Karbi 

is provided.  

Finally, §1.8 discusses Karbi orthography and ongoing issues in standardization 

efforts as well as an outline of conventions followed in this dissertation. The organization 

of this grammar is outlined in §1.9. 
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1.1. Karbi People, Language, and Culture 

1.1.1. Names and ISO Codes for the Karbi Language 

In the last few decades, there has been a movement among the Karbis to push for 

the autonym Karbi or the elaborate form Karbi Karbak (see §12.2.2 on elaborate 

expressions). While this name has long been in use, it is a recent development that Karbi 

is favored over the logonym Arleng (i.e., arlǛng óman, personô).
1
 This might be due to the 

existence of arlǛng as a simple noun root for óman, personô.
2
  

Mikir  is a formerly commonly used exonym, which has become pejorative within 

the last few decades in particular. Now most Karbis have strong objections against it, 

which has to do with a number of offensive hypotheses for the etymology of this name. 

Bhoi Mynri is mentioned by Grüßner (1978:6) as an exonym used by the neighboring 

Khasis of Meghalaya, to the immediate west of Karbi Anglong (see §1.3). According to 

my language consultants, this term Bhoi Mynri may also specifically refer to the variety 

of Plains Karbi spoken across the western border of Assam in Meghalaya (§1.4.1). 

The Hills Karbi variety has the ISO 639-3 code 'mjw', whereas the Plains Karbi 

variety has the ISO code 'ajz' (for dialect differences, see §1.4.1).  

1.1.2. Number of Speakers and Geographical Spread of Karbi 

The Census of India from 2001 reports a total of 419,534 native speakers of Karbi, 

which is also the figure cited in the Ethnologue (Lewis, Simons, and Fennig 2013). The 

Karbi Lammet Amei (§1.1.4) estimates a higher number of speakers, at over half a million. 

Karbi is spoken in Assam and adjacent areas in neighboring states in Northeast 

India. There are also reported to be Karbi villages in Bangladesh and Burma. For a map 

of Northeast India, that shows the borders with Bangladesh, Bhutan, China (to the 

northeast of Northeast India), and Burma, see Figure 1. 

 

                                                 
1
 In one of the recorded texts collected for the corpus of this dissertation, the storyteller finds himself 

saying Arlengpi for óKarbi womanô (using the female -pǭ suffix) and corrects himself and says óKarbipiô.  

 
2
 Note, however, that there also is another general noun mon²t 'person, manô, which is a borrowing from 

Asamese. 
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Figure 1. Northeast India (taken from maps.google.com) 

 

Karbi is the third-largest minority language in the state of Assam in terms of 

number of speakers, following Boro and Mising. The center of the Karbi-speaking area 

and political home of the Karbis is the Karbi Anglong (literally, óKarbi Hillsô) district 

(see §1.1.5 on some remarks on the political history of this district). As shown in Figure 2, 

Karbi Anglong is divided into a smaller western part and a larger eastern part. While the 

district capital Diphu is located in the southern portion of the eastern part, the western 

part is generally considered to be home to the traditional-cultural center of the Karbis. 

Specifically, the village of Ronghang Rongbong near Hamren in western Karbi Anglong 

is considered to be the major traditional-cultural center of the Karbis as it is home to the 

Karbi kings, i.e., lind·k-pǾ. 

The topographical map in Figure 2 also shows that Karbi Anglong is located at 

the southern edge of the Brahmaputra Valley (the Brahmaputra being the river to the 

north in Figure 2) and most of it in the lower hills that mark the transition between the 
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river valley area and the hill range that extends to the south and the southeast as hinted at 

in Figure 1.
3
 

 

 
Figure 2. Topographical map of the Karbi Anglong district (taken from 

maps.google.com) 

 

1.1.3. Aspects of Karbi Traditional Culture and Social Organization 

Changes in the lifestyle of the Karbis are occurring at an exponentially increasing 

pace in recent years. Due to urbanization and increased physical and virtual infrastructure, 

elements of the traditional culture are both becoming more endangered as well as newly 

embraced and cherished. Traditional village life involving jhum cultivation and collecting 

wild vegetables and fruit in the jungles and forests is becoming more and more confined 

to remote places that are not connected with physical infrastructure.  

While a substantial number of Karbis have nowadays converted to Hinduism or 

Christianity, the traditional religion of the Karbis is still practiced by a considerable 

portion of the population. It involves different gods and goddesses, but also has a strong 

animist element. In cases of major life events such as weddings or deaths, as well as other 

                                                 
3
 This is part of the hill range that extends all the way into Southeast Asia and represents something of a 

cultural area, with similar histories of the people inhabiting them, see Scott (2009). 
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crucial times such as sickness or before going on a long trip, priests perform rituals that 

typically involve sacrifice of animals (such as chickens or ducks) in conjunction with 

chants that are orally transmitted from generation to generation, typically using the Karbi 

song language (§1.6.2), see Figure 3. 

 

 
Figure 3. Priest performing a duck sacrifice 

 

An important cultural symbol is the Jambili athon (Figure 4). The bird on top 

represents values such as wisdom, intellectuality, and leadership. The lower four birds in 

the four directions are the followers.  

 

 
Figure 4. Jambili athon 

 

There are five major clans in Karbi society: Terang, Teron, Inghi (also spelled 

Enghi or Enghee), Ingti (also spelled Engti), and Timung.
4
 These five major clans are 

                                                 
4
 These are the clan names in the Hills Karbi variety; in Plains Karbi, some names are slightly different, e.g., 

Timung is Tumung (see §1.4.1 on dialect differences between what I refer to as Plains and Hills Karbi). 




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































