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ABSTRACT

This paper presents a systematic documentation and analysis of the Korwa language based on
primary fieldwork conducted between October 2024 and January 2025. Korwa, an under
described tribal language of India, remains linguistically marginalized despite its cultural
richness. The study aims to document its lexical structure, phonetic variation, and
sociolinguistic dynamics, while also examining the impact of language contact. The dataset
comprises 570 audio recordings, 552 IPA-transcribed entries, and a lexical database of 805
items developed using FLEx . The analysis focuses on semantic domains such as kinship,
agriculture, environment, and ritual discourse. Findings indicate substantial lexical borrowing
and phonetic variation, suggesting strong influence from neighboring dominant languages.
The paper situates these findings within the theoretical frameworks of language
documentation and language shift, particularly drawing on Fishman’s model of
intergenerational transmission. The study argues that while Korwa retains vitality in cultural
domains, it shows early signs of shift in functional domains. The research contributes to the
documentation of endangered languages and highlights the urgency of preservation efforts
through community engagement and digital archiving.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Language documentation has emerged as a significant and rapidly developing subfield within
linguistics, particularly in response to the growing global concern over endangered and
underrepresented languages. In the contemporary era, linguistic diversity is facing
unprecedented threats due to globalization, urbanization, and the dominance of major
languages. As a result, many indigenous and tribal languages are gradually declining, with
some on the verge of extinction. Language documentation plays a crucial role in preserving
these languages by systematically recording their structure, usage, and cultural context for
future generations.

In the Indian context, linguistic diversity is exceptionally rich, with hundreds of languages
and dialects spoken across different regions. However, many tribal languages remain
inadequately documented, primarily due to a lack of systematic research and limited
institutional support. This insufficient documentation has contributed to the gradual erosion
of linguistic heritage, as younger generations increasingly shift toward dominant regional or
national languages for socio-economic mobility. Consequently, the need for comprehensive
documentation of such languages has become both urgent and essential.

Korwa is one such tribal language that has received minimal scholarly attention despite being
an integral part of the cultural identity of the Korwa community. The absence of detailed
linguistic records has resulted in limited understanding of its phonological, morphological,
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syntactic, and semantic features. Recognizing this gap, the present study aims to provide a
systematic and in-depth documentation of the Korwa language through extensive fieldwork
and analysis. By doing so, the research contributes not only to linguistic scholarship but also
to the preservation of cultural heritage.

The study adopts an integrated approach by combining descriptive linguistics with
sociolinguistic perspectives. While descriptive linguistics focuses on analyzing the structural
aspects of the language—such as sound systems, grammar, and vocabulary—sociolinguistic
inquiry examines how the language functions within its social context. This includes
understanding patterns of language use, attitudes of speakers, and the impact of external
factors such as education, migration, and media on language vitality. Such a holistic approach
ensures a more comprehensive understanding of the language in both its structural and
functional dimensions.

The theoretical foundation of this study is grounded in three key frameworks. First, the
language documentation framework proposed by Himmelmann (1998) provides guidelines
for creating a detailed and authentic record of linguistic practices. Second, Fishman’s (1991)
theory of language shift offers insights into the processes through which languages lose
speakers and domains of use over time. Third, the principles of contact linguistics, as outlined
by Thomason and Kaufman (1988), help in analyzing the influence of language contact,
including borrowing and structural changes. Together, these frameworks guide the research
in addressing both the descriptive and dynamic aspects of the Korwa language.

Korwa is one such language spoken by a tribal community, yet it lacks comprehensive
linguistic documentation. This study addresses this gap through systematic fieldwork and
analysis. The research integrates descriptive linguistics with sociolinguistic inquiry,
focusing on both structural and functional aspects of the language.

The study is grounded in:
o Language documentation framework (Himmelmann, 1998)
o Language shift theory (Fishman, 1991)
e Contact linguistics (Thomason & Kaufman, 1988)

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Language documentation has been conceptualized as the creation of a comprehensive record
of linguistic practices (Himmelmann, 1998). Grenoble and Whaley (2006) emphasize that
documentation is not merely descriptive but also preservation-oriented.

Fishman (1991) highlights the importance of intergenerational transmission in maintaining
language vitality. In multilingual societies like India, language shift often results from socio-
economic pressures and dominance of major languages.

Language documentation has been widely recognized as a systematic effort to create a
comprehensive and lasting record of linguistic practices, encompassing not only grammatical
structures but also actual language use in natural contexts. Himmelmann (1998)
conceptualizes language documentation as a holistic approach that goes beyond traditional
description by incorporating audio-visual recordings, texts, and contextual information. This
approach ensures that languages are preserved in their authentic form, capturing both their
structural complexity and cultural significance.

Building upon this perspective, Grenoble and Whaley (2006) emphasize that language
documentation serves a dual purpose: description and preservation. While descriptive
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linguistics focuses on analyzing the internal structure of languages, documentation aims to
safeguard linguistic diversity by creating accessible and durable records. This preservation-
oriented approach is particularly important for endangered languages, where documentation
may serve as the primary means of maintaining linguistic knowledge for future generations.

Fishman (1991), in his seminal work on language shift, highlights the critical role of
intergenerational transmission in sustaining language vitality. According to his theory, a
language remains robust only when it is actively passed down from one generation to the
next. In multilingual societies such as India, this transmission is often disrupted due to socio-
economic pressures, educational policies, and the perceived prestige of dominant languages.
As a result, minority languages gradually lose their functional domains, leading to a shift
toward more widely used languages.

Empirical studies on tribal languages in India reveal several common trends associated with
language endangerment. One notable trend is the increasing incidence of lexical borrowing
from dominant languages, which often leads to significant changes in vocabulary and usage
patterns. Additionally, there is a noticeable decline in native vocabulary domains, particularly
in areas related to traditional knowledge and cultural practices. Furthermore, the functional
load of minority languages is diminishing, as they are increasingly confined to informal or
domestic contexts, while formal communication is conducted in dominant languages.

Despite these broader findings, the Korwa language remains largely underrepresented in
academic literature. There is a clear lack of comprehensive studies that document its
linguistic structure and sociolinguistic dynamics. This gap highlights the significance of the
present research, which seeks to contribute to the existing body of knowledge by providing a
detailed and systematic documentation of the Korwa language. By addressing this research
gap, the study not only enhances our understanding of a lesser-known language but also
supports broader efforts toward linguistic preservation and cultural sustainability.

Studies on tribal languages in India indicate:
e Increasing lexical borrowing
e Decline in native vocabulary domains
e Reduced functional load of minority languages

However, Korwa remains underrepresented in scholarly literature, making this study
particularly significant.

Studies on tribal languages in India reveal several important trends that highlight the ongoing
challenges faced by these linguistic communities. One of the most prominent patterns is the
increasing level of lexical borrowing from dominant regional or national languages. This
borrowing often occurs due to sustained contact in domains such as education,
administration, and trade, leading to the gradual incorporation of foreign vocabulary into the
native linguistic system.

Another significant trend is the decline in native vocabulary domains, particularly in areas
related to traditional knowledge, cultural practices, and indigenous ecological understanding.
As speakers shift toward dominant languages for socio-economic advancement, many
original lexical items fall out of use, resulting in a loss of linguistic richness and cultural
specificity.

Furthermore, there is a noticeable reduction in the functional load of minority languages.
These languages are increasingly confined to informal settings such as home and community
interactions, while formal domains like education, governance, and media are dominated by
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more widely used languages. This restricted usage contributes to weakening language vitality
and accelerates the process of language shift.

Despite these broader observations, the Korwa language remains significantly
underrepresented in existing scholarly literature. There is a lack of comprehensive linguistic
studies that document its structure, usage, and socio-cultural context. This gap underscores
the importance of the present study, which seeks to contribute to the documentation and
preservation of Korwa by providing a systematic and in-depth analysis.

3. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

To document the lexical and phonetic features of Korwa

To analyze semantic domains such as kinship, agriculture, and rituals
To examine patterns of language contact and borrowing

To assess sociolinguistic factors influencing language use

o > e

To contribute to preservation and documentation efforts

4. METHODOLOGY

4.1 Fieldwork Duration

The fieldwork was conducted over four months (October 2024—January 2025) .

Category Quantity
Audio recordings 570
Transcriptions (IPA) 552
Lexical entries 805
Word list 496
Swadesh list 98

The fieldwork for the present study was conducted over a period of four months, from
October 2024 to January 2025. This duration allowed for sustained interaction with native
speakers and facilitated the collection of diverse linguistic data across different contexts and
communicative situations. The extended field engagement also helped in building rapport
with the community, which is essential for obtaining authentic and reliable data.

4.2 Data Collection

The data collection process was extensive and systematic, involving both qualitative and
guantitative methods. A total of 570 audio recordings were collected, capturing natural
speech, narratives, and cultural expressions. These recordings were carefully transcribed
using the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), resulting in 552 detailed transcriptions that
ensured phonetic accuracy.

In addition, 805 lexical entries were documented to create a comprehensive vocabulary
database. A structured word list comprising 496 items was also compiled to facilitate
comparative analysis, along with a Swadesh list of 98 core vocabulary items, which is
commonly used in linguistic studies to examine language relationships and basic vocabulary
stability. This multi-layered data collection approach ensured depth, reliability, and analytical
richness.
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4.3 Tools Used

The study employed a range of linguistic tools and techniques to ensure systematic analysis.
Fieldworks Language Explorer (FLEX) was used for managing and analyzing lexical data,
allowing for efficient organization and cross-referencing of linguistic information. IPA
transcription was utilized to accurately represent the phonetic features of the language,
ensuring consistency and scientific precision. Additionally, thematic categorization was
applied to classify data into meaningful domains, enabling focused analysis of cultural and
functional aspects of the language.

4.4 Data Types

The research incorporated diverse types of linguistic data to capture both structural and
functional aspects of the Korwa language. These included word lists, which provided basic
vocabulary; cultural songs, which reflected artistic and expressive language use; ritual texts,
which revealed symbolic and traditional linguistic patterns; and daily speech, which
represented natural and spontaneous communication. The inclusion of varied data types
ensured a comprehensive understanding of the language in its real-life context.

5. ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION
5.1 Lexical Structure and Semantic Domains

The analysis of lexical structure reveals that the Korwa language possesses a rich and diverse
vocabulary, particularly within culturally significant domains. The study of semantic fields
provides insights into how language is closely tied to social organization and environmental
interaction.

5.1.1 Kinship Terminology

The kinship system in Korwa demonstrates notable internal variation, which may indicate the
presence of dialectal differences as well as socio-cultural complexity within the community.
The terminology reflects intricate social relationships and highlights the importance of
familial structures in shaping linguistic expression.

5.1.2 Agricultural Vocabulary

The agricultural vocabulary shows a significant degree of lexical borrowing from
neighboring languages. This suggests strong linguistic contact and interaction, likely
influenced by shared economic practices and regional integration. Such borrowing indicates
both adaptation and transformation within the language.

5.1.3 Environmental Vocabulary

The environmental lexicon of Korwa is particularly rich and reflects a deep connection with
nature. It encodes detailed ecological knowledge, including references to flora, fauna, and
natural phenomena. This highlights the role of language as a repository of traditional
ecological wisdom.

5.2 Phonetic Variation

The phonetic analysis reveals considerable variation across speakers, indicating the absence
of a standardized form of the language. These variations may be attributed to regional dialect
influences and differing levels of exposure to dominant languages. The lack of
standardization further emphasizes the need for systematic documentation.
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5.3 Cultural and Ritual Language

Cultural texts, including songs and ritual expressions, demonstrate the richness of Korwa’s
oral tradition. These texts make extensive use of metaphor, symbolism, and poetic devices,
reflecting the aesthetic and expressive dimensions of the language. They also serve as a
medium for the transmission of cultural knowledge across generations, often incorporating
seasonal and ecological references that connect language with lived experience.

5.4 Language Contact and Borrowing

One of the most significant findings of the study is the extensive presence of lexical
borrowing. This phenomenon indicates strong socio-cultural interaction with neighboring
linguistic communities. While borrowing enriches the vocabulary, it also points toward
linguistic convergence and the gradual weakening of the native lexicon, raising concerns
about long-term language sustainability.

6. THEORETICAL INTERPRETATION

The findings of the study can be effectively interpreted through established theoretical
frameworks. Using Fishman’s (1991) model of language shift, it is evident that Korwa
remains strong in informal and cultural domains, where it is actively used in daily life and
traditional practices. However, it is relatively weak in formal and modern domains such as
education, administration, and media, indicating a gradual process of domain shrinkage.

From the perspective of contact linguistics, the observed patterns of borrowing suggest
intense and sustained language contact. While current changes are primarily lexical,
continued interaction may lead to deeper structural influences in the future, potentially
altering the grammatical framework of the language.

7. MAJOR FINDINGS

The study reveals several important findings. Korwa exhibits a rich lexical diversity,
particularly in culturally significant domains. At the same time, significant borrowing reflects
ongoing language contact and external influence. Cultural domains such as rituals and oral
traditions remain linguistically strong, indicating resilience in certain areas. Phonetic
variation across speakers suggests dialectal diversity and a lack of standardization. Finally,
early signs of language shift are evident, highlighting the need for immediate intervention.

8. CONCLUSION

The present study provides a foundational documentation of the Korwa language,
contributing significantly to the fields of language documentation and sociolinguistics. While
the language continues to thrive in traditional and cultural domains, increasing external
influences and socio-economic pressures pose a serious threat to its long-term sustainability.
The findings underscore the urgent need for systematic documentation and revitalization
efforts to preserve this valuable linguistic heritage.

9. POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The study offers several practical recommendations for language preservation. There is a
need to develop teaching and learning materials in the Korwa language to support its
transmission among younger generations. Community-based documentation initiatives should
be encouraged to ensure active participation and ownership. Digital archiving of linguistic
data can provide long-term accessibility and preservation. Inclusion of Korwa in local
education systems would enhance its functional use and status. Finally, further research
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focusing on grammar, discourse, and advanced linguistic features is essential to build a more
comprehensive understanding of the language.
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