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Abstract. Languages around the world are rapidly disappearing, with thousands
of minority languages facing potential extinction. A key aspect of language doc-
umentation and revitalization is having a viable writing system, as the ability to
read and write one’s native language allows for the particularly relevant in the
digital age, with the Internet allowing communication on a global scale. How-
ever, despite the benefits of a writing system, the development and adoption
of a writing system and orthographic standards are not easy and can become a
lengthy process. Due to the rapid loss of languages, many communities do not
have the luxury to allow orthographic norms to evolve naturally and must make
rushed decisions on writing system use. Parallel to these initiatives, many lan-
guage communities have taken to sharing their language and culture online via
social media. Social media is much more informal than many other modes of
writing and allows writers to explore alternative writing styles, spellings, and
even scripts. To explore this further, this paper presents case studies of two vul-
nerable languages—Boro and Manipuri—through interviews with native speak-
ers and the personal experiences of its co-authors.

1. Introduction

A critical piece of language revitalization and documentation is the de-
velopment of an orthography. The ability to read and write one’s native
language opens avenues for using the more. It is also crucial for efficient
language documentation, since an orthography brings written language
standards and allows community members to be active participants in
the documentation process, helping prevent what is known as the “tran-
scription bottleneck” (Cahill and Rice, 2014; Council, 2020).

However, the development and adoption of orthographic standards is
no small feat and has many potential hurdles, some relating to the intri-
cacies of the language, and some relating to community identity (Cahill
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and Rice, 2014; Devi and Choksi, 2022; Pappuswamy, 2017). Not only
must communities decide on which writing system to adopt (e.g., Ro-
man, Devanagari, a system with an indigenous script, etc.), but spelling
conventions must also be agreed upon. Differing opinions on preferred
scripts and orthographic norms can cause this process to be lengthy,
which can then delay certain documentation and revitalization initia-
tives.

Due to the increasingly rapid global loss of many indigenous lan-
guages, many communities do not have the luxury of allowing ortho-
graphic norms to develop organically and must make rapid decisions
on standards so that language documentation and revitalization can oc-
cur, some facing technological and infrastructural limitations along the
way that can impede their progress. Additionally, speakers often find
themselves operating in silos, each creating a variation of a potential
orthography but unable to achieve a global consensus. Community in-
put and collaboration is widely considered a critical facet of orthogra-
phy development (Willis Oko, 2018) but it can be difficult to coordinate
large workshops at a frequent cadence.

Social media has seen widespread adoption among indigenous com-
munities for sharing their language and culture online (Buszard-
Welcher, 2001; Carpenter et al., 2016; Cassels, 2019; Cru, 2018; Djomeni
and Sadembouo, 2016; Emmanouilidou, 2014; B. D. Lillehaugen, 2016)
and connecting individuals with other speakers of their language. This
form of online written communication can be viewed as a way to gauge
the state of a vulnerable stories and poems or religious texts, which may
not accurately reflect spoken language and prove challenging for emerg-
ing readers to utilize.

Furthermore, standardized and regulated writing may have different
lexical use and syntax patterns compared to spoken language (De Korne
andWeinberg, 2021). Social media interactions are often much more in-
formal and more accurately reflect daily conversion, meaning they may
be a useful way to assess the organic use of a language’s writing system
and what patterns may emerge based on the types of written interac-
tions that occur. This informal register can allow speakers to express
themselves with a form of written language that best reflects their own
linguistic realities, which can bolster language revival (ibid.).

To explore these ideas further, we present a case study of Boro (Bodo)
(ISO 639-3: brx) and Manipuri (Meiteilon) (ISO 639-3: mni), two Sino-
Tibetan languages spoken primarily in North-Eastern India. Both being
scheduled languages per the Indian constitution and having available
published literature (Pappuswamy, 2017). The writing systems of both
languages have undergone notable transformations as speakers pursued
scripts that weremost representative of community identity and are still
evolving today.
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Section 2 will discuss the importance of written language for endan-
gered orthographic standards. Section 3 will provide a cultural and so-
ciolinguistic background of North Eastern India, the region in which
both Boro and Manipuri are spoken. Section 4 and 5 will give in-depth
information on the Boro and Manipuri writing systems, respectively.
Section 6 will discuss the digital public sphere and the use of endan-
gered and vulnerable languages online. Section 7 covers the current
state of Boro and Manipuri use online, specifically on social media, and
includes excerpts and observed trends from interviews conducted with
native speakers of these languages as well as the third and fourth au-
thors, who are native speakers of Manipuri and Boro, respectively.

As the authors discuss, the issue of orthography development for un-
written and endangered languages is often approached from a tradi-
tional linguistic perspective, though sociolinguists have recently applied
critical theory to the topic (cf., De Korne and Weinberg 2021, Hernán-
dez, López-Gopar, and Sughrua 2017). Due to this perspective, written
language is often viewed as secondary to spoken language and orthog-
raphy development is seen as a “means to an end” for language docu-
mentation.

In an attempt to challenge some of these views and bring to light
other facets of orthography development and use, the present paper
seeks to include grapholinguistic theory (cf., Neef (2015) and Meletis
(2020)) to the issue and connect the concerns of orthographic devel-
opment to the larger grapholinguistic community. It is the authors’
hope that this will bring greater awareness to the issue of orthography
development for endangered the broader linguistics community how
grapholinguistics can be applied to this critical topic.

2. Orthography Development

Having a corresponding writing system for one’s language system pro-
vides opportunities to use the language in a wider variety of contexts.
It allows not only for personal written communications (e.g., letters,
dairies, etc.) but can also increase representation of the allows for the
creation of educational materials and other publications. Also, if the
script is available in Unicode, then it also allows for use of the language
online (e.g., email, websites, social media), though there may still be
hurdles to this, which is discussed in more detail in later sections.

Having a written language also helps to alleviate what is commonly
referred to as the “transcription bottleneck” in language documentation.
During documentation initiatives, there are typically hours upon hours
of audio and video footage that is collected. The speech in these record-
ings must then be transcribed. Without a practical (i.e., non-academic)
way to write the language, transcription falls on the shoulders of those
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Fıgure 1. Photograph of sign in
Meitei Mayek and Roman scripts, left
(Bachaspatimayum, 2020)

Fıgure 2. Photograph of published
Bodo Literature, right (Daimari, n.d.)

who are formally trained in linguistic transcription. A writing system
allows community members to become active participants in the doc-
umentation process. However, development and adoption of a writing
system and subsequent orthographic standards is a highly complex is-
sue.

Before venturing into the larger discussion on orthography develop-
ment, it is important to define the authors’ use of terms such as “writing
system,” “orthography” and “script,” as these terms are often used in a
plethora of ways, often synonymously, among many linguists. We fol-
lowNeef (2015) andMeletis (2020), and others in our use of these terms.

A“writing system” is the combination of a script and how it is applied
to a given language (i.e., graphematics). One may cite the “English writ-
ing system” which is a combination of the Roman script and the corre-
spondences between the graphemes in the script and phonological units
in the language. “Writing system” is very commonly conflated with “or-
thography,” which will be addressed shortly.

A “script” is the physical implementation of a writing system, includ-
ing its graphical features. For example, that the horizontal bar in <T>
overhangs the vertical bar on both sides, as opposed to only one side as
in <Г>, is a feature of the Roman script and purely a graphetic concern,
with no ties to a specific language.

An “orthography” is the prescriptive use of a writing system for a
particular language, including spelling conventions and the correspon-
dence of linguistic units to graphemes and grapheme clusters. Meletis
(2020) describes three facets of an orthography—system, use, and norm.
System is the actual writing system itself, as previously defined. This
system is then put into use. Through more widespread and continued
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use, certain norms begin to develop. This leads to the prescriptive use
of the system, resulting in normative spellings. See Meletis (2022) for a
more in-depth discussion on orthographic standardization.

Though many writing systems may have particular rules which al-
low for various spellings of a given word (e.g., “ryte” instead of “right,”
Meletis 2020, p. 156), orthographic norms dictate standardized spellings
of written units. While there exist governing bodies to formally estab-
lish norms (cf., Académie française), historically many norms evolve or-
ganically over time. These norms are more enforced in certain domains,
and variability is tolerated in some orthographic spaces better than oth-
ers (ibid.). For example, published manuscripts are typically proofed
for adherence to orthographic rules whereas written utterances shared
on social media may be less standardized. This is of particular impor-
tance to the present study because the focus is on written language use
on social media, where orthographic standards are typically relaxed and
writers may feel more comfortable deviating from established norms or
experimenting with alternative spelling conventions.

As previously mentioned, “orthography” is commonly conflated with
“writing system,” but the two are not synonymous. “Orthography” is
strictly the prescriptive aspects of a writing system. This is an impor-
tant distinction because if descriptive linguistics focuses on orthogra-
phies rather than writing systems then the descriptions become inher-
ently prescriptive in nature (ibid.).

That is not to say that development/adoption of orthographic norms
should not be prioritized, but they should be prioritized for the right
reasons. If the end goal of developing orthographic standards is only
so that it can be used to document spoken language, does that actually
add any value to members of the language community beyond language
preservation? Furthermore, critical theories have stressed the potential
dangers of forcing a prescriptive orthography in a language community
too early, as it can lead to literacy elitism and harmful social distinctions
of “literate” and “illiterate” (De Korne and Weinberg, 2021; Hernández,
López-Gopar, and Sughrua, 2017).

Grapholinguistic theory also stresses the fact that the orthographic
module of writing systems (i.e., the prescriptive rules of writing system
use) are not obligatory and written language can exist without strict
conventions, as it has done so historically (Meletis, 2020). Rather than
force prescriptive norms and rush decisions, the development of a writ-
ten culture within a language community should reflect traditional com-
municative practices and evolve within the cultural context of the com-
munity as much as possible.

Cultural context is important. There are many non-linguistic factors
that influence orthography development (Cahill, 2014), some of which
will be explored in greater detail in later sections. These fall into what
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is called “sociocultural fit”1. Writing and written language are deeply
rooted in cultural identity and influenced by a myriad of sociopolitical
factors, including religion, national identity, politics, etc. (Cahill, 2014;
Meletis, 2020). Script, and even the typeface of said script, is strongly
associated with particular groups and, thus, the choice to adapt an exist-
ing writing system can be seen as aligning culturally with those associ-
ated groups. This is seen to be the case in the North East Indian region,
as will be discussed in the next section. No matter how good a linguistic
fit a particular writing system may be, it will never be adopted by the
writing community if it is a poor sociocultural fit (Cahill, 2014).

Technology is also a key factor in the modern, digital age. While a
writing system is necessary for communicating online (Pappuswamy,
2017), the nature of the script and orthography also dictate how easy
it is for individuals to engage in writing practices. Not all scripts are
supported by Unicode and typing certain graphemes, including those
with diacritics, on conventional keyboards can be cumbersome, leading
to some writers using shorthand digraphs as an alternative to diacritic
use (Chelliah and Garton, 2023).

Furthermore, prior exposure to majority language scripts and ortho-
graphic standards can influence the preferences of the language com-
munity. It is possible that an individual’s native language (L1) is not
the language they use in school, where they learn to read in a majority
language and in another script. This native script (S1) (cf., Gnanade-
sikan 2020) may differ from the script used for the L1 writing system
(L1WS) and features of the S1 may influence an individual’s acquisition
of their L1WS. This influence, or transference, may be positive or neg-
ative depending on the nature of the L1WS and the L2WS. If the L1WS,
which would be S2, is a different script than S1 then the acquisition of
S2 may be tedious and frustrating (ibid.). Adoption of a new writing
system may go poorly for a language community if too many members
have an S1 that differs from the script of the new system.

There are also linguistic factors of orthography development (Cahill
and Rice, 2014), which determine “linguistic fit”2. In other words, how
well does a writing system fit with the language system that it repre-
sents? When adopting a writing system, decisions must be made about
how to represent certain linguistic features. These decisions are typi-
cally focused around how to represent the results of morphophonologi-
cal processes (Chelliah and Garton, 2023). Should surface or underlying
forms be represented? Or should a mix be proposed, as Snider (2014)
recommends? Questions such as what constitutes an orthographic word
and punctuation conventions must also be addressed. For an in-depth

1. See Meletis (2020), chapter 8 for an in-depth review of sociocultural fit.
2. See Meletis (ibid.), chapter 6 for an in-depth review of linguistic fit.
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discussion and examples of these in a Tibeto-Burman context, see Chel-
liah and Garton (2023).

This plethora of factors means that the questions of writing system
and orthography are different for every language and community of
writers, though there are common threads and lessons to be learned
from all stories. With that, the present paper focuses on the stories of
two – focusing on the use of these languages’ orthographies in digital
public spheres.

3. Linguistic Landscape of North Eastern India

India is home to over 170 languages and 540 dialects, according to the
Linguistic Survey of India (Grierson, 1921), and is a linguistically rich
country. The North Eastern region of India alone is home to over
400 languages and dialects, 80 of which are considered endangered
(Pappuswamy, 2017). These languages and dialects are spread across
four language families—Tibeto-Burman, Indo-Aryan, Austria-Asiatic,
and Tai-Kadai—the majority belonging to the Tibeto-Burman grouping
(Haokip, 2021).

Language status in India is no less complex. While many countries
merely classify languages as “official,” the multilingual environment of
India necessitates a more layered system. Special language status in In-
dia is determined by the Eighth Schedule of the Indian Constitution, re-
sulting in some languages being referred to as “scheduled Hindi, though
business and government work may also be conducted in English.

There are 22 scheduled languages3, and these languages have spe-
cial status in India. Scheduled languages are guaranteed cultural rep-
resentation and the Indian government has a responsibility to promote
them (Pappuswamy, 2017). Scheduled languages are also often the third
language taught in schools per India’s Three-Language Formula, which
stipulates that schools teach Hindi, English, and a third Indian language
(Eucation, 2020). The general purpose of scheduled languages is to pre-
serve and promote linguistic diversity in India and protect indigenous
languages of the region. However, this in no way guarantees the vital-
ity of these considered vulnerable by UNESCO (Moseley and Nicholas,
2010; Pappuswamy, 2017). UNESCO cites the lack of a viable writing
system and consistent script as a factor of this vulnerability (Moseley
and Nicholas, 2010).

3. All 22 languages are: (1) Assamese, (2) Bengali, (3) Gujarati, (4) Hindi,
(5) Kannada, (6) Kashmiri, (7) Konkani, (8) Malayalam, (9) Manipuri, (10) Marathi,
(11) Nepali, (12) Oriya, (13) Punjabi, (14) Sanskrit, (15) Sindhi, (16) Tamil, (17) Tel-
ugu, (18) Urdu (19) Bodo, (20) Santhali, (21) Maithili and (22) Dogri (Governent of
India, 2017).
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Language and writing are deeply rooted in culture and, as such, are
strongly tied to cultural identity. As previously discussed, the choice of
writing system and script is often heavily influenced by socio-political
and religious factors. This is absolutely the case in North Eastern India.
The religious landscape of India is complex, with a spectrum of Bud-
dhism, Hinduism, and Christianity. Writing systems are often heav-
ily associated with religion (Lillis and McKinney, 2013; Pappuswamy,
2017), with Devanagari seen as Hindu, Latin seen as Christian, and Ti-
betan seen as Buddhist (Pappuswamy, 2017). Furthermore, deciding
power over script choice is seen as a matter of local autonomy and can
result in socio-political tension, as was the case with the Boro script shift
in the 1970s (covered more in section 5).

The North Eastern region of India has dozens of tribal bodies, many
of which have historically felt culturally repressed and economically ex-
ploited (Prabhakar, 1974). While great efforts have been made by the
Indian government to weave these tribes into the larger tapestry of In-
dian culture, many individuals still feel closely tied to their tribal iden-
tities rather than a homogenous national identity. Script use and ortho-
graphic norms are a strong part of this identity and the use of a particu-
lar orthography can be seen as a way of expressing this identity (ibid.).

While historically the use of a preferred script was highly local-
ized, the advent of the Internet, the increased accessibility of multilin-
gual keyboards (e.g., Keyman, see Computational Resource for South
Asian Languages (CoRSAL) (n.d.[c])) and the expansion of Unicode
have given speakers of minority languages new, globally visible plat-
forms upon which they can engage and express their linguistic identi-
ties.

4. BoroWriting System Shifts and Current Orthography

The Boro language, also known as Bodo, is spoken in Assam, partic-
ularly the autonomous Bodoland Territorial Region in North Eastern
India (CoRSAL, n.d.). It is a member of the Sino-Tibetan language fam-
ily and spoken by over 1.4 million people (India, 2011). Despite the
large number of speakers, UNESCO still considers Boro a vulnerable
language, with the writing system being a contributing factor (Mose-
ley and Nicholas, 2010).

Originally, the language was written with a mixture of Roman, As-
samese, and Bengali writing systems, with no orthographic conventions
established (Sarmah, 2014). In the 1950s, the Assamese script was set-
tled on, but this was short-lived. Since the 1950s, there have been con-
tinued discussions over which script would best represent the identity
of the Bodo people. Assamese was not the preferred script for the Bodo



Endangered Languages in the Digital Public Sphere 445

Fıgure 3. Photo of an article about French painter Gustave Courbet (Boro,
2005)

people, who wanted autonomy and a way to express their cultural iden-
tity (George, 1994; Prabhakar, 1974).

In the 1960’s the first Boro medium schools were introduced, where,
as the name suggests, Boro was the medium for all classroom instruc-
tion. This prompted accelerated conversations about the need for a stan-
dardized Boro writing system to be used in textbooks (C. Basumatary,
2014; P. Basumatary, 2017; BC, 2019; Wary, 2017). Throughout the
1970s, the Bodo Sahitya Sabha (Bodo Literacy Society) became a ma-
jor participant in the push for a new script for the Boro writing system.
Originally, the Roman script was proposed and school materials began
to be published in Roman script following proposed orthographic rules
(Prabhakar, 1974). However, other parties pushed for Devanagari and
eventually the Bodo Literacy Society, Bodo Sahitya Sabha, shifted their
stance, formally agreeing to adopt Devanagari for Boro in 1975 (Sarmah,
2014). Despite this formal adoption, discussion about whichwriting sys-
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Fıgure 4. Photograph from a Boro orthographyworkshop onDecember 12, 2010
(photo taken by co-author Prafulla Basumatary)

tem and script to adopt are ongoing. Co-author Prafulla Basumatary
made an observation regarding personal preference for one script over
another on Facebook. He noted that Bodos historically have used both
scripts but that a section of the population still has a preference for us-
ing exclusively Roman script and he observes that this preference carries
over into their script choice on Facebook.

Today, the Bodo Sahitya Sabha remains a critical organization which
continues to work with the Boro community on orthographic standards
for the language. Workshops are frequently held and the literacy so-
ciety has been known to leverage social media to announce workshop
decisions. This will be discussed in more detail in section 7. Boro is
largely written in Devanagari (see Fig. 3), but some writers will use the
Roman script in certain contexts. As the authors explore in section 7,
there are numerous motivations for a Boro speaker to opt to write in
either Roman or Devanagari script.

5. Manipuri Writing System History

The Manipuri language, also known as Meiteilon (also, Meithei, Meitei,
Meitheiron, Meetei), is widely spoken in the Indian state of Manipur
(CoRSAL,Manipur) as well as in Assam, Tripura, Bangladesh andMyan-
mar. The official Census of India 2011 recognized 1.7 million speakers,
but other estimates are closer to 3 million due to the distribution of
speakers beyond Manipur (Roy, 2017).
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Fıgure 5. Digitized image of a Manipuri manuscript (Shobhana Lakshmi Chel-
liah, n.d.)

Fıgure 6. Photo of Manipuri speaker Chanam Hemchandra displaying a Ma-
nipuri manuscript (Roy, 2008)
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Fıgure 7. Photograph of Manipuri manuscript collection (Molinaro, 2008b)

Fıgure 8. Photograph of a Manipuri manuscript: Sading Sakok (Molinaro,
2008a)

Despite these large numbers, UNESCO reports still consider the lan-
guage vulnerable due to a number of factors, including lack of a unified
writing system (Moseley and Nicholas, 2010). Like Boro, Manipuri has
been written with more than one script and this flux has prevented a
unified writing system to be accessible for all generations.

Prior to the 18th century, the Manipuri language was written using
an abugida calledMeitei Mayek (Laithangbam, 2017). The script is from
a group of Tibetan scripts originating from the Gupta Brahmi script
(Shobhana Lakshmi Chelliah, 2011). In the early 18th century, Hindu
missionaries spread Hinduism amongst the region, prompting the con-
verted King of Manipur (and, later, the British) to decree the use of the
Bengali script (Bangla) instead (Laithangbam, 2017; Roy, 2017). Bangla
initially coexisted with Meitei Mayek throughout the 18th, 19th, and
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20th centuries but then gradually gained ascendance after the Anglo-
Manipuri War of 1891. Today, roughly 40,000 manuscripts in Meitei
Mayek remain, in part because Hindu missionaries torched many writ-
ings in Meitei Mayek (Roy, 2017). See Figs. 4 and 5 for a scan of a sur-
viving manuscript and photo of a bound book.

While Meitei Mayek was originally replaced with Bangla, the script
was officially reinstated as official for the Manipuri writing system in
2006. Now shop signs, newspapers, and other public written materials
in Meitei Mayek can be found (Laithangbam, 2017). It was added to
the Unicode Standard in 2009 (Roy, 2017) which has further spurred
its adoption. The Supplementary Document by co-author L. Somi Roy
details this history in his account of his attempt to bridge the gap in the
usage of the two scripts.

6. Endangered Languages in the Digital Age

The 21st century has brought a newwave of technologies, some referring
to society’s current digital transformation as the “Fourth Industrial Rev-
olution” (Schwab, 2018). The rapid advancement of information tech-
nologies, which allow users to easily engagewith one another on a global
scale, has given rise to new public spheres which exist only digitally.

The concept of “public sphere” (German: Öffentlichkeit) was origi-
nally coined by Jürgen Habermas, a German philosopher. Habermas
defined a public sphere as a community “made up of private people gath-
ered together as a public and articulating the needs of society with the
state” (Soules, 2007). While Habermas’ definition does include virtual
communities which do not “necessarily exist in any identifiable space”
(ibid.), the authors specify public spheres which exist online as “digi-
tal public spheres” to better differentiate the phenomenon from more
traditional and analog public spheres.

Among these digital public spheres exist those comprised of speakers
of endangered languages who are communicating and connecting on-
line to share their language and culture. Before the digital age, speakers
of endangered languages had much more siloed communities in which
language use, especially written language use, might take place. The
language might be written locally within a tight geographic space, but
writings rarely spanned beyond that and, if they did, it was likely in
private communications or formal (often religious) writings, not in a
broader social capacity. As a result, languages used in such a confined
environment were at a stronger risk of dying out, as speakers defaulted
to the more wide-spread and accepted majority languages of their area.
For details on the many factors which contribute to language endanger-
ment, see Shobhana L. Chelliah (2021).



450 Rachel Garton, Merrion Dale, L. Somi Roy & Prafulla Basumatary

Enter the age of the Internet, digital communication, and social net-
working platforms. Suddenly, the reach of small language communities
is expanded globally so not only can individuals communicate across
the world in real time, but their writings can be easily diffused among
others. Buszard-Welcher’s 2001 publication CanTheWebHelp SaveMyLan-
guage explored the then-emerging phenomenon of websites dedicated to
the use, preservation, and promotion of endangered languages, and the
potential role these sites could play in the future of language revitaliza-
tion. She analyzed these sites in terms of their creators, users, content,
and appeal to young speakers. Since 2001, the arrival of social media
has provided many significant platforms for endangered

Social media can serve as an access point for many individuals to
other people who speak their language, or who are affiliated with the
language through their heritage (Cassels, 2019; Scannell, 2012). Many
of these platforms allow the creation of folksonomies, which ensure that
the tagged content is searchable by others and can boost the content’s
visibility. This property alone has valuable implications for the promo-
tion of minority and endangered languages as evidenced in examples
of videos on TikTok using the hashtag #cajunfrench which, at the time
of writing, have garnered a collective 30.7 million views. Selecting this
tag brings up every video that has used it (often an individual sharing a
recording of an older family member telling a story in Cajun French or
teaching songs, stories, and new vocabulary). Similarly, separate digital
language activism campaigns and case studies on the Gwitch’in, Sami,
and Zapotec languages have resulted in the creation of Twitter hashtags
to encourage use of these indigenous languages, and in the case of Za-
potec, helped to establish amore active online “writing culture” (Billock,
2015; B. D. Lillehaugen, 2016).

The creation and utilization of Facebook groups for language learn-
ers/communities has served in some respects as a modern interpreta-
tion of endangered language websites. Group members are able to en-
gage in discourse with one another and share questions, media from
other platforms, and even archived materials related to the community’s
shared language and culture (Dale et al., n.d.; De Falco and Cesarano,
2016). For example, the University of North Texas’ Computational Re-
source for South Asian Languages (CoRSAL) has worked with linguists
and language collection depositors for the Boro, Lamkang, Azamgarhi,
and Burushaski language collections to create such groups on Facebook
as a means to connect members from each speaker community to their
archived easily accessible for promotion and revitalization purposes for
speaker communities who might otherwise face internet connectivity
struggles, making it more feasible to access this data through Facebook
on their mobile devices.

Community-based language and policy planning prioritizes the
agency of representation and use (McCarty, 2018). The participatory
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nature of the digital public sphere has allowed for certain areas to
serve as grounds for grassroots language reclamation that can manifest
through vernacular literacies, as well as language ideology and image
planning discourse (Androutsopoulos, 2013; Barton and Lee, 2012; Cru,
2018). A 2018 case study examined the comments section for two videos
of Yucatec Mayan and Mapuche rap music and found that the posi-
tive feedback left by members of each respective language community
were expressed through multiple orthographic systems and representa-
tive of sentiments of prestige and image planning among the speakers
of these indigenous languages (Cru, 2018). Cru noted that, in contrast
to regulated environments like schools, “user-generated digital spaces
are opening up opportunities for the production of meaningful writing
practices in indigenous further noted that these spaces are more free
from expectations of standardization. This is a sentiment that B. Lille-
haugen (2019) and B. D. Lillehaugen (2016) supports in her work with
the use of Zapotec on Twitter. She notes that it is not crucial for a lan-
guage to have a standardized writing system for them to participate in
writing their language on social media, and that such standardization
can often arise out of the ongoing writing practices of the speaker pop-
ulation (p. 365).

6.1. Representation and Negotiation in the Digital Public Sphere

While the technology exists to facilitate online use, there are still de-
velopmental hurdles for many languages. If a language’s orthography
utilizes a script that is not yet available in Unicode, there is still work to
be done. Harkening back to the early exploration of dedicated endan-
gered language websites, Buszard-Welcher identified the issue of font
(un)availability, noting that there was considerable discussion of this
issue across these websites she studied:

Of the sites in the sample, 28% had content on writing systems. This in-
cludes discussions of fonts (7 sites), offering fonts for free download (7 sites),
and discussions of writing systems (7 sites). The latter are usually short de-
scriptions of the development of particular writing systems accompanied by
a chart of symbols. One site, Cherokee, has online lessons for learning to use
the writing system (Buszard-Welcher, 2001, p. 334).

The need for bridging the digital language divide, and ensuring
greater diversity in web/social media compatible scripts persists, but
there have been notable efforts put forth by the speakers of affected Os-
age language (ISO-639-3: osa) is a Native American language spoken in
modern day Oklahoma, United States and is written with a script that
represents the movements in traditional dances. The project to incorpo-
rate the graphemes into the Unicode Standard was long and expensive,
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requiring coordinationwith community leaders andUnicode developers
(Martucci, 2014). Thankfully, this hard work paid off and today Osage
speakers can write their language digitally (Nation, 2014).

Despite the inclusion of many scripts into the Unicode Standard, us-
ability is still a major concern. Multilingual keyboard software and mo-
bile applications have become fairly advanced, but the usability gap be-
tween more widespread scripts (e.g., Roman, Cyrillic) and specialized
scripts (e.g., Meitei Mayek) is wide. These usability concerns add a
layer of complexity to the already-complex issue of orthography devel-
opment and script choice. In fact, as explored in Section 5, there have
been proposals to “Romanize” Manipuri in order to facilitate easier dig-
ital use, particularly on mobile devices (Roy, 2017). Additionally, writ-
ers of some languages, such as Hakha Lai (ISO 639-3 code: cnh) and
Mizo (ISO 639-3 code: lus), may also resort to shorthand representa-
tions of graphemes which are cumbersome to type. Both the Hakha Lai
and Mizo orthographies utilize the grapheme <ṭ> but writers will often
substitute this with <tt> and <tr>, respectively (Chelliah and Garton,
2023).

These examples raise an interesting question with respect to the case
studies at hand: How are Boro andManipuri orthographic standards ne-
gotiated in a digital space? What factors may dictate or motivate indi-
vidual script choice/spelling conventions? As discussed, the use of en-
dangered languages online has surged in recent years, resulting in far
more written material than ever before. Could digital platforms, like
social media, expedite more natural development of community ortho-
graphic norms? The following sections will explore written language
use by Boro and Manipuri speakers online, specifically as it pertains to
their use of social media, and will discuss potential implications for how
social mediamight be leveraged by language communities continuing to
develop orthographic rules for their chosen writing system.

7. Boro and Manipuri Online

In order to understand the lived experiences of Boro and Manipuri
writers, the authors interviewed Boro and Manipuri speakers who use
their respective language to engage online, either actively or passively.
The focus of the interviews was on Facebook, as both aforementioned
Bodo Literacy Society, have a Facebook presence, but interviews also
touched on other social media and digital platforms, such as WhatsApp,
YouTube, Instagram, and email. Themes from the interviews were
then validated against the observations and experiences of the third and
fourth authors as users of social media platforms such as Facebook and
WhatsApp and native Manipuri and Boro speakers, respectively. The
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following sections discuss the individual results for Boro and Manipuri
before summarizing the findings and identifying key themes.

7.1. Boro Use Online

Although, unsurprisingly, every internet/social media user will have be-
haviors and tendencies that shape the varying observations of their user
unique experiences, among the Boro speakers interviewed there were
trends in their observations of the factors influencing digital Boro writ-
ing. Interviewees reported varying writing domains of original posts
on Instagram andWhatsApp. They also reported active commenting on
YouTube videos as well as both individual and group Facebook posts.

There was a unanimous consensus among interviewees that a pri-
mary motivating factor for the choice between using Roman or Devana-
gari script online was that of convenience. Perception of convenience
was motivated in part by the assessment that Roman script could be
employed with a greater speed. Additionally, co-author Prafulla Ba-
sumatary notes that the Roman keyboard may be regarded as easier to
use and present fewer spelling challenges for users. Individual techno-
logical proficiency was another factor that one interviewee cited as con-
tributing to the convenience of Roman script, particularly with respect
to an individual’s ability to incorporate another keyboard like Devana-
gari onto their (primarily mobile) devices. This was a notable factor in
one interviewee’s observations of Roman script usage on WhatsApp.

The interviewees indicated that educational medium background
could be a similarly influential factor in a Boro speaker’s script choice,
word choice, and spelling conventions. The difference between a Boro
medium educational background and another language medium, such
as English, Assamese, or Bengali, impacts a young Boro speaker’s expo-
sure to their medium don’t have the same access to Boro language classes
where Devanagari spelling conventions are taught.

One of the primary aims of the Bodo Sahitya Sabha, according to
their official website4 is to impart a sense of urgency regarding the need
for moremother-tongue education and to “expand the Bodo language by
producing standard literature and Text Books in [Bodo]” (Sabha, n.d.).
These efforts are part of co-author Prafulla Basumatary’s current post-
doctoral research on the Initial Literacy Measures of Boro Learners. Of
the three Boro speakers interviewed, only one of them had received Boro
medium educational training. As a result, they expressed a feeling that
it was their responsibility to share Boro content on social media using
Devanagari, and to also provide transliteration and translation as they

4. The official statement from the Bodo Sahitya Sabha (Bodo Literacy Society)
can be found on their website at https://bodosahityasabha.org/aims_objects.html.
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saw fit. Alternatively, the following quote is from an interviewee who
received an English medium education, and details the way this back-
ground impacted their understanding of Standard Boro in Devanagari
script:

[…] most of us didn’t really have Boro as a subject in our school since we
were… from the English medium school, we would say that. So, we don’t
really, to be honest, even I’m just learning the Boro script. We didn’t really
have any idea about how it’s written in Boro actually. So, since we just speak
Boro…we just write it in Roman alphabets. Because that’s easier for us rather
than writing in Devanagari script since we don’t really have the actual idea
of how it’s written in Devanagari…So, I can read it, but the problem was
we didn’t really understand a lot of what was written because the written
words are quite different from the everyday words that we use when we’re
speaking. So yeah, we could read, most of us could read the Boro, but… it
was like we didn’t really understand. But yeah, now I think a lot of us are
trying to understand what it is, by maybe taking the help of dictionary and
stuff. Yeah. That’s how it is.

This interviewee reported seeing Standard Boro on Instagram cap-
tions and shared posts in WhatsApp and giving up trying to read them
because they were too hard for eir to understand. Another Boro speaker
with an English medium background reported a higher comfort level us-
ing Standard Boro, the formal written register taught in Boro medium
schools, and reported switching between writing in English or in Boro
with Roman and Devanagari script depending on the nature of the post.
Formality of topic was a common theme among interviewees contribut-
ing to an individual’s script choice across digital platforms. Intervie-
wees noted a difference between Standard Boro and a more informal
and conversational Boro, where the primary difference between the two
is word choice. They described Standard Boro as being common to do-
mains of online posts including discussions or posts about Bodo culture,
literature, and other topics of academic or intellectual significance. Ad-
ditionally, groups on Facebook, particularly those disseminating infor-
mation to a large audience, were reported to commonly write in Stan-
dard Boro. Posts created by Bodo news media accounts on Facebook
exclusively write using Standard Boro and commonly use Devanagari.
Interviewees noted that Roman script is not limited to conversational
Boro and can be seen used for formal topics, however one interviewee
observed that, in eir experience, those who use Devanagari on social
media would be strictly using Standard Boro.

In addition to topic formality, the script choice of one’s online con-
versation partner may also have some bearing on one’s personal script
choice, particularly in the comment sections of platforms like Facebook
or Youtube. An interviewee noted that in their personal experience
many individuals in their Facebook network (including themselves) use
English as their prominent language for captioning their posts, but that
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even when e creates a Facebook post in English e will engage in Boro
comments with script and formality variance depending on the topic
and conversation partner.

Another interviewee, who reported no longer being an active Face-
book user, recalled their memories from the many years they were ac-
tive on Facebook in addition to the exchanges they witnessed on other
digital platforms. They reported seeing debates taking place in Face-
book groups and noted that the formality of word choice might change
the more heated an argument got. They occasionally observed script
switching depending on the users’ educational backgrounds. For ex-
ample, if the digital interlocutors shared a Boro medium background
the exchange might stay in Devanagari, and if not the exchange might
switch from Devanagari to Roman the longer they continued to con-
verse. They reported that online arguments might switch from Eng-
lish/Assamese to Boro in public groups or shared posts. Additionally,
the interviewee observed that YouTube comment sections differ in for-
mality and script choice by video domain. Often more informal content
(such as music videos or funny videos) will yield a more informal form
of writing in both Roman and Devanagari scripts, but in their experi-
ence, formal content like Boro political/news videos have more formal
commenting and individuals more heavily utilize Devanagari. A differ-
ent interviewee reported that in their experience Roman script is what
they see utilized the most on YouTube, but that tone and word choice
would vary depending on the content of the video in question.

That being said, the informal written register of Boro is reported to
be seen across digital platforms and is commonly seen in the comment
sections on Facebook and YouTube, where individuals are writing in
the same way they would be likely to speak to one another in person. In
one interviewee’s experience Facebook comment sections tended to fre-
quently display both Roman and Devanagari scripts, particularly when
the original post was from an account or group with a large following.
When prompted as to whether individuals might be motivated to use
one script or another the interviewee noted the following:

[As] far as I have noticed, they may have their own writing but all of them
know the standard one. So if the other person is writing in standard form of
Boro, then the other, like for me, then I will reply in there in standard form.
So, like that, if I want to comment on some one friend who I have known now
like from earlier, then I will write how I speak.

With respect to any type of metalinguistic discourse, all respondents
agreed that this was not common practice among Boro online conver-
sation. The Boro speaker who indicated e had observed metalinguis-
tic discourse noted that, with respect to addressing or announcing the
spelling conventions at large, they have only witnessed two individu-
als post anything of that nature on Facebook. E did mention, however,
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that e had more frequently seen people involved in Bodo news media
pointing out spelling errors to other Boro-speaking Facebook users if
those individuals were sharing intellectual content, particularly relat-
ing to Bodo identity and culture.

The aforementioned interviewee’s remark that for most users, Boro
writing on social media is “more about the message” than the spelling,
was echoed by another interviewee who felt these conversations seldom
take place. Eir impression was that spelling discourse and grapholin-
guistic correction was rare because many people would not see the
value or impact that altering their spelling choices would have on their
everyday life. This interviewee shared memories of their own personal
transliteration work converting Boro from Devanagari to Roman script.
E recalled consulting eir friends on WhatsApp for their guidance on the
spellings of certain words and encountered two different responses:

I didn’t really get an answer from them, because they… all they would
tell me is like, “This is what we have been writing, since a very long time…”
Yes. Or maybe sometimes someone would say, like, when I tell them “Okay,
but this person told me that this is written right,” and then they’ll ask me,
“Okay. Where… are they from? No no, they are wrong. This is how you
should write.” And then again, there’s another reaction to it somewhere else:
“Oh, maybe you can also spell it like that.” Yeah, there are like two reactions
to it. Someone sometimes tells me that “No, this is wrong, you should read
what I’ve written, I’ve told you,” and when someone tells me “No, you can
also write this one….” And then I think they accepted all at times, sometimes
they even… they are like you know, “Just accept it all because, like it also… it
like, you know, it’s because of the dialect probably. That’s why it’s different
so since we have to include all the dialects of the Boro, so why don’t… why
not include all of it all the spelling?”

Dialectal variation in spelling was reported by more than one in-
terviewee and points to the notion that this is a common justification
for said variance. Similarly, co-author Prafulla Basumatary has ob-
served that individuals who do not know correct spelling may shorten
the spelling of words in Roman or Devanagari script either by choice
or without knowing their spelling is inaccurate. After years of work,
Basumatary believes that the Boro Sahitya Sabha is close to the goal of
having a finalized orthography. He posits that including more linguists
into the workflow in addition to those who are from literature and other
academic backgrounds, may also be beneficial to completing the process.

7.2. Manipuri Use Online

Similar to the frequent use of Roman script for Boro, there was con-
sensus by Manipuri respondents that Roman script is the predominant
script used online, despite Roman script having no history of an official
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script. There was a general consensus among respondents that Roman is
easier to use on conventional keyboards compared to Bangla or Meitei
Mayek so it is often preferred. Additionally, while Meitei Mayek was
added to Unicode in 2009, it is not always supported on mobile devices
and there is minimal awareness of Meitei Mayek digital keyboards. One
respondent shared that despite having Unicode, people do not realize
and thus default to Roman script:

I also use in Roman script, because… in the mobile phone, Android
phones, or computer, … Bengali is already there but Meitei script is some-
thing difficult to use … we have the Meitei script … I think we have Unicode
also but people [are] not aware about that. That’s why most of the people use
Roman script.

As this respondent also reported, even if an individual is aware that
Meitei Mayek can be used on their personal devices, it is difficult to use
and Roman is more convenient for rapid online input. However, while
convenience was frequently reported as a contributing factor, perhaps
the most notable reason for the use of Roman script being preferred on-
line is the sentiment that Roman script is the common script to bridge
the gap between those literate in Bangla and those taught in Meitei
Mayek. When Meitei Mayek became the official script of Manipuri
in 2006, it resulted in a schism between those who were educated in
Bangla and the younger generation who became fluent in Meitei Mayek.
YoungerManipuri speakers are unlikely to know Bangla andmany older
speakers have not fully mastered or become comfortable with Meitei
Mayek. Roman script, however, is mostly known by all speakers, de-
spite never being an official script used by the language. Therefore, to
ensure one’s message can be read by all, Roman script may be preferred.
As one respondent reported:

Older people [use] Bengali but the new generation does not know about
the use of Bengali script so they use Meitei script or Roman script. Because,
since 2006, [we] started to use the Meitei script instead of Bengali script.
That’s why the new generations know only the Meitei script.

This schism in script was often mentioned by respondents and has
had significant impact on the writing culture of Manipur, particularly
in more informal registers such as social media. More background the
schism is discussed in the Supplementary Document appended to the
end of the present manuscript.

Since Roman is not, and never had been, an official script, there are
no spelling conventions for its use. Writers will often use invented
spellings that they feel most accurately represent the phonology of the
utterance. While this does result in variation across texts, respondents
shared that spellings are close enough that, with the help of context,
communication is not hindered in any way. Due to lack of codified



458 Rachel Garton, Merrion Dale, L. Somi Roy & Prafulla Basumatary

spelling conventions, there was also a sentiment among respondents
that standardized spelling was not a major concern when using Ro-
man script on social media: “in social media it doesn’t matter about the
spelling or whatever, any word they like they can use and they can use
whatever spelling.” Roman is viewed more as a convenient way to tran-
script Manipuri in a script that all can understand rather than a script
being preferred for official use. Some of the spelling variations reported
by respondents is inconsistent use of double vowels to indicate phone-
mic vowel length (e.g., <aa> vs. <a> for [a:]), which is a common spelling
variation seen in other languages of the region (see Chelliah and Garton
(2023)). Other observed spelling variation centers around representa-
tion of aspirated consonants, with one respondent reporting that he en-
counters <f> and <ph> both used for [ph].

These reports highlight the persistent issues faced by writers of un-
common and minority scripts globally, not just in North Eastern India.
Accessibility of a script may not be optimal, leading many writers to opt
for a majority script in certain situations. This inaccessibility can take
many forms. Firstly, Unicode representation can be difficult to obtain.
The Unicode consortiumwill only incorporate new characters once they
have been vetted and approved and typefaces must be designed so that
they conform to Unicode standards, which can be a tedious process re-
quiring support from Unicode developers (Martucci, 2014).

Once Unicode support is accomplished, there are still issues with the
distribution of the fonts and input methods for devices. As mentioned
byManipuri respondents, many people are unaware of the availability of
digital Manipuri keyboard options. Even if awareness is achieved, there
is then the issue of adoption by users. Some input methods can have
issues of usability and ergonomics. Many conventional input methods,
such as digital keyboard layouts and predictive text, are highly alphabet-
centric and not designed with other writing system typologies in mind
(Rowe, 2022). The user experience for writers of other writing system
typologies can be lacking. These issues can compound and lead to cases
like Manipuri, where writers default to a majority script like Roman
when the register of writing is informal and ease-of-typing is a prior-
ity.

The informal register of social media could be a factor of script choice
as well. Respondents did not report many original writings in Ro-
man script on social media despite the Manipuri community having a
very active writing culture, such as the publication of Asangba Nongjabi,
“Crimson Rainclouds,” a famous play written byMK Binodini Devi, who
signed her works as Binodini. For more background on this publication,
please see the Supplementary Document appended to the end of the
present manuscript. Formal writings such as Crimson Rainclouds are
published in Meitei Mayek or, if published prior to 2006, in the Bangla
script. Other official publications such as learning materials, signage,
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newspapers, etc. are all also in Meitei Mayek. Roman script is strictly
used in informal contexts, such as social media discussions. due to con-
venience.

The topics of social media discussions, though informal, can be
broad. Respondents reported that topics discussed online typically var-
ied by age group and also ethnic groups and tribal affiliations. Political
discussions and current events are often discussed, as seen with other
languages on social media. Metalinguistic, or metagrapholinguistic, dis-
cussion was not commonly reported. However, a notable occurrence
was mentioned by a Manipuri interviewee who said that when Meitei
Mayek was added to Unicode there was some discussion online about
this advancement. Interestingly, though many Manipuri speakers are
undoubtedly aware of the inclusion of Meitei Mayek in Unicode, aware-
ness of keyboards to input the script appears to remain lacking.

7.3. Summary of Findings

When comparing interviews across both languages, themes began to
emerge. These themes can be grouped into four general categories—the
writers’ script choice, the topics being discussed online, spelling conven-
tions and word choice, and metalinguistic/metagrapholinguistic discus-
sion.

Script Choice

By far the most prevalent factor influencing script choice was ease of
use and convenience. For both Boro and Manipuri writers, the use of
the Roman script is by far the easiest in a digital format and, thus, is the
most commonly used. Toggling back and forth between the keyboards
is clunky, and in the case of Manipuri speakers not all users have access
to a Meitei Mayek keyboard.

Education was also a notable factor. Not education level, but rather
educational background and the year(s) in which the individual was ed-
ucated. In the case of Boro, it is not the case that all Boro speakers re-
ceive a Boro medium education, and as a result this impacts non-Boro
medium students’ proficiency in reading and writing their language us-
ing Devanagari script and contributes to their preference for Roman
script. With respect to Manipuri, as noted above, the official shift from
Bangla to Meitei Mayek caused a schism, so those educated before vs.
after 2006 were educated in different scripts.

Lastly, the nature of the topic being discussed was also mentioned
as an influencing factor for some interviewees. For example, if a post
is longer or more formal then a writer may opt to use Devanagari for
Boro, as it is the official script. One interviewee also mentioned that
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if they are in a conversation with someone they will often adapt to the
script used by their partner so the conversation flows in one script rather
than a back-and-forth. This can be considered a kind of written code-
switching.

Topics Discussed

For topics discussed, speakers of both languages reported a wide range
of concepts across various digital platforms. Everything from news and
politics to culture, such as poetry, art or musical performances. This
is a positive indication of a vibrant and healthy online writing culture,
which is very promising for the long-term vitality of these

Spelling/Word Choice

Interviewees frequently reported that spelling conventions were not of-
ten regarded on social media, likely due to the informal register. One
Manipuri interviewee even said “no one cares about spelling online,”
though some respondents said they observed social media users cor-
recting one another’s spelling. Formality of certain topics in Boro were
one factor that contributed to the formality of the register. Correction
of spelling and grammar seemed to be more common as a response to
more formal and official posts, such as posts from official pages. One
Boro respondent explained that this is because official pages are seen as
representatives of the language and have higher visibility. Therefore,
proper language use is perceived as more important.

Dialect was also cited as a reason for some of the spelling variation. If
someone is unsure of how to spell a word, they will make a guess based
on how it sounds. The phonology may differ from dialect to dialect,
making these invented spellings differ in tandem.

One final theme for spelling is the issue of loan words. Respondents
from both languages mentioned loanwords being a point of uncertainty
with spelling because somewriters wish to preserve the original spelling
of the borrowed word and others may wish to nativize it and adapt the
spelling to native conventions. This is particularly common when the
loan word is from a language with a shared script (e.g., English, Hindi,
etc.)

Meta(grapho)linguistic Discussion

One final theme is the occurrence of metalinguistic discussion, or more
specifically metagrapholinguistic discussion (i.e., discussing written
language in written posts). While such discussion was not as common as
originally expected, Bodo respondents did mention some notable occur-
rences. As already mentioned, some users would correct one another’s
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spelling, which could be seen as a form of metagrapholinguistic interac-
tion. Additionally, one Manipuri respondent reported discussion about
the inclusion of Meitei Mayek into Unicode, which can also be consid-
ered a form of metagrapholinguistic discussion. More notable, however,
was the occurrence of announcements about changes to or decisions
made about Boro orthographic standards, often due to an orthography
workshop. These announcements might also yield isolated comments
and discussion.

8. Conclusion and Looking to the Future

In the digital age, it is propitious for minority languages to expand on-
line, as this provides more channels for communication in the increase
exposure to the international community. However, writing one’s key-
boards for one’s native script. In these situations, writers may opt to use
an already-available script as a stop-gap until Unicode expands or input
devices improve. The issue of Unicode availability and the usability of
digital keyboards remain serious issues for minority languages and un-
derrepresented scripts. It would behoove the linguistic community to
focus on these issues as a serious concern for language revitalization
and representation.

Through the interviews conducted with native speakers and from the
third and fourth authors’ experiences, this paper examined the online
writing culture of Boro and Manipuri speakers and explored the history
and use of each language’s writing system on social media.

Despite script changes and revisions of standards, both languages
have active online writing cultures. Amajor commonality between these
two writing cultures is that Roman is often the preferred script for use
online despite not being official for either language. With Roman script
use as well as use of other scripts, orthographic conventions are not al-
ways adhered to, but this appears to have little or no impact on commu-
nication and online assertions.

Boro and Manipuri represent two of many vulnerable languages
across the globe, many of which are still growing their online presence.
As seen with the cases of both Boro and Manipuri, and as urged by B. D.
Lillehaugen (2016) and others, vulnerable language communities need
not wait for official orthographic standards to begin writing their lan-
guage. An online writing culture can flourish without codified standards
of standards may not even be adhered to online even when they do exist.

This paper was written as an effort to assess the current state of Boro
and Manipuri digital writing. While the objective was not to predict
the shape these languages’ orthographic standardization will ultimately
take, we expect that it will be of continuing significance to observe how
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the digital writing of both languages evolves alongside updates made to
their writing systems.
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THE MANIPURI LEARNING MODULE
Using a Modern Manipuri Play as a Learning Tool

L. Somi Roy

“Binodini’s Crimson Rainclouds: A Learning Module” is a set of digital
documents in English and Manipuri based on a modern Manipuri play.
It is designed as a learning program for people in the arts and humanities
anywhere in the world who wish to learn Manipuri.

It grows out of “Crimson Rainclouds,” my English translation of a
Manipuri play called Asangba Nongjabi. The play is a work for radio and
stage by theManipuri writer, mymother, MKBinodini Devi, who signed
her works as Binodini. It is about an artist caught between his art, and
two women in his life. The play is celebrated in Manipur for the expres-
siveness and power of its realistic dialog.

I used the play “Crimson Rainclouds” to develop a learning tool for
Manipuri for anyone anywhere. From this developed the Manipuri
Learning Module on Zenodo which was later migrated it to the Uni-
versity of North Texas in Denton. Free universal access to the Module
documents are available for scholars and researchers on both Zenodo
and UNT Libraries portals.

TheModule is made up of five parts: “Crimson Rainclouds,” the Eng-
lish translation of the play; the Manipuri original Asangba Nongjabi in
the Bangla script that Binodini wrote in; its transliteration into Meitei
Mayek; a Roman transliteration; and, finally, an audio-recording of the
play in Manipuri. One can therefore read the play in English, or the
Manipuri original in Bangla, Meitei Mayek or Roman scripts. They can
also listen to the play. There is also a note on the Romanization system I
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Fıgure 9. MK Binodini Devi (1922-2011)

have employed, which will be discussed further below. I added a primer
of the Meitei Mayek alphabet too, since the script is not well-known like
Bangla.

Fıgure 10. Asangba Nongjabi by Binodini, 1967

“Crimson Rainclouds” was published in 2012 by Thema Books of
Kolkata as a two-language, three-script volume. The English transla-
tion is followed by the Manipuri original in Bangla and Meitei Mayek.
The two Manipuri versions were published on facing pages. The text of
each page in one script corresponds to the text on the facing page in the
other script.
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Fıgure 11. Crimson Rainclouds, 2012

Fıgure 12. Interfacing Bangla and Meitei Mayek scripts in “Crimson
Rainslouds”

The reason for the inclusion of the Meitei Mayek transliteration was
because the general reader in Manipur cannot read this script. It was
true in 2012 when the book came out. It is true even today.

The backstory is that language activists burned down the Central
Library in Manipur in 2005. The appalling incident was the result of
growing frustration at the state government’s failure—over the preced-
ing two decades—to implement its own law to replace the Bangla script
with the indigenous Meitei Mayek. Their hand forced, the government
hurriedly enacted the replacement. It immediately resulted in an abrupt
schism in Manipuri orthography. And today, 19 years on, the below-22
generation can read Manipuri only in Meitei Mayek, while the general
readership above age 22 can read it only in the Bangla script.



Endangered Languages in the Digital Public Sphere 465

Fıgure 13. Manipuri primer in Meitei Mayek, archived in CoRSAL (https://
digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc1213732/)

The dual-script approach of “Crimson Rainclouds” from Thema
Books was therefore to build a bridge across this orthographic chasm.
However, the non-Manipuri would still not be able to read the Manipuri
texts if they do not know or first learn either of these two scripts.

To date, there is no official Romanization system developed by lin-
guists for Manipuri in the way they have for most of the world’s major
text or post in Manipuri, with no uniformity and consistency, and in
every and any way they choose. So in 2015, I created a Romanization
system for the purpose of creating the Manipuri learning tool using the
Manipuri play by my mother. I call it Mobile Manipuri because it does
not use diacritical marks so as to keep it user-friendly in the manner
of informal romanization currently used on mobile phones in Manipur
today. Therefore, it is not IPA based. It updates the 1964 romaniza-
tion system of the great scholar N. Khelchandra with elements I saw
emerging with Facebook, WhatsApp and other social media. The intent
was to make it simple and usable for people who wished to read Asangba
Nongjabi or to learn Manipuri. The target users include the increasing
number of Manipuris who, having been educated or grown up outside
the state as a result of increased geographical mobility in India, can-
not read or write either Bangla or Meitei Mayek. I used this system to
transliterate Asangba Nongjabi into Roman to create the Manipuri Learn-
ing Module for non-Manipuri researchers and students of Manipur and
Manipuri culture all over the world.

A new publication called “Binodini’s Crimson Rainclouds: A Learn-
ing Module” of an expanded Manipuri Learning Module with the addi-
tion of the Roman version of the play is planned for this year.
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Fıgure 14. Pundit N. Khelchandra with Manipuri Manuscripts
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