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Abstract 

This paper tries to find out the position of Milky with respect to Urdu and Bhojpuri with which it co-

exists. We provide an analysis of the phonology of Milky following a comparative framework. We also 

show a brief analysis of Urdu and Bhojpuri phonology. The phonology of Milky is portrayed by 

drawing a comparison with Urdu and Bhojpuri. The main aim of this is to show the nature of 

relationship Milky shares with Urdu and Bhojpuri. 

Methodology: The study was analyzed utilizing the techniques that are practiced in modern 

Sociolinguistics (Labov 1984). The data was gathered from two villages, Hajipur and Korigauya in 

Siwan District. These villages were selected as these two villages have the largest concentration of 

Milky Shaikh population. This study was based on natural speech gathered through sociolinguistic 

interviews and participant observation. 

 
Keywords: Milky shaikh, bhojpuri, urdu, sound inventory 

 

1. Introduction 

This paper is a study of the speech of a Shaikh community in Siwan District of Bihar. In 

Siwan, a particular Shaikh community is referred to as the “Milky Shaikhs”. The Milky 

Shaikhs use the term “Milky” to refer to themselves and their language. The members of this 

community believe that their speech emerged from Persian and Arabic, and is a variety of 

Urdu. The Milky speech community has been living with the Bhojpuri speech community in 

the same region. Through a linguistic analysis of some features of Milky, this paper tries to 

answer whether Milky is actually a variety of Urdu or is akin to Bhojpuri or is a mixed 

variety.  

 

1.1 Phonology  

Milky speech community co-exists with Urdu and Bhojpuri. The present paper intends to 

reflect the phonology of Milky by drawing a comparison with Urdu and Bhojpuri phonology. 

So a comparative analysis of Urdu and Bhojpuri phonology is presented along with Milky.  

 

1.1.1 Urdu Phonology  

In this section, we briefly discuss the inventory of Urdu sounds based on existing literature as 

well as natural speech from the region where the study is conducted. There are some 

disagreements regarding the inventory of sounds in Urdu. Beg (1988: 14) [4] states that Urdu 

uses eight vowels /ī i e ā a o ū u/ and two dipthongs /ai/ and /au/. However, Khan (2000) 

suggests that there are ten vowels in Urdu as in Table 1.1. 

 
Table 1: Urdu Vowels 

 

 Front Unrounded Central Unrounded Back Unrounded 

High i  u 

Lower-high I  U 

Higher-mid e  o 

Mean-mid  A  

Lower-mid E  O 

Low  a  

Source: Khan 2000 
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It has been said that in Urdu, all vowels and diphthongs are 

nasalized and nasalization is phonemic in Urdu (Beg 1988, 

Khan 2000) [4]. Though Urdu uses juncture, it is not 

phonemic. Barring short vowel /u/, the other vowels can 

occur in word initial, medial or final position. The short 

vowel /u/ does not occur in word final position. However 

Beg (1988) [4] shows that apart from short vowel /u/, there 

are two short vowels /i/ and /a/ which do occur word finally 

except in the two monosyllabic words like /ki/ ‘that’ and 

/na/ ‘no’. Khan (2000) opines that all the ten vowels can co-

occur with /y/ or /v/ to form diphthongs. All these 

diphthongs can be nasalized. The vowel length is also 

contrastive. 

 

1.1.2 Urdu Consonants 

There are thirty-eight consonants in Urdu as shown in table 

1.2 (See Beg 1988) [4]. However in Khan (2000) one does 

not find the presence of velar nasal /ŋ/. In Urdu all the 

consonants except few, can occur in all environments initial, 

medial and final. 

 
Table 2: Urdu Consonants 

 

 
Bilabial Labio-dental Dental Alveolar Retroflex Palato- Alveolar Palatal Velar Uvular Glott-al 

Vl Vd Vl Vl Vd Vl Vd Vl Vd Vl Vd Vl Vd Vl Vd Vl Vl 

Stop 

 

p b 

pʰ bʰ 
 

t d 

tʰ dʰ 
 

ʈ ɖ 

ʈʰ ɖʰ 
 

c ɟ 

cʰ ɟʰ 

k ɡ 

kʰ ɡʰ 
q  

Nasal m   n    ŋ   

Lateral    l       

Trill    r       

Flap     
ɽ 

ɽʰ 
     

Fricative  f  s z  š ž  x G  h 

Semi-vowel  w     y    

Source: Beg 1988 [4] 

 
The salient features of Urdu phonology are discussed as 
under. 
1. The distinction between voiceless and voiced stops in 
Urdu is phonemic as in (1)-(3). 
 
1. /p b/ 
/pal/  ‘moment’ 
/bal/  ‘twisting’ 
 
2. /t d/ 
/tār/   ‘wire’   
/dār/  ‘gallow’ 
 
3. /ʈ ɖ/ 
/ʈāl/   ‘to put aside’ 
/ɖāl/  ‘branch’ 
   
2. Aspiration is a common feature of Urdu stops. All the 
stops can be aspirated and these are distinctive. A few 
examples are cited in (4)-(5) [1]. 
 
4. /p ph/ 
Pal   ‘moment’ 
phal  ‘fruit’ 
 
5. /b bh/ 
bāg   ‘rein’ 
bhāg  ‘fortune’ 
 
Though most of the consonant can occur in all positions, /ɽ 
ɽh/ do not occur in word initial position. In addition /ɽ / does 
not occur geminated except in the word /caɽɽ/ ‘to ride’ (Beg 
1988) [4]. There is alternation between /ɽ ɽh/ and / ɖ ɖh/ in 
medial and final positions as in /eɽ ~ eɖ/ ‘spur’ and /būɽhā ~ 
būɖhā/ ‘old’. Palato-alveolar voiced fricative / ž /occurs 
only initially and medially. All consonants but /x/, /G/, /ž/, 
/ŋ/ and /r/ can occur as geminates. It is observed that in 
Urdu aspirated stops cannot occur as geminates.  

                                                            
1 These examples are taken from Beg (1988:20) [4]. 

The velar nasal/ŋ/ cannot occur in word initial position. 
Consonant clusters occur mostly in medial and final 
positions. However, in the initial position in a cluster the 
second element is always a semi-vowel.  
 

1.2. Phonology of Bhojpuri 
In this particular section we briefly analyze the inventory of 
sounds in Bhojpuri. Bhojpuri has different dialects that are 
present in literature (Verma 2003). These are:  
1. Standard Bhojpuri also referred to as Southern 

Standard,  
2. Northern Bhojpuri,  
3. Western Bhojpuri and  
4. Nagpuria.  
 

A fifth variety known as Tharu Bhojpuri is spoken in Nepal 
Terai and the adjoining upper hill ranges of Uttar Pradesh 
and Bihar (cf Verma 2003). Most of the available literature 
except Trammel (1971) is based on Southern Standard 
variety (Tiwari 1960, Verma 2003) [2].The list of Bhojpuri 
vowels as cited in Tiwari (1960) is provided in table 1.3. All 
the vowels except (aε) can be nasalized. Tiwari (1960:7) 
opines that in the articulation of the nasalized vowels, the 
tongue is raised higher than in the case of the corresponding 
vowels. Nasalization is also phonemic as in (6). 
 

6. 
(a)  gōr ‘feet’ 
(b) gō͂r ‘a caste’  
(c) khātī ‘ a cot 
(d) khā͂tī ‘pure’ 
 

Table 3: Bhojpuri vowels  
 

 Front Central Back 

Close ī i  ū u 

Half-close ē e  ō o 

Half-open ɛ ʌ ɔ̄ ɔ 

Open a ɑ  

Source: Tiwari 1960 

                                                            
2 Tiwari (1960) work is based on only the dialects spoken in and 

around Balia in Uttar Pradesh in India. 
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Table 4: Bhojpuri vowels 
 

 Front Central Back 

High I (I)  u(U) 

Mid e a o 

Low  ā  

Dipthongs ai  au 

Source: Verma 2003 

 

However, according to Verma (2003) there are only six 

vowels in Bhojpuri as in table 1.4. He too agrees that all 

vowels have nasalized counterparts. In keeping with the 

norms of many other NIA languages, the vowel length 

contrasts in Bhojpuri is also eliminated. However, in 

Bhojpuri, there is allophonic length reduction which is often 

referred to as attenuation (Verma 2003). Verma (2003: 521) 

states that this phenomenon is determined not by segment 

per se but by stress or syllabic structure or derivation that 

results in a stem or word. He further says that in Bhojpuri 

only /a/ is the only short vowel whereas /ā/ is only truly long 

vowel and the rest of the vowels are indeterminate. 

There are thirty-five consonants listed in Tiwari (1960) as 

shown in table 1.5 [3]. Unlike Tiwari (1960), in Verma 

(2003) we do not find affricates in Bhojpuri. Verma (2003) 

lists thirty-six consonants. The laterals and aspirated lateral l 

and lʰ in Bhojpuri is also present in Verma (2003). Voicing 

contrasts and aspiration is phonemic in Bhojpuri as in (7) [4].  

 

7. 

a) pāt ‘leaf’ 

b) bāt ‘talk’ 

c) bʰāt ‘cooked rice’ 

d) tār ‘wire’ 

e) tʰār ‘big dish’ 

f) dān ‘gift’ 

g) dʰān ‘paddy” 

 

In Bhojpuri, the nasals as well as the liquids can be aspirated 

as in /kānā/ ‘one-eyed’, /kānʰā/ ‘Lord Krsna’, /kāl/, death, 

and /kālʰ/ ‘yesterday’. The velar nasal /ŋ/ can also be 

aspirated as in /siŋʰ/ ‘horn’ [5]. 

 
Table 5: Bhojpuri Consonants 

 

 Bilabial Dental 
Alve- 

-olar 
Retroflex Palatal Velar Glottal 

Plosive 
p b 

pʰ bʰ 

t d 

tʰ dʰ 
 

ʈ ɖ 

ʈʰ ɖʰ 
 

k ɡ 

kʰ ɡʰ 
 

Affricate     
cʃ͡ ɟʒ̑ 

cʃ̑ʰ ɟʒ̑ʰ 
  

Nasal 
m 

mʰ 
 

n 

nʰ 
 ɲ 

ŋ 

ŋʰ 
 

Lateral        

Rolled   
r 

rʰ 
    

Flapped    
ɽ 

ɽʰ 
   

Fricative   s    h 

Semi-vowel w    y   

Source: Tiwari 1960 

                                                            
3 Though table 2.5 does not list alveolar lateral consonants l and lʰ, 

these are present in Bhojpuri as shown in Tiwari (1960). 
4 The examples in (7) are cited in Tiwari (1960). 
5 The examples of aspirated nasals and liquids are taken from 

Verma (2003). 

1.3 Phonology of Milky 

After a brief discussion on the inventories of sounds of Urdu 

and Bhojpuri, we now turn to an analysis of Milky inventory 

of sounds. Milky uses nine vowels as in table 1.6. The 

vowels in Milky are similar to Bhojpuri. There is no vowel 

length distinction. However, nasalization is a very common 

feature of Milky vowels. The use of schwa /ə/ is very 

common in Milky. 

 
Table 6: Milky Vowels 

 

 Front Central Back 

High 
i 

ī 
 

u 

ū 

Mid e ə o 

Low-mid ɛ   

Low  ā  

Dipthongs əi  əu 

 

Milky shows thirty-three consonants as shown in table 1.7. 

Voicing contrasts is a common feature of Milky consonants. 

Aspiration is another feature of Milky phonology. Barring 

/m,/, all the other consonants have aspirated counterparts. 

Like Bhojpuri, in Milky too, we find aspirated nasals and 

liquids. Even the velar nasal /ŋ/ can be aspirated in Milky. 

The uvular /q/ and velar fricative /x/ present in Urdu is 

absent in Milky. Milky like Bhojpuri does not have palato-

alveolar /š ž/. 

Most of the consonants can occur in all environments, that 

is, initial, medial and final as shown in table 1.8 [6]. 

However, there a few exceptions. For instance, the nasals 

and liquids, such as, /ŋ, ŋʰ, nʰ, lʰ, ɽ, ɽʰ/ cannot occur in initial 

position. The aspirated consonants /ɖʰ, ŋʰ/ cannot occur in 

medial position. The sounds /nʰ, lʰ/ are not found in word 

final position.  

 
Table 7: Milky Consonants 

 

 Bilabial Dental Alveolar Retroflex Palatal Velar Glottal 

 vl vd vl vd vl vd vl vd vl vd vl vd vl vd 

Plosive 
p b 

pʰ bʰ 

t d 

tʰ dʰ 
 

ʈ ɖ 

ʈʰ ɖʰ 
 

k ɡ 

kʰ ɡʰ 
 

Affricate     
c ɟ 

cʰ ɟʰ 
  

Nasal 
m 

 
 

n 

nʰ 
  

ŋ 

ŋʰ 
 

Lateral   
l 

lʰ 
    

Rolled   
r 

rʰ 
    

Flapped    
ɽ 

ɽʰ 
   

Fricative   s    h 

Semi-

vowel 
w    j   

                                                            
6 Due to the size of the data, there are table-breaks.  
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Table 8: Milky Consonants in different environments 
 

Consonant Initial Gloss Medial Gloss Final Gloss 

p pāni water āpnā own nāp weight 

pʰ pʰʊppʰʊ father’s sister pʰʊppʰʊ father’s sister sāpʰ clean 

b bātāo tell bābʊ baby sāb all 

bʰ bʰiyā brother ābbʰi now bʰālʊ bear 

t tu you bātāo tell bāhʊt extra 

tʰ tʰā̄̃li plate hā̄̃tʰi elephant hā̄̃tʰ hand 

d dekʰe to see bādlā revenge bād next 

dʰ dʰote to wash ʊdʰār loan dūdʰ milk 

ʈ ʈʊʈā break ʈʊʈā break cʰūʈ offer 

ʈʰ ʈʰīk good bəiʈʰā to sit kāʈʰ thorn 

ɖ ɖālʰ branch roɖwā road roɖ road 

ɖʰ ɖʰāl pour -  ɖeɖʰ one and half 

k kāʊn who bāki rest ʈʰīk good 

kʰ kʰodnā dig dekʰe To see dekʰ see 

ɡ ɡæn opposite ɛgo one lāg join 

ɡʰ ɡʰārwā home sʊ̄̃ɡʰnā smell bāɡʰ garden 

c cāsmā spectacle pācīs Twenty five kʰārc expenses 

cʰ cʰoɽ leave pʊcʰā ask põcʰ tail 

ɟ ɟāʊn anyone iɟɟāt Respect/honour ɟeku any 

ɟʰ ɟʰāɽʊ broom ɟʰʊnɟʰʊn rattle sāɟʰ evening 

m mẽ in hāmrā mine hām I 

n nātā nothing (emphasis) hānʊ 
yes 

(emphasis) 
ɟāʊn anyone 

nʰ -  ʊnʰāʊ them -  

ŋ -  tāŋki tank rāŋ colour 

ŋʰ -  -  ɟāŋʰ thigh 

l lāɽikā boy pāhilāo before hāl condition 

lʰ -  ɖālʰi branch -  

r rāhā was ɡʰārwā house gʰər house 

ɽ - - bāɽi Elder (she) cʰoɽ leave 

ɽʰ - - bʊɽʰāpā Old age pāɽʰ to read 

s sāb all ose His/her hābās jealous 

h hāl condition pāhile before āllāh god 

w wāisāhi same way ɡʰārwā House -  

y yād remember ābʰiyo now ārey Oh! 

 

2. Summary 

We have discussed a brief analysis of Urdu, Bhojpuri and 

Milky phonology. The Urdu phonology was discussed based 

on existing literature (Beg 1988, Khan 2000) [4]. Urdu 

possesses a very rich inventory of sounds. The vowels 

length is distinctive. Nasalization, too, is phonemic in Urdu. 

The possibility of occurring in different environments is not 

restricted. All vowels but short /u/ can occur in all positions, 

initial, medial and final (Khan 2000). All the vowels in Urdu 

can co-occur with semi-vowels /w/ or /y/ to form dipthongs. 

Urdu possess thirty-eight consonants (Beg 1988) [4]. Most of 

the plosive sounds have voiced and aspirated counterparts. 

However, the nasals and liquids cannot be aspirated. 

Voicing contrast is distinctive in Urdu. We have seen that 

even aspiration is contrastive in Urdu. Urdu has uvular and 

velar fricative sounds which is not a common feature of 

many Indo-Aryan languages.  

The Bhojpuri phonology is discussed following the existing 

literature (Tiwari 1960, Verma 2003) and natural speech 

gathered from Siwan District in Bihar. There are some 

differences between Tiwari (1960) and Verma (2003). 

Bhojpuri has many varieties and is spoken over an extensive 

area, and so such variation is likely. Verma notes only six 

vowels in Bhojpuri which is not the case in Tiwari (1960). 

Tiwari (1960) shows vowel length contrasts in all the 

vowels present in Bhojpuri. But Verma (2003) opines vowel 

length differences is truly contrastive only in /a ā/. All 

vowels can be nasalized in Bhojpuri. There are thirty-six 

consonants in Bhojpuri (Verma 2003). All consonants in 

Bhojpuri can be aspirated. The nasals and liquid can be 

aspirated too. 

The Milky phonology appears to be closer to Bhojpuri. The 

vowels length contrast is not phonemic. All vowels can be 

nasalized. The short /a/ is mostly realized as schwa /ə/. 

There are thirty-six consonants in Milky. Most of these can 

be aspirated. Like Bhojpuri, the nasals and liquids can be 

aspirated in Milky. Only the bilabial nasal /m/ is not 

aspirated. Milky lacks palato-alveolar sounds like ‘š’ and 

‘ž’. Milky shares with Urdu many lexical items. However, it 

is interesting to note that the uvular sound ‘q’ and velar 

fricative sound ‘x’ and ‘G’ that are part of Urdu phonology, 

is not present in Milky.  
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