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Abstract

This article proposes a modification to the Tai scripts used to write
Pali words in Assam, Northeast India. The oldest Tai alphabets in India
had only 17-19 consonants, reflecting the 17-19 consonant sounds in their
Tai languages. After Tai peoples were exposed to Pali, their alphabets were
expanded so they could represent the 33 consonant sounds in Pali.
Thereafter, monks and other writers were able to transcribe and compose
Buddhist literature in the Pali language using Tai scripts.

More recently, the Sajjhaya Foundation of Thailand has transcribed
the Tipitaka in the Tai Ahom, Tai Phake, and Tai Khamti scripts in order
to disseminate Buddhist teachings among the Tai peoples of Assam. They
further modified the alphabets and orthographies of the Tai Ahom, Tai
Phake, and Tai Khamti scripts in order to better represent the sounds of
Pali words.

These modifications included the addition of some new letters in
the third Pali consonant column (ga, ja, da, ba), the fourth Pali consonant

column (gha, jha, dha, bha), and the cerebral consonant row (ta, tha, da,
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dha, na) or “ta” group in order to reflect the number of consonant sounds
in Pali. Moreover, they use the mai phaet symbol to clarify the pronunciation
of the final consonant and consonant cluster sounds, a further adjustment
to the orthography. Even this revised orthography might lead to confusion,
so the researchers propose the additional modification of representing
consonant clusters using subscripts—a feature familiar to the Tai of

Assam—for greater clarity.

Keywords: Orthography, Tai in India, Modification, Pali
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