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The study of the Pali language serves as the primary gateway to understanding the Theravada Buddhist canon.
Unlike many classical languages that require exhaustive philological training, Pali has often been approached
through a pragmatic lens, a tradition solidified by the seminal work of Charles Duroiselle. His 1906 publication, "A
Practical Grammar of the Pali Language,"remains a cornerstone for scholars and practitioners alike. This article
provides an exhaustive technical breakdown of Pali grammar, synthesizing historical pedagogical methods with
modern linguistic frameworks to offer an in-depth resource for the serious student of Buddhist literature.

The Linguistic Context of Pali

Pali is a Middle Indo-Aryan language (Prakrit) that holds a unique position in linguistic history. While it shares a
deep genetic relationship with Sanskrit, it exhibits significant simplifications in its morphological and phonological
structures. The language is not associated with a specific script; historically, it has been written in Brahmi,
Devanagari, Sinhalese, Burmese, and Thai scripts. In contemporary academic settings, the Romanized script is the
standard for analysis and instruction.

The importance of Pali lies in its role as a lingua francafor early Buddhist discourse. It was designed—or evolved
—to facilitate the transmission of the Buddha's teachings across the Indian subcontinent. Technically, Pali is
characterized by its fusional nature, where grammatical relationships are expressed through complex inflectional
suffixes attached to roots.

Phonology and the Pali Alphabet

The Pali phonetic system is structured to emphasize clarity and rhythmic chanting. The alphabet consists of 41
letters: 8 vowels and 33 consonants. Understanding the phonetic constraints is essential for mastering Sandhi
(euphonic combination), a process where sounds change based on their proximity to other sounds at word
boundaries.

The Vowel System

Pali vowels are categorized by quantity (short vs. long). This distinction is not merely phonetic but serves a critical
role in prosody and meter:

e Short Vowels: a, i, u
« Long Vowels: A+, 2AP, 0
Notably, 'e' and 'o' are technically long but can be pronounced short when followed by a double consonant. This

flexibility is a key differentiator from Classical Sanskrit.

The Consonantal Framework

The 33 consonants are organized based on the point of articulation. This systematic arrangement is crucial for
understanding the historical development of the language and the rules of assimilation.



Class

Unaspirate Surd

Aspirate Surd

Unaspirate
Sonant

Aspirate Sonant

Nasals

Gutturals

kh

gh

Palatals

ch

Cerebrals

mh

Morphological Analysis: The Noun System

Dentals

th

dh

Labials

ph

bh

The Pali nominal system is highly inflected. Every noun possesses gender (masculine, feminine, or neuter), number
(singular or plural), and case. Unlike Sanskrit, Pali has lost the dual number, simplifying the declension process

significantly.

The Eight Cases of Pali
The functional utility of a noun within a sentence is determined by its case. Charles Duroiselle’s framework
emphasizes the practical identification of these cases to facilitate rapid translation of the Suttas.

1. Nominative (Patham
Accusative (Dutiy “ The direct object.
Instrumental (Tatiy “ The means or agent by which an action is performed.
Dative (Catutth 2* The indirect object, often indicating purpose or recipient.
Ablative (Paficam 2“ Indicates separation, origin, or cause (“from").
Genitive (Chatth 2 Indicates possession or relationship ("of").
Locative (Sattam 2“ Indicates place or time ("in", "on", "at").
Vocative (Alapana): Used for direct address.
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“ The subject of the sentence.

Technical Case Study: Declension of Masculine '-a' Stems

The most common noun paradigm in Pali is the masculine stem ending in '-a' (e.g., Purisa-
table illustrates the technical markers for this paradigm:

man).

The following



Case Singular Plural

Nominative puriso puris

Accusative purisa C purise
Instrumental purisena purisehi / purisebhi
Dative puris ea / purisassa puris & a0
Ablative puris 0 Wism 0 W isasm purisehi / purisebhi
Genitive purisassa puris & a0
Locative purise / purismi C / purisasmi C purisesu

The Verbal System: Conjugation and Dynamics

Pali verbs are built upon roots and are conjugated across various tenses, moods, and voices. A unique feature
highlighted in technical Pali grammars is the distinction between Parassapada (Active Voice) and Attanopada
(Reflective/Middle Voice).

Reflective Relations in Pali Syntax

As noted in the 1906 Duroiselle text, the reflective(or middle) voice designates a grammatical relation in which the
action of the verb is directed back toward the subject. While common in Sanskrit, the Attanopada in Pali is
increasingly rare in later texts, often being replaced by Parassapada forms. However, understanding this
mechanism is vital for interpreting older poetic strata of the Tipitaka.

Technical Example: The verb "to do" (" kar). In the active voice (Parassapada), "he does" ikaroti. In the reflective
voice (Attanopada), "he does for himself* would historically be kurute.

The Eight Conjugational Classes

Pali verbs are categorized into eight classes based on the thematic vowel or suffix added to the root before the
personal endings:

¢ Class 1 (Bhu-vadi): Uses the strengthening of the root and the vowel 'a’.
¢ Class 2 (Rudha-vadi): Involves a nasal infix within the root.

¢ Class 3 (Div-vadi): Characterized by the suffix 'ya'.

¢ Class 4 (Su-vadi): Characterized by the suffix 'nu' or 'un ra

e Class 5 (Ki-vadi): Uses the suffix 'n ra

¢ Class 6 (Tan-vadi): Uses the suffix 'o0'.

e Class 7 (Cur-vadi): Uses the suffix ‘aya’ or 'e'.

Comparative Evaluation of Pali Learning Materials
For the modern student, selecting a reference text is critical. The materials range from introductory pedagogical

primers to exhaustive reference grammars. The following table provides a comparative analysis of leading technical
resources.



Author

Charles Duroiselle

Lily de Silva

Steven Collins

Kurt Schmidt

Title

A Practical Grammar of the
Pali Language (1906)

Pali Primer

Pali Grammar for Students

Pali - Buddha's Language

Advanced Syntactic Principles

Methodology

Comprehensive,
exhaustive reference with a
focus on stages of
elements.

Gradual introduction
through exercises and
vocabulary building.

Linguistic and structural
analysis with a focus on
textual patterns.

10 simple lessons focusing
on rapid acquisition of
reading skills.

Target Audience

Intermediate to Advanced
students seeking a
complete reference manual.

Absolute beginners without
prior linguistic training.

Academic students and
those interested in
philology.

Casual learners or
practitioners.

Pali syntax is relatively flexible due to its highly inflected nature, but it typically follows a Subject-Object-Verb (SOV)
order. However, emphasis in Buddhist scriptures often shifts this order to highlight specific doctrinal points.

The Use of Participles

Participles (Present, Past, Future, and Potential) are used extensively in Pali to construct complex sentences
without the need for multiple finite verbs. The Aoristtense is also frequently employed as the primary narrative
past tense, distinguishing it from the perfect and imperfect tenses found in Sanskrit.

Sandhi Rules: A Technical Obstacle

One of the primary challenges in Pali translation is identifying the constituent words in a Sandhi compound. Rules
of vowel elision, augmentation, and consonant transformation can obscure word boundaries. For example:

e Vowels: tatra + aya C = tatr «a C (Long vowel combination)

e Consonants: na +j ati = najj ati (Consonant doubling)

¢ Nigahita ( C): dhamma C + care = dhammaricare (Nasal assimilation)

e Technical Tip: Always look for the stem. If a word seems unrecognizable, check for sandhi combinations with
the preceding or following word.

Field Guide: Implementation of Study Habits

To effectively master Pali using technical grammars like Duroiselle's, students should follow a structured integration

procedure:

1. Phonetic Foundation: Spend the first week mastering the 41 sounds. Chant the alphabet to internalize the

points of articulation.

2. Paradigm Memorization: Start with the masculine '-a' stem and the present tense active verb endings. Use

these as anchors.

3. Root Analysis: Rather than memorizing every word, learn the primary roots (Dhatu). Most Pali vocabulary is
derived from a limited set of verbal roots.
4. Textual Application: Avoid studying grammar in a vacuum. Use the Dhammapada as a primary text,



identifying the case and tense of each word as you read.
5. Cross-Referencing: Use Duroiselle for exhaustive reference when you encounter an unusual declension, but
use de Silva for daily exercises.

Troubleshooting Common Operational Challenges

Even advanced students encounter technical hurdles when navigating the Prakrit nuances of Pali. Below are
common failure modes in translation and their solutions.

Failure Mode 1: Misidentifying Case Syncretism

In many Pali declensions, different cases share the same ending (e.g., Dative and Genitive singular -assa). This is
known as case syncretism.Solution:Analyze the syntax. If the noun indicates possession, it is Genitive. If it
indicates the recipient of an action (especially with verbs of giving), it is Dative.

Failure Mode 2: Confusion with Absolutives

The Absolutive (or Gerund) ending in -tv is often mistaken for a finite verb. This leads to incorrect sentence parsing.
Solution: Remember that an Absolutive indicates an action performed beforethe main action of the sentence.
Treat it as "Having done X..."

Failure Mode 3: Over-reliance on English Tense Logic

Pali tenses do not always map 1:1 to English. The Aorist can represent a simple past or a perfect action.Solution:
Focus on the narrative flow. In the Suttas, the Aorist is the standard "story-telling" tense.

Linguistic Evolution and Theoretical Framework

The transition from Duroiselle’s 1906 practical approach to modern computational linguistics has allowed for a
deeper understanding of Pali’s formulaic nature. Modern research indicates that the repetitive structures in Pali
grammar were likely a mnemonic device for oral preservation. This "formulaic composition" means that once a
student masters the basic grammatical templates, they can understand vast portions of the Tipitaka with minimal
additional vocabulary.

The technical depth of Duroiselle’'s grammar lies in its ability to bridge the gap between the complex philological
systems of the 19th century and the needs of the 20th-century student. By categorizing the language into distinct,
complete chapters covering elements stage-by-stage, he provided a reference that remains unparalleled for those
who prefer structural clarity over conversational pedagogy.

Mastering Pali is not merely an academic exercise but a technical engagement with the oldest surviving records of
Buddhist thought. By leveraging the comprehensive frameworks established by early 20th-century grammarians
and combining them with modern comparative linguistics, the student gains the tools necessary for an unmediated
encounter with the Dhamma. The precision of the 41 sounds, the logic of the eight cases, and the dynamics of the
verbal system form a cohesive architecture that has preserved an entire philosophical tradition for over two
millennia.
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