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The 23rd leter of the  
Tibetan alphabet:  
the controversy con�nues 
 

This talk explores the conten�ous interpreta�ons of the Tibetan leter 'འ' and its orthographic 
and phone�c func�on, polemically engaging with Axel Schuessler's recent work on this ques�on. 
While Schuessler views the usage of 'འ' as an orthographic conven�on without phone�c 
significance, this presenta�on argues for a historically mo�vated phonological significance of the 
leter's various uses. By drawing parallels with the capricious nature of the English 'h', we 
examine how both leters serve not merely as orthographic ar�facts but as products of the 
history, including the phonological history, of their respec�ve languages. 

 
About the speaker 

Nathan W. Hill is Sam Lam Professor in Chinese Studies and Director 
of the Trinity Centre for Asian Studies. He earned his Ph.D. from 

Harvard University in 2009 and previously taught Tibetan and 
historical linguis�cs at the School of Oriental and African Studies, 
University of London. He researches Tibeto-Burman/Sino-Tibetan 
historical linguis�cs. He has published on Old Tibetan descrip�ve 

linguis�cs, Tibetan corpus linguis�cs, Tibeto-Burman reconstruc�on 
and compara�ve linguis�cs, the history of Chinese, and the typology 

of eviden�al systems. He has led research projects funded by the 
European Research Council, the UK's Arts and Humani�es Research 

Council, and the Bri�sh Academy. 
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