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African languages & alphabets

Approximately one third of the world’s recorded languages
are spoken in sub-Saharan Africa.

The great majority of these are in danger of extinction as
dominant regional and trade languages replace minority
local languages.

Many of languages remain unwritten, or are written only by
linguists studying the languages.

Most written African language use extended Latin
alphabets, most derived from 2oth century standards
introduced by linguists and missionaries and embraced by
post-colonial African governments.

The majority of African languages are tonal; tone and
other aspects of pronunciation may be indicated in writing,
usually optionally and in the context of pedagogy.



Karl Richard Lepsius’ Standard Alphabet (1855, 1.1863)

D) 4

3hh qunxyrk’g

4

xSSyzzyltdnszrlt
dszotdnsz0orlphb
mitvwO/I! |3

Vowels use reqular Latin letters. Vowel length may be indicated by
macron or breve, open vowels by a line below the letter, and central
vowels by an ogonek-like hook. Rounded front vowels are marked
by a diaeresis, above or below as other marks necessitate...



Africa Institute Alphabet (1928)

abbcddecaftfgyhxijkl

mnnooprsftuvowyzzy
ABECDDPEEIFFGYHXIJKL
MNNODPRSXTUVUOWYZ34

*b later changed to B



Niamey ‘African Reference Alphabet’ (1978 & 1982)

AFRICAN EFEFHI-II:'.'- hLFI"I.AH:'T
Caphtaln and lovwar casa

Aa (o Bb Bb Cc Cc Dd Dd Dc{ Dd Dd
Ee EE: da Ff ff Gg Xx Hh Hh i I
Jji Kk Kk LI MmNn Nn Oo 25 Pp Qq
" QqRr Rr Ss Ss [Tt Tt Tf Tt .69 Uu_-
UuVv UoWwXx XxYyYy Zz Zz Zz 23

Py v v e

1982 revision presented as unicameral (lowercase only).




Niamey ‘African Reference Alphabet’ (1978 & 1982)

AFFICAN REFERENCE ALPHARET
Caghtaln and lowsr casa

Aa Qa Bb Bb Cc Cc Dd Dd Dd 'Dd

D0 DOk
Jj K Pp Qqg

"QqRr Rr Ss Ss [Tt Tt Tt T 6e Uu
UuVv DoWwXx Xx Yy Yy Zz Zz Zz 23

Py v v e




Pan-Nigerian Alphabet (early 1980s)

ABBCDDEAdEFGHIIJKKLM
NOOPRSSTUUVWY/Z
abbcddeaefghiijkklm
nooprsstuuvwyz



Vocalisation marking

Generally optional, but very important for language and
literacy education.

Markings may appear, in any combination, for vowel length,
nasalisation and tone.



Vowel length

Some orthographies regularly indicate long vowels, usually
by doubling of vowel letter, e.g. Dagaare. Diacritic systems
are also used, typically with a macron; breve may be used to
indicate short vowels, but this i1s less common.

ABPAEEIIIHILtOPBOUHD



Vowel nasalisation

The Niamey conference recommended the tilde to indicate
nasalisation, and this has been adopted for some languages.
Others, based on missionary or linguist practice, use a
cedilla; ogonek 1s apparently not used, but could be 1n
future.

aegegemuwmuw
JRgEeERITILtOIIUGD



Vowel tone

Typical tone patterns involve some combination of rising,
falling, rising-falling, and falling-rising tones. These are
usually marks with visually mnemonic diacritics.

aeaétdiitiitogiuaos
AaRAEEDIIHILLOLGOUGD
aeAeEdlI+iltogdoudon
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Vocalisation combinations

Marking for vowel length, nasalisation and tone may be
combined to create complex diacritic forms, e.g.
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Vocalisation combinations
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The WRIT approach

Research and document define character collection
language- and region-specific
orthographic requirements
and glyph preferences.

Pros Fascinating

Cons Massively time
consuming; virtually
Inexhaustible; non-
generative




Encoding and diacritic display recommendations

Build from codepage(s).

Provide precomposed glyphs for any diacritic letters
encoded as such in Unicode.

Provide precomposed glyphs for any diacritic letters in
which combining marks merge with letter, e.g. aeqge¢ etc;
build these using the Gsus <ccmp>layout feature.

Handle everything else with dynamic mark positioning, 1.e.
GPOS <mark> and <mkmk> layout features.

Consider simpifying Gpos mark positioning lookups by
contextually decomposing precomposed diacritics when
followed by stackable combining marks, e.g.

N\

d /amacron/ - @ /a/macroncomb/acutecomb/



Eng shapes

The default form of the uppercase eng ditfers from the
European form; other variants are also encountered and
may be preferred by some communities:

NTT)D

Other possible variant letterforms

http://scripts.sil.org/HooktopY Variants
http://scripts.sil.org/AfrGlyphVars



