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Scripts of the World



Latin script; Gonja language (Ghana)

Sending text 



Sending text: The Problem

Bété script; Bété language (Côte d'Ivoire)



Sending text: The Problem

Bété script; Bété language (Côte d'Ivoire)



Sending text: The Problem

Bété script; Bété language (Côte d'Ivoire)



Unicode Standard

International 
character 
encoding 
standard

Unicode Website: 
https://home.unicode.org/Print-on-demand 

publication of Unicode 
Standard



What is Unicode?



What is Unicode?

International 
character 
encoding 
standard



Background: Unicode Basics

Once a script is in Unicode, the foundation is laid for users to:

• Copy and paste text

• Search on Internet, word-processing documents, email (etc.)



Background: Unicode Basics
Once a script is in Unicode, it can be
• used by modern language users and scholarly 

communities for digital communication

N’Ko
Coptic



Stroke Symptoms 
Tigrigna version
Source: Ethnomed

Ebola FAQs in N’Ko (for Mande langs.)
Source: athinkra.com

• used to convey health Info



• used to 
convey legal 
and human 
rights 
information

Universal	
Declaration	of	
Human	Rights



Script Encoding 
Initiative

https://linguistics.berkeley.edu/sei

• Helps users get 
eligible scripts into 
Unicode Standard



Scripts in Unicode

In	Unicode:					159	scripts	total



Unencoded Scripts

In	Unicode:					159	scripts	total

Not	in	Unicode:		130+	scripts

Garay script (not in Unicode yet)



Unencoded Scripts

In	Unicode:					159	scripts	total
African	scripts	=	15	scripts

Not	in	Unicode:		130+	scripts
African	scripts	=	40	scripts	
(7+	good	candidates	for	
Unicode)
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Location of 
a script not 
in Unicode

South Africa



Steps to Getting a Script into Unicode



Steps to Getting a Script into Unicode
• Script is identified

ADLaM sample : http://www.unicode.org/L2/L2014/14219r-n4628-adlam.pdf



Steps to Getting a Script into Unicode
• Script is identified
• Write a proposal, get review by committees, and if meets 

requirements, get approval
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Steps to Getting a Script into Unicode
• Script is identified
• Write a proposal, get review by committees, and and if 

meets requirements, approval                      
• Published in Unicode                                    at least 2 years

(usually more)



Steps to Getting a Script into Unicode
• Script is identified
• Write a proposal, get review by committees, and and if 

meets requirements, approval
• Published in Unicode version 
• Need fonts, keyboard, software updates, locale data

•



Steps to Getting a Script into Unicode
• Script is identified
• Write a proposal, get review by committees, and and if 

meets requirements, approval
• Published in Unicode version 
• Need fonts, keyboard, software updates, locale data

• can take years



Steps to Getting a Script into Unicode
• Script is identified
• Write a proposal, get review by committees, and and if 

meets requirements, approval
• Published in Unicode version 
• Need fonts, keyboard, software updates, locale data
• Accessible (hopefully!)



Status of African scripts and 
Outstanding Issues



Modern African scripts in Unicode
East Africa

• Ethiopic

• Osmanya

North Africa

• Tifinagh

West and Central Africa

• N’Ko

• Vai

• Bamum

• Bassa Vah

• Mende Kikakui

• ADLaM

• Medefaidrin
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Ethiopic

Tifinagh

Bassa Vah

Mende 
Kikakui

Vai

ADLaM

Medefaidrin

N’Ko

Bamum



Supported 
across multiple 
platforms

Font Notes

Ethiopic ✓ ✓
Osmanya ✓
Tifinagh ✓ ✓
N’Ko ✓ ✓

Vai ✓ ✓
Bamum ✓ ✓ LDML keyboard layout needed

Bassa Vah ✓ Character picker available

Mende Kikakui ✓ Limited web-based input methods 
available

ADLaM ✓ ✓
Medefaidrin ✓ So
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Historic African scripts in Unicode
Egypt and Nile Valley

• Egyptian Hieroglyphs

• Meroitic Hieroglyphs

• Meroitic cursive

• Coptic (now liturgical)

Central Africa

• Old Bamum

Old Bamum
Meroitic 
Cursive

Meroitic 
Hieroglyphs

Egyptian 
Hieroglyphs

Coptic



Supported 
across multiple 
platforms

Font Notes

Egyptian 
Hieroglyphs

✓ ✓ New format controls being added; 
repertoire expansion underway

Meroitic 
Hieroglyphs

✓

Meroitic Cursive ✓
Coptic ✓ ✓
Old Bamum ✓ ✓

Source: Charles Riley and (for Coptic) Kamal Mansour



Issues for Scripts not in Unicode

Kpelle tax table

• Need adequate 
printed 
material

• Need experts



Creating Brand-New Scripts 
• Often considered by users to be better suited to 

represent the sounds of their language (over the 
Latin or Arabic scripts) 

• Reflects a community’s unique linguistic identity and 
heritage



Creating Brand-New Scripts 
• Often considered by users to be better suited to 

represent the sounds of their language (over the 
Latin or Arabic scripts) 

• Reflects a community’s unique linguistic identity and 
heritage

• Way to write indigenous languages of Africa, not tied 
to Africa’s history of colonization

Map of Africa 1910 (Wikipedia)



Issues for Brand-New Scripts

• Committees will ask: 

vNumber of users today? 
vHow many publications?
vNumber of schools?

Nilerian script seminar in Nairobi, Kenya, image from: https://paanluelwel.com/2018/03/18/nilerian-project-conducts-its-first-nilerian-seminar-in-africa/ 



Two Brief Case Studies



I. Case Studies 
– Ditema Tsa

Dinoko
(=Isibheqe
Sohlamvu)

Key traits:
• Created in 2010s by linguists, designers, software 

programmers
• Used for southern Bantu languages in South Africa and 

neighboring countries
• Inspired by Sesotho mural art / Zulu beadwork
• No Unicode proposal

https://isibheqe.org.za/



I. Case Studies 
– Ditema Tsa 

Dinoko 
(=Isibheqe 
Sohlamvu)

https://issuu.com/vernacnews4/docs/final_6



II. Case Studies – Beria 

Images from proposal by Lorna Priest [Evans], SIL: 
https://www.unicode.org/L2/L2008/08265-beria-branding.pdf

Key traits:

• Created in 1950s by Adam Tajir for 
writing the Zaghawa language of Sudan 
(Darfur), Chad, and diaspora; in 2000, 
Siddick Adam Issa modified the script

• Glyphs derive from camel brands

• Unicode preliminary proposal 

• Groups use script differently; need 
community to reach consensus



After a script is in Unicode…

• Need fonts

• Need keyboard (or other input method)

• Need locale data for Unicode Common 
Locale Data Repository (CLDR)

• May need software updates

• May need to lobby companies to support 
language and script



Addendum: Outstanding Issues for Latin 
and Arabic scripts

AFRICAN LANGUAGES WRITTEN WITH LATIN SCRIPT
• Fonts and keyboards may be needed containing all 

letters     
• Diacritics may be not properly placed in font

AFRICAN LANGUAGES WRITTEN WITH ARABIC SCRIPT
• Fonts and keyboards may be needed containing all 

letters

For assistance on these issues, contact Translation Commons 
Project: krista@translationcommons.org

mailto:krista@translationcommons.org


Summary

• Vibrant continent with large number 
of modern and historic languages 
and scripts – including many recently 
created scripts.

• Getting a script into Unicode (and 
onto computers/devices) is a multi-
step process, taking several years

• For unencoded scripts or problems, 
the Script Encoding Initiative can 
assist!



Thank you 
Questions?  

Contact: Debbie Anderson 
dwanders@berkeley.edu

Funding provided by National Endowment for the Humanities 
grant (Universal Scripts Project) PR-268710-20

Thanks to Charles Riley (Yale)

Poster	of	World’s	Writing	Systems
http://www.worldswritingsystems.org/poster.html	

mailto:dwanders@berkeley.edu

