Sources for Learning About Endangered Writing Systems

April 21, 2019

Hello everyone!

Over the last few months, I’ve come across some great websites on the endangered writing systems of the world. Just as minori-
ty languages are marginalized by global superpower languages — English, Mandarin, Spanish, Arabic, etc. — minority writing
systems struggle for prominence over dominant scripts such as the Latin alphabet, Chinese characters, Cyrillic, and more. A
shift to a script with greater prominence could put indigenous writing systems at risk. Additionally, in recent years, speakers of
certain endangered languages have crafted new scripts to better represent their language and culture than a script imposed by a
former colonizer. These young scripts often face a battle for legitimacy over a dominant script that has been in use for a longer
time (see the fight for use of the N’Ko alphabet over the Latin and Arabic scripts used for writing Mande).

Linguists and language enthusiasts alike have put together a number of resources on these scripts, making information on
their history and use accessible. This post is dedicated to two unique sources that I think are very user-friendly and perfect for
sparking your curiosity in the world’s great variety of scripts!

The World’s Writing Systems

I cannot explain how excited I was when I somehow stumbled upon this site. Three screenshots are not enough to convey how
cool it is, but I’1l try to explain it in a nutshell, and then I strongly encourage you to go click around on it yourself.

The World’s Writing Systems is simple and aesthetically-pleasing: one glyph from every writing system in the world is shown.
Clicking on a glyph reveals its region/time of origin and some links to learn more about the script.

The images below show three of the five ways you can organize the list: grouped by region, from oldest to most recently de-
veloped script, or alphabetically.
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north-eastern India, and Nyiakeng Puachue Hmong, used to write several dialects of the Hmong language of China. However,
there are still 146 scripts that have not yet been encoded. You can learn more about the project and the people who developed
the website from this video.
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Atlas of Endangered Alphabets

ATLAS OF ENDANGERED ALPHABETS

Indigenous and minority writing systems, and the people who are trying to save them
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If something is important, we write it down. Yet 85% of the werld's writing systems are on the verge of vanishing — not granted
official status, not taught in schools, discouraged and dismissed.
‘When a culture is forced te abandon its traditional script, everything it has written for hundreds of years — sacred texts, poems,
‘personal cor legal the collective . wisdom and identity of a people — is lost.
This Atlas is about those writing systems, and the people who are trying to save them.
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While the previous resource is inclusive of all the world’s writing systems past and present, this next resource is exclusively dedicated
to currently endangered writing systems. The Atlas of Endangered Alphabets is a great resource spawned from the larger Endangered
Alphabets Project, a Vermont-based nonprofit. The project is the brainchild of Tim Brookes, a writer who began creating beautiful wood
carvings of endangered writing systems in 2010. I’ve been reading Brookes’ book Endangered Alphabets: An Essay on Writing; the
book is more of a personal overview of Brookes’ journey of how he got into carving endangered writing systems, and how his interest
in carving grew into a larger passion for researching the scripts. Inevitably, this passion led to the creation of an interactive atlas for
mapping out the world’s endangered scripts.

The atlas isn’t just pins on a map by any means. There is so much information to be discovered by clicking on every pin, I’'m impressed
with how much care and detail went into providing resources and images for every writing system. Let me demonstrate with the entry

for Osage, the script for the language of the Osage people of Oklahoma.

Here’s its pin on the map, pretty self-explanatory. Clicking on the “more info” link brings you to the script’s very-own page.
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The Osage people suffered a familiar degradation in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries: subjugation, forced
resettlement from Missouri, Arkansas and Kansas to Oklahoma, and ultimately a learned sense of fuiliy.

“I grew up hearing Osage spoken all around me,” said Herman Mongrain Lookout in an Invisible Nations video
on Vimeo, “[but] it never dawned on me to try to learn it” At the time — the end of the twentieth century —
there were perhaps only two dozen elderly nguage speakers of Osage. When he considered a change of
‘mind, his uncle dissuaded him: "Don’t learn Osage. It's dead. let it go. Go learn Spanish or French, something
that's going to do you some good”

Yet literally on the eve of the millennium, when challenged to learn Osage, he decided to commit to it. He could
pray in Osage, as he had done so with his father, but he knew no conversational Osage. Yet the obstacle that
ed to him was not ip the snnTi lansuzpe. bu the written

The first tab includes a profile of the script: in this case, it tells the story of the development of the Osage writing system, a newly devel-
oped script created to represent the sounds of Osage instead of transliterating it in the Latin alphabet. The writing system was adopted
by the Osage Nation in 2006 and has been used consistently ever since (and was also adapted for Unicode in 2016!).

HOME ABOUT THE ALPHABETS HELP WANTED SUPPORT OUR WORK
CONTACT

Profile  Links  Gallery

General Script, Language, and Culture Resources Viewlargermap s o]

Omaiglos
Wikipedia
Unicode (PDE)

Tuse
OsageLanguage.com oKL AmouA®
Osage Language App Okiahoma. m.,a,
Osage Nation Langu: Web Apps

Scriptsource
‘Osage Pronunciation and Spelling Guide
Community Resources Dallas.
ot FoRtWortho 0 .
g +
‘Osage Nation Language Department
Osage Language and Culture Facebook Group . xas

Google
M doto 2019 Googe, WG Tes

Font/Keyboard Resources

) — —
le Noto Sans Font

Gas [T

Osage Keyboard .

The links tab is also self-explanatory, providing external links to learn more about the script, as well as cultural resources and keyboard
resources if available.

The gallery tab provides some real life examples of the scripts being used in signs, classrooms, and artwork. Together with the profile
tab, this really creates a warm, personal vibe to learning about the scripts and the people who support their use.
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Of course, this is just a small sample of the online sources out there to learn about the world’s writing systems. Some other honorable
mentions are Omniglot and ScriptSource; both are more encyclopedia-like in their layout but are still pretty accessible while offering a
wealth of information. No matter what site you choose, I hope one of them can spark at least a little curiosity in the amazing diversity
of writing systems that’s out there!
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