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Abstract: This paper studies the relevance of scripts or writing systems to politics, drawing on recent work in sociolinguistics, linguistic anthropology, and the sociology of language, and applying these insights to the study of political conflict.  After an attempt to establish a common vocabulary, the paper explores how divergent writing systems may exacerbate conflicts within a speech community (Hindustani and Serbo-Croatian are examples) and, conversely, how a common writing system can confer national unity upon a linguistic group that has actually fragmented into separate speech communities (Chinese and Arabic are cases in point). After a glance at governmental interference with writing systems, the paper surveys several cases of deliberate script shift, examining the Korean and Turkish examples before reviewing the massive Soviet effort to configure writing systems within the USSR to achieve ideological objectives.  With the collapse of the Soviet Empire, countries in Central Europe and Central Asia are now making politically significant choices about future writing systems. The paper concludes with a note on the importance of writing system analysis to the understanding of ethnic and nationalist conflict.
Writing Systems, Politics, and Sociolinguistics: While estimates vary, there are still perhaps five thousand separate and mutually unintelligible languages spoken in the world, although this number is falling dramatically as small languages are globalized into extinction by larger and more aggressive speech communities (Romaine 2000, 50). Not only do we speak a multiplicity of tongues, we write our languages in an astonishing variety of scripts or writing systems.  As the sociolinguist Peter Daniels (1996, 2) has remarked, “Humankind is defined by language, but civilization is defined by writing.” 
In exploring the connection between politics and writing systems, the political scientist turns naturally to the field of linguistics, only to find that the study of written language has been somewhat neglected by scholars in this field, who traditionally assert the primacy of spoken language (Daniels 1996, 10).  Writing in the early years of the 20th century, Ferdinand de Saussure (1983, 45) set the tone by noting dismissively: 
A language and its written form constitute two separate systems of signs. The sole reason for the existence of the latter is to represent the former. The object of study in linguistics is not the combination of the written word and the spoken word; it is the latter alone which constitutes this object.
The father of American language studies, Leonard Bloomfield, agreed, believing that “language is basically speech, and writing is of no theoretical interest (Sampson 1985, 11). Indeed, Jacques Derrida (1967, 44) was right in calling writing “the wandering outcast of linguistics.” Why has traditional linguistics been so dismissive of writing?  
To some extent, linguists have been reacting against traditional philology, in which scholars focused their attention on written texts which were seen as “correct,” in contrast to the vulgarity of speech (Coulmas 2002, 10). And MIT’s Noam Chomsky has emphasized the primacy of spoken language, arguing that the capacity for speech is hard-wired into our brains, the essence of what makes us human.  As Chomsky’s colleague Steven Pinker (1994, 16) has claimed, “… writing is clearly an optional accessory; the real engine of verbal communication is the spoken language we acquired as children.” Linguists have observed that all human societies speak, but only some write.  Script is a relatively recent invention in historical terms, dating back perhaps a mere 5,000 years, and widespread literacy is today found primarily in economically-advanced societies (Harris 2000, 11). Indeed, many linguists use the phrase “visible speech” to suggest that writing is nothing more than a transcription of what we say. 
This disdain for mere “visible speech” puzzles students of politics who – in practical terms – find that writing is often the more fundamental method of communicating public and political meaning. When the famously inarticulate George W. Bush delivers his State-of-the-Union address, for example, his spoken language in no way resembles the register or style of his own authentic speech. The annual State-of-the-Union speech could perhaps be best be described as “audible writing” and the transcript of a formal presidential speech is a text designed to be read aloud on a given ceremonial occasion. 
Similarly, Britain’s annual “Queen’s Speech” is the product of Downing Street spin doctors; the sovereign lacks the legal capacity to alter so much as a syllable, and must read this text precisely as written.  The document lays out the cabinet’s legislative agenda for the year and it is fundamentally a political text that is ceremonially proclaimed at the annual opening of parliament. Political scientists and journalists who analyze the written document will react to the spoken version with little more than a wry smile at the phonetic distance between the Queen’s archaic “received pronunciation” and the real languages spoken by her subjects. 

While we have been a speaking species for tens or perhaps hundreds of thousands of years, the political scientist will stress that we did not become truly political animals until we learned to write. The earliest sovereign states seem to have emerged at the same time as writing and it can be argued that writing underpins real political organization. Writing allows rulers to promulgate law codes, conduct diplomacy, administer a civil service, issue orders to distant subjects, and keep historical records for posterity (Coulmas 1989, 8).   And Benedict Anderson (1991, 44) has observed the role played by the printing press in creating modern standard European languages. 
Indeed, modern spoken political language is often conceptually meaningless, more political noise than discourse. Some scholars like to divide language into “propositional speech”, which communicates specific information, and “phatic speech” (a phrase coined by Bronislaw Malinowski) which is intended to convey an emotion or mood without necessarily saying anything analyzable outside of the social situation in which the speech act takes place (Malinowski 1923, 315; Joseph 2004, 17-19).  Most of what working politicians actually say aloud, especially when making unscripted remarks, is phatic in character and lacks much propositional or cognitive core. 

In contrast, really important things (law codes, tax tables, Supreme Court decisions, intelligence reports, etc.) are always written down and intended for silent reading.  A formal document created by a lawyer (e.g. a will or a contract) will not typically reflect any known version of English and is not recorded speech, but something else altogether.  And lawyers joke that a verbal agreement isn’t worth the paper it isn’t written on. 
Although their disciplines have much to offer each another, political scientists and sociolinguists and sociologists and cultural anthropologists all belong to separate academic departments and seldom compare notes with their colleagues. When political scientists think about language at all, they focus on what we should call “political rhetoric,” the examination of how political leaders within a given speech community use words to lead or mislead the public. American graduate schools routinely award doctorates in political science to monolingual candidates whose minimal language skills do not allow them to contemplate in depth the implications of politics in a polyglot world.  As Yasir Suleiman (2003, 2) has remarked trenchantly, 
A historian or political scientist is aware of the functional and symbolic roles of language, but does not usually study language per se … In a world of disciplinary specialization, this is regarded as the task of the linguist.  But linguists are hemmed in by the imperatives of their discipline … Hyphenated approaches such as psycho-linguistics or socio-linguistics … answer to two masters and have, more often than not, assigned those who profess expertise in them to the margins of the parent disciplines. 


Marginal or not, a handful of talented sociolinguists written insightful books on the social and political significance of writing systems or scripts. In France, Marcel Cohen (1958) did fundamental work, although the Anglophone world has primarily reacted to Ignace J. Gelb’s ground-breaking 1963 Study of Writing. In the following decades, a series of competent sociolinguists attacked the topic, notably Diringer (1968), Fishman (1977), Catach (1978), DeFrancis (1989) and Sampson (1985). Florian Coulmas (1989, 1996, and 2002) is a dominant figure in the field while Daniels and Bright (1996) and Henry Rogers (2005) have created standard resources for students. At a theoretical level, seminal books by Oxford’s Roy Harris (1995 and 2000) have refocused the attention of the scholarly world on written language. With his theory of “integrational semiology,” Harris sees writing as an independent system of communication (Harris 2000, 65-72; Pier 1997). 
When attempting to apply this wealth of knowledge to the practical business of understanding ethnic or nationalist conflict, the puzzled political scientist is struck, however, by the lack of common agreement among scholars on issues as primal as how to categorize written languages or what to call common linguistic phenomena. 
Creating a Common Vocabulary: Florian Coulmas (1989, 37-38) has suggested a sensible distinction between “writing systems” and “scripts,” but this nuance is seldom reflected in the literature. We will follow the herd in treating the two words as roughly synonymous, both referring to a major system (like an alphabet) for writing text.  The more specialized term “orthography” is widely used to mean the way in which a given script/writing system is adapted to meet the needs of a specific language.  German and Italian both use the Roman alphabet, but with separate modifications; Germany’s umlaut, for example, helps customize the Roman alphabet for the written expression of the German language. We can speak, therefore, of a German “orthography” and an Italian “orthography” (Sampson 1985, 19-21).   In what follows, the word “orthography” will be used in this specialized sense to mean the modification or application of a given writing system/script to a given speech community.  

As far as writing systems or scripts are concerned, however, there is substantive disagreement among sociolinguists or “grammatologists” (writing system specialists) about how to categorize various scripts, a controversy that goes well beyond the modest goals of this paper (see DeFrancis 1989, 56-64).  Ignoring a universe of complexities and disagreements, let us follow the traditional typology ordained by Ignace J. Gelb (1963, 201), the father of grammatology, and say that the world’s writing systems can be divided into three very rough categories (Daniels 1996, 4; Pinker 1994, 189).
#1. Alphabetic Scripts: The most widely used scripts are alphabetic in the sense that the writing system breaks a word into its basic sounds or phonemes, representing vowels and consonants separately.  With varying levels of precision or ambiguity, alphabetic systems are “phonemic” in that they tell us at least roughly how to pronounce a written word. Some alphabets (like Spanish and Finnish) have “shallow orthography” because the written word gives us a good approximation of its desired pronunciation; an Anglophone could – albeit haltingly – read a modern Finnish text aloud without understanding the language (Rogers 2005, 177).  
Conversely, languages like English and French have “deep orthography” because some written words merely hint at pronunciation but supply clues to meaning by providing etymological information; for example, the <ph> in phone tells us that the word is of Greek origin.  These deep orthographies can sometimes help us distinguish between two words that sound alike but have different meanings.  “Eight” and “ate” are homophones (sound-alike words). The spelling of “eight” doesn’t provide much of a guide to pronunciation, but it does help avoid possible ambiguities (e.g. “We ate at eight.”). English is reluctant to abandon an archaic spelling and English orthography mutates more slowly than the spoken language.  Since English spelling has changed little in the past few centuries, we can still read Shakespeare, but a modern audience would be hard-pressed to understand the spoken language of the Elizabethan period, and The Canterbury Tales would be incomprehensible if recited in Chaucer’s spoken English  (Rogers 2005, 186). 

While there are a great many alphabetic writing systems in the world, we will be concerned primarily with the Roman and the Cyrillic alphabets, which have traditionally provided the fault line between Europe’s Roman Catholic and Orthodox Christian communities. The term “Turco-Roman” is often used to describe any one of several closely-related modifications of the Roman alphabet for the writing of Turkish or other Turkic languages.  Most previously unwritten languages made their début in the Roman alphabet; as indigenous Africans and Latin Americans looked for literacy, they generally turned to the lettering system used by the major European colonial powers, making minor orthographic changes demanded by the phonetic structure of their languages.   Because the internet and other modern communications systems overwhelmingly use the Roman alphabet, this alphabet continues to expand, to some extent at the expense of Cyrillic, which has declined pari passu with Russian political authority in Eastern Europe (Coulmas 2000, 48-9).
#2. Syllabic Scripts: Used from the Middle East to Southeast Asia, a second and very large cluster of writing systems is commonly termed “syllabic” or “syllabic alphabetic” or “consonantal.” What all these systems have in common is their focus on the syllable. For all its genuine definitional imperfections, “syllabic” remains the most widely used term for this related group of writing systems, all probably descended from an early Semitic model. In some syllabic scripts (like Arabic and Hebrew) consonants do most of the work, sometimes functioning as substitutes for long vowels while short vowels are normally omitted altogether; these syllabic systems have sometimes been sub-categorized as abjads (Rogers 2005, 115).  Clearly, these systems are generally less phonemic; knowing the Arabic script but not the language will allow you to produce only a rough approximation of the sound value of a given word. 
In the 200s AD, India saw the development of a syllabic script called Brāhmī in which the vowel is either understood, or added to the consonant as a diacritical mark (Solomon 1996, 373).  Brāhmī is the ancestor writing system for Devanagari (sometimes called Nagari), which is today used for Hindi and some other Indian languages. Brāhmī also set the structural pattern for the many different scripts used in Southeast Asia generally like Burmese, Thai, and Khmer (Nakanishi 1980, 70). Some authors call this sub-division of the syllabic writing system an abugida (Rogers 2005, 115).  
Finally, some syllabic scripts are called syllabaries because each possible consonant-vowel combination is represented by a separate character.  Japanese uses an incredibly complicated multi-tiered writing system, but Japanese kana is a good example of a syllabary (Nakanishi 1980, 94; Coulmas 2002, 62). 
#3. Logographic Script: While this is a controversial area, the Chinese writing system, called Hanzi and commonly described as “logographic” or “word writing” (or sometimes “logosyllabic”), is normally regarded as a third and distinct category of writing (Sampson 1985, 122). Some sinograms (or Chinese characters) also appear embedded in writing systems for non-Chinese languages like Japanese and Korean. In Chinese writing, some sinograms are words and others syllables; the script also has some characters that convey meaning, others that convey phonetic information, some that do both, and an unvoiced category of “radicals” used to eliminate ambiguities. The Hanzi writing system does differ from alphabetic and consonantal systems in that it is not generally phonemic; you cannot read the script without first knowing the language (McNaughton 1999, 12-14; Coulmas, 2002, 58). There has been a persistent idea in Western minds that the Chinese script is “ideographic” in the sense that individual characters represent pure concepts, but most linguists now accept that a sinogram represents an individual word rather than an idea (Harris 2000 145). There is a furious scholarly debate over the precise categorization of Chinese, but since it is the only major contemporary language in the “logographic” class, it may not be of enormous importance what we call it.  
In terms of coverage, Florian Coulmas (2000, 48) makes the point that Roman, Cyrillic, Arabic, Chinese, and variations on Indic Brāhmī are used by the majority of the human race. There are a few scripts that defy precise categorization, among them Korea’s Han’gǔl writing system which is alphabetic in some ways, although it functions more as a syllabary. Controversially, some authors have made this into a separate category called “featural” (Rogers 2005, 71; King 1996, 215).  
Alphabetic, syllabic, and logographic scripts are all used for the writing of specific languages, but there is another kind of writing, technically called “semiographic” by some authors (Coulmas 2002, 18) and “semasiographic” by others (Sampson 1985, 29).  Whatever we call them, semiographs are signs and symbols that convey conceptual meanings independently of any particular language. While there is no comprehensive and purely semiographic writing system, semiographs are used in a limited way in every actual writing system. Some semiographs are purely pictographic like the iconic or stylized picture of a male figure on the door to a men’s toilet. Another pictographic example would be the sentence “I ♥ New York.” Anglophones would treat <♥> as a substitute for the English word “love,” but <♥> represents the concept “love” but not the word in any specific language; German bumper stickers proclaim “Ich ♥ Berlin.”
Another sub-category of semiographic writing would be the category of what are sometimes called ideographs or ideograms, that is, purely arbitrary symbols that have no specific pronunciation but universally understood meaning. Algebraic notation is language-independent and hence also semiographic; a mathematician from Tibet and a scholar from Argentina can trade algebraic expressions without sharing a word of the other’s language. Semiographic notation is becoming increasingly important because economic globalization produces products that are meant to be used in a multitude of language communities.  Rather than print instructions in hundreds of different languages, manufacturers now tend to generate assembly instructions in increasingly detailed semiographic texts involving pictographic and ideographic signs. 

As Ignace Gelb (1963, 199) commented, “there are no pure systems of writing just as there are no pure races in anthropology and no pure languages in linguistics.” In the real world, every writing system really is a mixture of devices from different systems (Sampson 1985, 42). Indeed, the invention of mobile phone “texting” has led Anglophone teenagers to create their own orthography that blends several writing systems. As she prepared to return to her university studies, my niece sent this text to my mobile phone: “how r u? ☺ Im goin 2 go bk 2 uni 2moro.” As a sub-orthography of English, this message mingles usages from several writing systems. Like an Arab, she omitted the vowel from “back” and like the Chinese, she has used <2> purely for its sound value to represent the letters “to.”  Technically called “Rebus Writing,” the Chinese logographic system often asks us to understand a character not what it says but for what it sounds like (DeFrancis 1989, 50). And the <☺> or “smiley face” is a purely pictographic way of ​indicating happiness. 
If two scripts or orthographies are close enough to one another that they can both be read, they may be said to possess “interlegibility.” The French and Italian orthographies are interlegibile in that a French person who knew no Italian could still blunder through an Italian text aloud, even without understanding the meaning of the words.  Lack of interlegibility is an important factor in language communities which are divided by separate writing systems, a theme to be revisited below. 

The related (if slightly confusing) term “digraphic” is used to describe a speech community where people speak essentially the same language but use two significantly different writing systems which lack interlegibility, typically because they practice different religions or have conflicting national identities.  Some authors prefer the equally awkward “biscriptal” to describe the same phenomenon.  Below, we will look at several speech communities suffering from “digraphia” since this phenomenon frequently signals deeper political conflict.  As Robert D. King (2001, 44) has noted accurately, “Diagraphia is regularly an outer and visible sign of ethnic or religious hatred. Script tolerance, alas, is no more common than tolerance itself.”  

When two writing systems lack interlegibility, we resort to transliteration, the process of expressing the sound of a word originally written in one writing system in a second writing system.  Transliteration is fraught with difficulties. For example, the word for one who believes in Islam is written in the syllabic Arabic abjad without short vowels and is thus sometimes rendered in English as “Moslem” and sometimes as “Muslim.”  Furthermore, there are consonants in Arabic that do not exist in English, leaving us in doubt as to how they should be represented.  A good example is the Arabic consonant khaa or < خ >, which is somewhat rougher than the <ch> in the Scottish pronunciation of “loch” and is variously rendered into English as <q> or <kh> or <k> (Awde & Samano 1986, 24).  As Leslie McLoughlin (1982, 5) has grumbled, “Systems of transliteration seem to vary only in degrees of repulsiveness.  No one system is satisfactory to all.”

Transliteration between different writing systems involves practical problems all the way from journalism to national security, since newspapers have had to evolve a procedure for rendering the names of prominent Arabic and Israeli people and places into the Roman alphabet. British and American journalists habitually make different choices in transliteration, so “al-Qaida” in London becomes “al-Qaeda” in New York. The American Department of Homeland Security faces the same dilemma, since travelers coming from societies with different writing systems often transliterate their names in ways that make no sense to computerized government watch lists.  
Below, we will look at several instances in which a society has changed its writing system.  Sociolinguists use the phrase “language shift” when a people stop speaking one language and adopt another; it seems reasonable therefore to coin the term “script shift” to describe the abandonment of one writing system in favor of a different script.  

Finally, we need to leap-frog over the eternal definitional quagmire of what constitutes a language and what is a dialect (Coulmas 2005, 21). Some authors have defined a language as a community of mutually intelligible dialects (Dalby 2003, 12).  A Highland Scot and a Texan and an Australian can all be said to be speaking dialects of English, that is, there will be differences in pronunciation, vocabulary, and grammar in their various “Englishes,” but with a little patience and good will, they ought to be able to understand each other (Trudgill 2000, 5). Despite certain basic linguistic similarities and a common ancestry, Spanish, French, and Italian lack mutual intelligibility and are classified as separate languages within the Romance group. When examining communication between any two dialects of the same speech community, political scientists might think of “near” dialects (like Standard American English and Standard British English) which enjoy very high levels of mutual intelligibility, and “far” dialects (like Indian/South Asian English and African-American Vernacular English) where speakers might need to work hard to comprehend one another. In most highly fragmented speech communities, there is a “dialect continuum,” in which people who live close to one another can normally understand each other’s dialects; as distance increases, so does difficulty in comprehension.  

The problem, of course, is that languages and dialects are cultural and political constructs; a dialect is often described as a language when a speech community achieves political sovereignty.  As someone once famously commented, “a language is a dialect with a navy.” Danes, Swedes, and Norwegians can all understand each other reasonably well in both spoken and written contexts, but these Scandinavian peoples think of themselves as speaking separate languages because they live in separate sovereign states (Romaine 2000, 11-13).  
The relationship between language and writing systems is never constant and seldom without complexity. First, the majority of the world’s languages have never been written down, and these are the tongues that are quickly disappearing, since they vanish when the last speaker dies (Romaine 2000, 50).  Writing anchors a language: the last Roman has disappeared, but students still anguish over Cicero.  And spoken languages securely linked to an orthography will survive when their unlettered cognates vanish.  

Second, there is no necessary connection between families or groups of languages and writing systems.  Vietnamese and French are distant linguistically, but both are written in the Roman alphabet. Polish and Russian are closely related members of the Slavic group of Indo-European languages, but the Roman Catholic Poles write Roman letters whilst the Russians, who come from an Orthodox Christian cultural matrix, prefer the Cyrillic alphabet.

Clearly some writing systems are more difficult to learn than others, and it is tempting to associate literacy and script complexity.  We might connect – for example – low literacy rates in the Arab world with the difficulty of learning to write Arabic and contrast this phenomenon with high literacy rates in European countries with simple alphabetic systems (Suleiman 2004, 43).  The Japanese case, however, displays the limits of that argument.  Japan has what is arguably the most complicated writing system on the planet and at the same time boasts higher literacy rates than Anglophone North America (Sampson 1985, 172).  While literacy rates are influenced by the ease or difficulty of learning to read a given script system, it is clear that socioeconomic factors will be the real drivers of literacy.  An Arab living in a low-tech pastoral community, for example, might enjoy a long and healthy life without ever opening a book.  In Japan’s wealthy and advanced industrial society, illiteracy would utterly marginalize anyone unwilling or unable to master the formidable Japanese writing system.   

How Scripts Can Unify or Divide Speech Communities: Writing systems play an enormous if under-studied role in global politics. Sometimes, for example, the use of two different writing systems lacking interlegibility will create a digraphic speech community in which people can talk to one another, but not read each others’ writing, creating an authentic social and political barrier.  In other cases, a unitary writing system can confer a sense of national unity on a fragmented ethnicity. Let us glance at digraphia among speakers of Hindustani, Serbo-Croatian, and Kurdish, and then look at the unifying power of script in the Chinese and Arabic cases. 
Hindustani: The well-known case of Hindi and Urdu is a good, if rather extreme, example of digraphia.  When Britain ruled what are now the separate sovereign states of Pakistan and India, Hindi and Urdu were routinely described as near dialects of the same language, Hindustani.  Today, these two dialects have become the national languages of two mutually hostile countries, and it is customary to see them as separate languages, despite the fact that they are – at least at a basic level – mutually intelligible (Dalby 2003, 188; Rogers 2005, 212). Urdu is written in Perso-Arabic, however, an Iranian modification of the Arabic script, while Hindi has inherited the Devanagari script. It is rare for Urdu-speakers to master Devanagari, and Hindi-speakers see no reason to learn Perso-Arabic. The two scripts utterly lack interlegibility: Pakistanis and Indians may shout abuse at one another, but not read each others’ newspapers (Romaine 2000, 40; King 2001). As Robert D. King (2001, 44) has observed: 
The script differences in ‘typical’ cases of digraphia almost always mask profound differences both linguistic and societal: in grammar and vocabulary, in cultural orientation and often in religious orientation as well, in history and sensibility.
Digraphia tends to fragment what might otherwise be a common speech community. The two groups can only communicate orally, and oral conversation will be limited when borders are closed borders and frontiers are armed.  Given the absence of cross-fertilization, time and divergent writing systems can make near dialects into far dialects as one speech community becomes two. Since the partition of formerly British India in 1947, the two dialects have grown further apart, particularly for educated or sophisticated speech (King 2001, 52) Many South Asians, for example, now deny that spoken Urdu and Hindi possess mutual intelligibility (Coulmas 2002, 232).  This is hard to maintain when the political leaders of India and Pakistan can converse without translators, but grass-roots perceptions are important. 

Indeed, South Asia is badly divided by a multiplicity of writing systems that lack interlegibility. The widely-used Punjabi tongue is commonly spoken by the Sikh people and written in Perso-Arabic by Pakistani Sikhs, but a syllabic abugida called Gurmukhi in India (Rogers 2005). India’s Kashmiri people speak both Kashmiri and Urdu and they write both tongues in the Perso-Arabic script, which cuts them off from the literary life of India, but connects them with Pakistan (Nakanishi, 1980, 45). Similarly, Sindhi is written in both Perso-Arabic and Devanagari (Coulmas 2002, 231).
The development of modern India, for example, has been hampered by the fact that this sovereign state is home to a medley of national communities with their own languages, some of them linguistically quite close while others lack mutual intelligibility.  This built-in problem is exacerbated by the continued use for these languages of a multiplicity of writing systems, many of which lack interlegibility (Masica 1996, 77-75). Attempts by the Indian government to create a common writing system have been unsuccessful (Coulmas 2005, 208). 
Compromise is awkward when religion is involved, and the several South Asian writing systems are considered sacral.  Muslim Pakistanis prefer to write their Urdu in the writing system used by the Prophet Mohammed, despite the fact that the Arabic script and Urdu are not ideally suited for one another.  As Robert D. King (2001, 47) notes:

For traditional and religious reasons … most languages spoken in Muslim countries adapted versions of the Arabic writing systems … whether the language in question was actually suited to be written in a Semitic-based script or not.
For its part, Devanagari is descended from Sanskrit, which plays an important role in the Hindu religion. And the Punjabi-Gurmukhi writing system was invented by an early leader of the Sikh religion (Nakanishi 1980, 50). 

Serbo-Croatian: The splintering of the Serbo-Croatian language provides another example of digraphia contributing to political division. Yugoslavia was created out of the ashes of World War One with the conviction that Serbo-Croatian (spoken in Croatia, Bosnia, Serbia, and Montenegro) was one language divided into several mutually intelligible dialects. This speech community was always digraphic: as Roman Catholics with roots in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Croats preferred to use Roman letters, while the Christian Orthodox Serbs wrote in the Cyrillic alphabet (Wright 2004, 50-1).  The two dialects were linguistically very close and Yugoslavs learned both scripts in elementary school (Feldman & Barac-Cikoja 1996, 769). In the early years of the Tito era, Yugoslav scholars generally believed that Serbo-Croatian was one common (albeit digraphic) language (Magner 2001, 20). 
There had always been nationalists, however, who disliked the enforced unification of what they perceived as separate nations.  When Marxism faltered globally at the beginning of the 1990s, Yugoslavia fragmented into five sovereign states: Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia, Serbia-Montenegro (which for a time called itself “Yugoslavia”), and Macedonia.  Slovenians (who had always used the Roman alphabet) and the Cyrillic-writing Macedonians could justifiably claim that they did not speak Serbo-Croatian and should therefore be allowed to go their own ways. On the other hand, Croatians, Bosnians, and Serbian/Montenegrins had generally acknowledged a communality of tongue, despite certain minor dialectical differences. Political collapse, however, led to a sudden and artificial linguistic divide along lines defined not by language but by religions and writing systems (Greenberg, 2004, 6-8). 

As a sovereign nation-state, the Croatian government now generally compels its schools to offer instruction in the “Croatian” language and only in the Roman alphabet; Cyrillic has been virtually banished from public life (Magner 2001, 21).  The Serbian educational system no longer teaches the Roman alphabet at all, and “Serbian” dictionaries now appear in bookstores, although the Roman alphabet is still used in some domains. Having previously carried out “ethnic cleansing” campaigns against ethnic minorities, both communities are now busily orchestrating “lexical cleansing” programs designed to eliminate “Croatian” words from Serbian, and vice versa (Trudgill 2000, 48). 
Squeezed uncomfortably between Croatia and Serbia is unhappy Bosnia, where Muslims wrote their version of Serbo-Croatian in Arabic until the beginning of the 20th century (Lewis 1998, 14). During the years of a unified Yugoslavia, some Muslims used the Cyrillic alphabet and others Roman, depending upon their proximity to Serbia or Croatia. When the 1995 Dayton Accords ended the Bosnian Civil War, Bosnia was divided into a Serbian Republika Srpska (where Cyrillic rules) and a Croat/Muslim “Federation” of Bosnia and Herzegovina using the Roman alphabet. Bosnian Muslims have now taken to calling their language “Bosnian” (or “Bosniac”), and  the CIA World Factbook assures us that Bosnians speak three languages, Bosnian, Croatian, and Serbian, giving the misleading impression that the country is multilingual (www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/bk.html).  As T. F. Magner (2001, 21) has noted, “one realizes how arbitrary and essentially political the definition of language is,” since Bosnians live in the middle of a Serbo-Croatian dialect continuum, with mutual intelligibility from village to village all the way from northwest Croatia to southeast Serbia.   

Kurdish: Thanks to the 2003 Anglo-American invasion of Iraq, the world has become aware of the Kurdish people, a stateless nation spread over much of the Middle East, the Caucasus, and Central Asia, with important communities in eastern Syria, northern Iraq, southeastern Turkey, and western Iran. Linguistically, Kurdish is a cognate or “cousin language” in the Iranian family of languages, about as distant from modern Farsi as Portuguese is from Spanish (Lewis 1998, 71). While there is a dialect continuum from one village to the next across Kurdistan, these are sometimes “far” dialects, and a Kurd speaking the Kurmanji Kurdish of eastern Turkey might puzzle over the language of a Sorani-speaker Kurd in Iraq south of the Greater Zab River (Stansfield 2003, 37; Hassanpour 1995, 24) Historically, the Kurds have desired, but never achieved, a common Kurdistani homeland, and the four major governments in the region, Turkey, Syria, Iraq, and Iran, have all repressed Kurdish national aspirations with varying levels of brutality. Thanks to the results of the 30 January 2005 Iraqi national elections, however, the Kurds now find themselves possessing significant political power within the new post-Saddam Iraqi political system. Observers wonder if they will accept their status as a powerful minority within a multinational Iraqi state, or use their (perhaps temporary) clout to push for independence, perhaps with irredentist claims against Turkey and Iran (Gunter, 2004). 

Unfortunately for Kurdish national ambitions, their language is written in a variety of separate scripts that lack full interlegibility. Kurds in Turkey write in Hawar, which is similar to Turco-Roman, although some exile groups have proposed a purely Roman system without diacritical marks.  Iraqi Kurds use a modified Arabic script with extra signs for Kurdish sounds; some of Iran’s Kurds do the same while others write in Perso-Arabic. Interlegibility among Kurdish writing systems is asymmetric. Sorani speakers typically write in their modified Arabic, but educated Kurds are familiar with European languages and can read the Turco-Roman. The opposite, however, is not true, since Turkish Kurds cannot typically read the Arabic script (Hassanpour, 1995, 180).  

 One crucial socio-political indicator for Middle Eastern stability would be any change in this multi-graphic situation, since a decision by Iraqi and Iranian Kurds to use the Roman Hawar would allow them to establish closer links read the work of the much larger Kurdish community in Turkey and further distance themselves from their Arab neighbors.   Romanization would make it easier to read and write Kurdish, since the Arabic abjad is not well suited for Indo-European languages (King 2001, 48).  And Romanization would bring the Kurmanji and Sorani dialects closer together, alarm governments in both Turkey and Iraq, and encourage Kurds to think more strongly about establishing a Kurdistan, particularly if a continued union with Iraq proves unsatisfactory and the current truce between Kurds and Turks does not hold. 
Chinese: If writing systems can artificially divide speech communities, a common script may provide an element of communality for groups of people (like the Chinese and the Arabs) whose languages are highly dialectalized but who wish to see themselves as a single national community. The Chinese themselves typically insist that they have one language with seven or more dialects (Romaine, 2000, 13). In most cases, however, Chinese “dialects” lack mutual intelligibility, and sociolinguists are unanimous in describing Chinese as a group of cognate languages (Rogers 2005, 20). The official national language is Putonghua (or Mandarin), but this Beijing dialect shares only about 30% of its vocabulary with the Wu language/dialect spoken in Shanghai (French 2005). In fact, only 53% of China’s 1.3 billion citizens are fluent in Putonghua and the linguistic “distance” among most of these Chinese “dialects” is roughly the same as the relationship among Romance languages like Italian, Spanish, and French, none of which have full mutual intelligibility (Mackey 2003, 67; DeFrancis 1989, 131). 
What holds this vast multinational state together is its Hanzi writing system, which is based on Modern Standard Chinese or Putonghua but can be read by literate people all over China, about half of whom could not conduct an ordinary oral conversation (Coulmas 1989, 106).  A classic nation-state almost always has a single tongue.  Without an authentic national language, China might have suffered fatal centrifugal political forces were it not for this commonly understood writing system. 
Since Hanzi is inherently more difficult to learn than most other writing systems, and since mass literacy is important to a modernizing society, the post-war Chinese communist government apparently gave some serious consideration to Romanization.  Since the mid-1800s, Western missionaries had been transliterating Chinese into the Roman alphabet and a system called “Wade-Giles” after its inventors had become popular by the early years of the 20th Century (Rogers 2005, 25, 47). In 1958, the Peoples’ Republic of China introduced the pinyin (phonetic spelling) system, attempting to nudge the West closer to the actual pronunciation of Putonghua; “Peking” became “Beijing” while “Mao-Tse-tung” mutated into “Mao Zedong.” 

While pinyin is widely used in China as second writing system for signs and some computer systems, the Chinese Government never pursued a script shift into Romanization.  The rationale is controversial. From a linguistic point of view, Hanzi actually works relatively well for the Chinese language and the Chinese themselves find pinyin awkward (Mair 1996, 203).  Many Chinese words are homophones and some scholars argue that Romanization would create an unacceptable number of script ambiguities.  Other authorities disagree, arguing that Romanization with the pinyin is being blocked by traditionalists who treasure Hanzi for nationalist reasons (DeFrancis 1989, 120; Hannas 1997,25).    
Whatever the grammatological argument, it is clear that Hanzi lies at the very core of Chinese nationalism.  Chinese authorities realize that use of a pinyin-style phonetic system would mean that Putonghua would be unreadable in Canton and elsewhere in the South and West of the country.  Mao himself worried that lack of a common script would threaten national unity (Snow 1968, 446). As we will see below, the Beijing authorities accepted the inevitability of Hanzi and concentrated upon simplifying it. 
Arabic: The language of the Prophet provides an even more extreme example of a false but functional cultural unity imposed by a writing system. After the wave of conquests carried out by the Prophet Mohammed and his successors, Muslims created a huge, vibrant empire stretching from the Tigris River to the Pyrenees. This empire flourished from the seventh century AD, but crumbled after the turn of the millennium, battered by Mongols from the east and Christian Crusaders from Europe. The Arab sense of national identity, however, is still closely tied to the memory of this Arabian Empire.  
Standard Arabic is closely related to the dialect of Arabic used in the Qur’ān (Koran) and the modern Arabic script is configured to write this specific form of the language (Ferguson 1964, 78). While Standard Arabic is used in the media, political discourse, education, and other public domains, it is no longer a mother tongue for anyone (Bauer 1996, 559; Suleiman 2004, 59). It is commonplace to describe Arabic as highly dialectalized, but once again we find ourselves in the same definitional dilemma. Many of these so-called Arabic “dialects” lack mutual intelligibility, which means that they should more properly be called separate cognate languages.  In fact, a Moroccan clerk and an Iraqi policeman cannot actually talk to one another unless they both know Standard Arabic, and if they are literate pen-pals, they will write to one another in the classic Arabic syllabic abjad script (Rogers 2005, 133). 
Educated Arabs will typically be able to speak both their local vernacular and Standard Arabic (SA), and will shift back and forth between them depending upon the social situation, a phenomenon called “diglossia.” It is rare for the Arabic script to be used for writing anything else but Standard Arabic, despite the fact that this form of Arabic is less commonly used by the majority of Arabic-speakers than their local language (Sampson 1985, 27). This common script creates the impression that Arabic is one language shared by hundreds of millions of Arabs, but the reality is quite different (Romaine 2000, 46). 
A long-standing argument in the Arab world reflects the oddity of a self-proclaimed speech community that writes one language but speaks another.  Arabs concerned with pan-Arabism or the political cause of Arab unity tend to proclaim the religious and cultural superiority of Standard Arabic over the many Arab vernaculars. Those who see the future in terms of individual Arabic-speaking sovereign states (like Egypt, Syria, etc.) would like to pay more attention to the vernaculars, and consider using the Arabic script to write them, although this would mean that Arabs from different countries would be unable to read each other’s written language.  And defenders of Islam are concerned that the use of the Arabic abjad for dialects/vernaculars would distance Muslims from the language of the Qur’ān (Suleiman 2004 62-77).  

Governments and Writing Systems: Historians generally believe that writing systems made government possible, allowing rulers to communicate with distant subjects, promulgate laws, and record the collection of taxes. Modern governments often impose written documents like identity cards upon citizens as an aid to law enforcement (Coulmas 1989, 6). Governments have many reasons for wanting to spread literacy and social control is certainly one crucial motive (Stubbs 1980, 14). 
When languages are broadly shared among a number of sovereign states, individual governments seldom “take charge” of a given language. Hence, we are unlikely to see the political leaders of the US, Great Britain, Australia, Canada and New Zealand holding an Anglophone summit to debate the future of English or the manner in which it is written down (Pinker 1995, 372). Spanish and Arabic are also multinational tongues/scripts subject to no central control.  And international efforts to modify a shared orthography can meet opposition.  In 1996, for example, the German, Austrian, and Swiss governments proposed a modest reform of German spelling.  Germany is a federal system, and when several of the German länder rebelled against this multilateral interference with their orthography, the issue wound up in the Bundesverfassungsgericht or Supreme Court (Coulmas 2000, 50-51).  

China: In other cases, a language is spread among a number of sovereign states, with one state asserting linguistic hegemony. As noted above, the new Marxist government faced mass public illiteracy and Mao and his colleagues undertook an active role in script reform, embarking as early as 1950 upon an ambitious program to simplify many complex sinograms and issuing fines to anyone caught using the old forms in public (McNaughton & Ying 1999 7-12; Scollon & Scollon 2003, 131). Significantly, Taiwan and Hong Kong have clung to the “old form” Chinese script as a way of asserting that Beijing has no property rights over Hanzi. Beijing’s modified Hanzi is easier to learn and to write, although some have observed that it may be more difficult to read, since the traditional Hanzi sinograms contain semantic information absent in the reformed Hanzi (Rogers 2005, 45-60). As Wm.C. Hannas (1997, 189) has commented, 

Highly educated Chinese on both sides of the Taiwan Strait, unless they have learned the other’s system, stumble badly when trying to read each other’s writing and often can make no sense of a passage at all.
The political and military dispute between China and Taiwan is more serious and potentially explosive than is commonly perceived in the West. The divergent evolution of what two separate orthographies in Hanzi may make the peaceful unification of the two Chinas even more difficult, particularly if continuing script divergence leads to a complete loss of interlegibility (Mair 1996, 203).   Scollon and Scollon (2003, 132) report that the two scripts have different emotional connotations: 
The ‘new’ simplified writing system is associated in their minds with the Revolution of 1949; the ‘old’ writing system has a double association.  It is associated on one hand with pre-Revolutionary China, the ancient Confucian literature and history.  On the other hand it is associated with the newest and most modern Chinese life outside of China as located in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and overseas.  So ironically, the ‘old’ writing system began to symbolize opening to the outside world, to beauty parlors and karaoke lounges and sex shops.  The ‘new’ writing system symbolized the conservative forces of the socialist state.
In some politically divided ethnic communities (sometimes called multi-state nationalities), rival governments may use script policy to send different geo-political messages about their foreign policies. The North Korean Government, for example, draws its political inspiration from the Soviet Stalinist period and has tried to avoid cultural penetration by a modernizing China, with which it has a lengthy border. While both North and South Koreans use a writing system called Han’gǔl (to be discussed below), the South Koreans continue to make ancillary use of Chinese characters. Portraying themselves as the real defenders of Korean nationalism, North Korea’s totalitarian government has ruled out any mixture of Hanzi and Han’gǔl, emphasizing the cultural and political distance between Pyongyang and Beijing (Coulmas 1989, 242; Kaiser 2003, 188) Some South Koreans feel that sacrificing sinograms would be a minor loss to Korean orthography and imitating the pure Han’gǔl of the north would be a conciliatory step on the road to re-unification of the Peninsula (Sohn 1997, 193-217). 
When a sovereign nation-state has a language and a single script contained within its borders and when that script is closely identified with national feelings, the government may take exclusive control of the writing system, using the educational system as an instrument of script control. For example, the Japanese Government regularly issues regulations on kana. In 403 B.C., the Athenian Government rejected the local Attic script in favor of the Ionian orthography, and two and one-half millennia later, the Greek Ministry of Education is still issuing regulations on the writing of Greek (Harris 2005, 35; Threatte 1996, 277).
Script Shift: Writing systems typically mutate incrementally over an extended period of time. Abrupt shifts in writing systems have historically been uncommon and language communities cling to scripts – sometimes very awkward ones - for political, cultural, and religious motives. As Professor Joshua Fishman (1988, 280) has noted:

Replacement of a writing system threatens to dislocate indigenous intellectual authority structures.  The longer the prior writing system has functioned as an indigenous marker of authenticity and status … the less likely it is that this established system will be completely replaceable without extreme dislocation.

The writing system used to express Standard Arabic, for example, could be criticized as unwieldy, awkward, and hard-to-learn; why not revise or even Romanize it? During the period when Britain exercised political hegemony over Egypt, a series of eminent Victorians attempted to persuade Egyptians to dump the Arabic script in favor of the Roman alphabet (Suleiman 2004, 66-69). The Egyptians were utterly unenthused; the Qur’ān was originally written in the Arabic script, and surrendering it to an infidel alphabet would be blasphemy for Muslims (Lewis 1998, 51; King 2001, 47).  As Thomas Bauer (1996, 563) comments, “… since the Qur’ān [is] considered as eternal and uncreated and thus sacrosanct … in the form in which it is written – a drastic script reform [is] impossible.” 

In fact, identification with a religion has helped preserve many scripts that might otherwise have vanished. In many cases, the script is tied more intimately to a religion than the language itself.  After the Arabic conquest of the Middle East, Christians, Jews, and Muslims all spoke Arabic, but Christians wrote Arabic in the Roman script while Jews continued to use the Hebrew writing system.  Prior to World War One, there were Greek Orthodox peoples who had lived so long in the Ottoman Empire that Turkish had become their working language, although – as Christians – they continued to write Turkish in the Greek alphabet (Lewis 1998, 9).  

The Israeli case is instructive.  The aliya (or ascent) of the Jewish people to what was then Palestine began in the 1880s, at a time when the overwhelming majority of Jews spoke Yiddish, a variant of German with Slavic and Semitic lexical borrowings (Harshav 1993, 12). Hebrew was a written language, recited aloud for liturgical purposes and used in novels and newspapers, but not actually spoken by anyone. Yiddish, however, was redolent of a degrading Jewish shtetl Eastern European village life (Harshav 1993, 131).  As Nazis and anti-Semitic Russians destroyed the Yiddish homeland in Eastern Europe, Zionists rejected their lively, colorful tongue in favor of Hebrew, an ancient sacral language that no one could initially speak without instruction (Lewis 1998, 49).    
The early Zionists were clever, sophisticated and multilingual cosmopolitans who were familiar with the advantages of European alphabetic systems, but they chose to retain Hebrew’s complex writing system (Wright 2004, 114). As Geoffrey Sampson (1985, 98) has noted, 

… it does seem fair to describe the traditional standard Hebrew script as a relatively cumbersome writing system.  Its adoption by the founders of a highly-developed nation, all of whom were familiar with other forms of writing, must be explained in terms of emotional considerations to do with history and religion.  In the linguistics of spoken as well as of written language, such non-rational factors often weigh more heavily than matters of practical convenience.
We might use the term “civilizational script” to describe those writing systems used overwhelmingly by one and only one culture. Hebrew, Arabic, Devanagari, and the Armenian and Georgian scripts would all be good examples.  Closely identified with a national (and sometimes a religious) tradition, they are never likely to be changed.  
Religious proselytization has led to both script creation and script change. In their search for converts, Christian missionaries have translated the Bible into hundreds of previously unwritten languages, nearly always choosing the Roman alphabet as their medium. On other occasions, missionaries have triggered an actual script shift.  The Vietnamese, for example, wrote their language in Chinese characters until Jesuit missionaries created the Roman-based quôc ngū script in the 1600s (Anderson 1991, 126). Independently of their religious feelings about Christianity, Vietnamese nationalists saw quôc ngū as a way of distancing themselves from Chinese influence, and adopted it as the writing system for their national language. 
While religion is nearly always a factor, some societies have subjected themselves to a comprehensive script shift for a combination of linguistic and political motives.  Let us glance briefly at the Korean and Turkish examples before moving on to study the wave of script shifts associated with the rise and fall of the Soviet Union. 
Korea: Like many East Asians, the Koreans first wrote in the Chinese language and in the Chinese script, and then tried to adopt sinograms for their own language despite the fact that Hanzi is not well-suited for Korean. A fifteenth century monarch named Sejong assembled a committee of experts to devise a writing system that would be authentically Korean.  His declared motive was linguistic; Sejong wanted to increase Korean literacy by creating a writing system that would be better suited to the expression of the Korean language and hence easier for his subjects to learn. Sejong’s political motives must be inferred. In creating what came to be known as Han’gǔl, he was certainly trying to distance himself from China as a political and cultural entity.  He may also have been attempting to undercut the authority of an entrenched Korean bureaucracy that functioned on the basis of its ability to write Hanzi. Accordingly, Han’gǔl was promulgated in 1446, one of history’s few examples of an ultimately successful and deliberately devised writing system for one, and only one, language (Coulmas 1989, 115; Sampson 1985, 122-3). 
Despite the fact that Han’gǔl is a remarkably successful script, the mystique of Chinese prevented it from being broadly adopted by the Koreans themselves until the 20th century.  When Japan conquered Korea in 1910, Han’gǔl came to symbolize Korean nationalism, and became the national language of both Koreas at the end of World War Two (King 1996, 215-20; Coulmas 2000, 56). 

Turkey: A second and more specifically political example comes from Turkey after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire.  Being good Muslims, the Ottomans had always written their Altaic language in the Arabic script despite the poor “fit” between the Arabic syllabic writing system and spoken Turkish. After the disaster of World War One, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk’s secular modernists wanted to distance themselves from the Middle East and draw closer to Europe. On 1 January 1929, they disestablished Arabic in favor of a Turco-Roman alphabet with 21 consonants and 8 vowels (Katzner 2002, 152). The result was a flexible writing system with a shallow orthography providing a clear guide to pronunciation (Ferguson 1964, 78), The Romanization of Turkish made the language easier to write and learn, but Atatürk’s fundamental motive was as much political as it was linguistic (Wright 2004, 52). 


Script Engineering: The Soviet Experience: No government ever used its sovereign power over so long a period and so great a territory to interfere with writing systems as the Soviet Union. For the seventy-five year lifespan of the USSR, the authorities in Moscow tinkered relentlessly with language and writing systems for their national minorities, thinking a lot about the problems of administering a polyglot empire but ultimately arriving at decisions that served the Kremlin’s political needs.
When the Soviet Union was created in 1917, the Bolsheviks initially saw themselves as liberators of national linguistic minorities, who were generally encouraged to go on speaking their own languages. In early years of the Soviet experience, there was still a lively expectation that Marxism would roll out of Russia and engulf the entire world. When he was still a force in early Soviet politics, Leon Trotsky advanced the view that Western Europe (with its Roman script) would be the center of gravity of the new Marxist state (Goodman 1956, 91). 
While the Russians never entertained the idea of changing their own time-honored Cyrillic alphabet, they urged minorities to use the Roman alphabet, since it was arguably the most international script available (Dalby 2003, 121; Austin 1992, 18). Turkic languages were spoken in Azerbaijan, as well as in the central Asian republics of Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Turkmenistan. A variant of Persian was the national language of Tajikistan. All six of these union republics were heavily populated by generally illiterate Muslim peoples whose literate elites used the Arabic script.  In order to build general literacy but break the link with the Islamic Middle East, the Soviets decreed in the 1920s that all these languages would be Romanized (Goodman 1956, 90).  Since Turkic languages contain phonemes not covered by the standard Roman alphabet, Soviet linguists devised the “New Turkic Alphabet” in 1922, which allowed speakers of closely-related Turkic languages to communicate easily in writing (Kirkwood 1991, 62).


When the global Marxist revolution failed to materialize and Russia continued to be diplomatically isolated, the Kremlin began to envision a long period in which “socialism in one country” would be the model. As World War Two approached, Stalin turned toward raw Russian nationalism and Soviet language planners began to think about the linguistic efficiency that would be required in a country at war (Comrie 1996, 781).  In March 1938, the Kremlin issued a decree making it compulsory for everyone to study Russian and the Cyrillic alphabet. This was the first step in a relentless drive to force the weaker non-Slavic linguistic minorities to renounce the Roman alphabet and write their languages in Cyrillic.  It was argued that it would be easier to teach children if they only had one script to learn (Kirkwood, 1991, 63; Austin 1992, 22). By the end of World War Two, Cyrillic had become the standard writing system throughout the Soviet Union except in those republics (like Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Armenia, and Georgia) where another alphabet was too firmly entrenched to be dislodged.  
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When the Soviet Union began to falter in the late 1980s, however, long suppressed national/ethnic antagonisms began to attack Moscow’s linguistic and orthographic imperialism. In Moldova, for example, ethnic strife essentially revolved around questions of language and script. The Moldovan people emerged from the Soviet experience with a confused national identity. Some Moldovans who lived in the former Bessarabia (which had been annexed by Moscow in 1940) saw their country as Romanian irredenta. Since the 1700s, Romanians had been defiantly writing their Latin-based language in the Roman alphabet despite living in a distinctly Cyrillic neighborhood (Seton-Watson 1977, 177). Other Moldovans, however, craved a continued Moldovan identity and feared absorption by Romania. (Kaufman 1996, 119; King 1994, 345).  Despite the Soviet insistence that Moldovan and Romanian were separate languages, the two are near dialects of one another, although “Moldovan” had been written in Cyrillic (Ciscel, Hallett, & Green, 2000, 59; Kaufman 1996, 120).  

East of the Dniestr River, however, was a mixed population of Russians and Russophone Ukrainians who self-identified neither as Moldovans nor Romanians. This Transdniestrian Region had been added to Moldova by Stalin, and Russian was still the prestige language of the region, even spoken as a second language by some ethnic Moldovans (Kaufman 1996, 119).  

As the Soviet Union careened towards its demise, Moldovan nationalists in Chisinau ignored communist objections and pushed through a 1989 law declaring Moldovan to be the national language and the Roman alphabet to be the national script (King 1994, 345), thus launching their country into a national script shift. 

Horrified at becoming a powerless part of a greater Romania, the Transdniestrians skidded into open revolt; by 1992, with Russian military assistance, they had driven Moldovan forces to the west of the Dniestr River. When the actual fighting stopped, the Moldovan Government in Chisinau and the self-declared independent republic of Transdniestria promptly rolled into a script war.  The Transdniestrians passed legislation making it illegal to write the Moldovan/Romanian language in any script other than Cyrillic and actually closed down all Romanian/Moldovan schools that used the Roman alphabet.  In retaliation, the Moldovan Government shuttered all Russian/Cyrillic schools on its territory (King 1996, 350). Despite mediation efforts by various European groups, the stand-off remains substantively unaltered today. 
Georgia: A very similar pattern emerged in the Caucasus where the Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic achieved independence despite the existence of two major linguistic minorities speaking languages lacking mutual intelligibility with Georgian and written in different scripts (See Figure #2). The Georgian people had historically enjoyed a strong relationship with their language and their unique writing system. Of the fifteen union republics that once made up the Soviet Union, Georgia was the most resistant to Russification. While writing is a twentieth century invention for most other peoples of the Caucasus, Georgian has been transcribed in its own idiosyncratic, Greek-based Mkhedruli alphabet since about the 400s A.D. When they became part of the Soviet Union, few Georgians bothered to learn Russian, and there was never any question of abandoning their “civilizational” Mkhedruli, since this ancient script is so closely associated with Georgian nationalism (Nakanishi 1980, 22). When the Soviet authorities tried, in 1978, to demote Georgian and Mkhedruli in favor of Russian and Cyrillic, there was such violent rioting in Tbilisi that Moscow backed down (Parsons 1982, 556). In 1988, as the Soviet Union began to falter, Georgian nationalists in Tblisi enacted legislation giving the Georgian language and the Mkhedruli script sole legal status for public communications (Cornell 2002, 266).   
[image: image2.emf]Barents


Sea


Sea


Bering


ARCTIC OCEAN


Sea


East Siberian


OCEAN


OCEAN


PACIFIC


INDIAN


USA


SUDAN


EGY.


INDONESIA


TURKEY


UKRAINE


FIN.


PAK.


INDIA


CHINA


MONGOLIA


RUSSIA


JAPAN


TAIWAN


PHILIPPINES


VIET.


THAI.


MYAN.


SRI


LANKA


SAUDI


ARABIA


Murmansk


Seoul


Jakarta


Noril'sk


Hanoi


Yakutsk


Vladivostok


Tokyo


St. Petersburg


Dhaka


Kathmandu


Bombay


Delhi


New


Shanghai


Beijing


Ulaanbaatar


Bangkok


Amur


Yenisey


Lena


Ob'


AFRICA


KAZAKHSTAN


KYRGYZSTAN


CHINA


IRAN


UZBEKISTAN


[Turkic: Digraphic in Cyrillic


TURKMENISTAN


[Turkic: Digraphic in Cyrillic 


& Turco-Roman]


[Turkic: Cyrillic]


[Turkic: Cyrillic]


& Turco-Roman]


TAJIKISTAN


[Persian: Digraphic in


Cyrillic & Perso-Arabic]


------->


------->


------>


--------->


PAKISTAN


[Turkic in Roman


Alphabet]


Uighurs: 


AFGHANISTAN


Perso-Arabic Scripts


<-------------------------------------->


1300 mi


2100 km




BarentsSeaSeaBeringARCTIC OCEANSeaEast SiberianOCEANOCEANPACIFICINDIANUSASUDANEGY.INDONESIATURKEYUKRAINEFIN.PAK.INDIACHINAMONGOLIARUSSIAJAPANTAIWANPHILIPPINESVIET.THAI.MYAN.SRILANKASAUDIARABIAMurmanskSeoulJakartaNoril'skHanoiYakutskVladivostokTokyoSt. PetersburgDhakaKathmanduBombayDelhiNewShanghaiBeijingUlaanbaatarBangkokAmurYeniseyLenaOb'AFRICA

KAZAKHSTAN

KYRGYZSTAN

CHINA

IRAN

UZBEKISTAN

[Turkic: Digraphic in Cyrillic

TURKMENISTAN

[Turkic: Digraphic in Cyrillic 

& Turco-Roman]

[Turkic: Cyrillic]

[Turkic: Cyrillic]

& Turco-Roman]

TAJIKISTAN

[Persian: Digraphic in

Cyrillic & Perso-Arabic]

------->

------->

------>

--------->

PAKISTAN

[Turkic in Roman

Alphabet]

Uighurs: 

AFGHANISTAN

Perso-Arabic Scripts

<-------------------------------------->

1300 mi2100 km


All of Georgia’s linguistic minorities objected, but two began to contemplate separation from Georgia and union with Russia. The Abkhaz people live in the extreme northwest of Georgia and currently write their language in a modified form of Cyrillic, although between 1945 and 1954, they were forced to write in Georgian Mkhedruli. While both Georgian and Abkhazian are typically classified as Caucasian languages, they lack mutual intelligibility and many scholars doubt that there is any real connection between them (Katzner 2002, 20). While the Abkhazians are actually a minority even in their own region, they made tactical alliances with other minority groups, and demanded regional independence. When serious fighting broke out in 1992, the Abkhazians enjoyed Russian military support in evicting most of the ethnic Georgian community and creating an unrecognized but self-governing mini-state with a capital at Sukhami. 

The Ossetian people live on the slopes of the Caucasus mountains, most of them in what is now Russia in the north, but perhaps 100,000 to the south in Georgia, where they had been classified as an Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic.  Ossetian belongs to the Iranian branch of Indo-European.  Since 1954, the Ossetians have used the Cyrillic alphabet and few speak Georgian or read Mkhedruli (Catford 1977, 283).  In 1992, the South Ossetian legislature formally made Ossetian/Cyrillic the official language of their self-declared independent republic. 
North of the Caucasus Mountains and still legally part of Russia, the Chechen people wrote their language in Arabic until 1925, the Roman alphabet until 1937, and in Cyrillic thereafter, following the same pattern of other non-Slavic peoples controlled by the Soviet Union.  In 1992, they launched their battle for independence with a proclamation that the Chechen language would henceforth be written in the Roman alphabet, but two genocidal wars later, Chechnya is again occupied by the Russian army and most Chechens are still unhappily using Cyrillic (Nichols 2005).  

Changes in writing system have been widespread in the post-Soviet Caucasus. The Armenians had never surrendered their “civilizational” Armenian script, but the anti-Soviet Azerbaijani (who speak a near dialect of Turkish often called Azeri) demonstrated their desire to be seen as a Westernizing secular state by dropping Cyrillic in favor of a Roman-based script similar to the Turco-Roman model (Comrie 1996, 784).  There were, however, complications. Putting a Romanization decree through the Azeribaijani parliament was popular and easy: finding computers and typewriters configured to work in the new alphabet was difficult, and the country was plunged into a typographic chaos from which it is only now emerging (Bayatly 1997, 22-25). As Michael Kirkwood (1991, 76) has noted:

... a switch of alphabet entails major economic and educational consequences.  Theoretically, a change in alphabet renders a literate population illiterate.  The cost of changing over in terms of resource allocation for new typographical arrangements, new typewriters, the re-labeling of everything, to say nothing of teacher training, textbook provision, and much else, is enormous.
Some Azerbaijani Islamists wished to revert to the Perso-Arabic that had been used before the Soviet experience, noting that a majority of the world’s Azeris actually live south of the border in Iran, where they write in Perso-Arabic.  For their part, some Iranian Azerbaijani have noted that Perso-Arabic is an unsuitable script for the Azeri language, wondering if Romanization might not be the answer for all Azerbaijani (Fathollahzadeh 2002, 66). 
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FIGURE 3: Turkic Languages in the Caucasus. 

For the foreseeable future, however, the Azeri people seem destined to be digraphic. Despite its complications, Romanization is popular in Baku, but any serious movement among Iranian Azeris to abandon Perso-Arabic would correctly be interpreted by the Teheran authorities as a threat to the political unity of the country and Iranian Azeris are well-integrated into the Iranian political system (Chehabi 1997, 247).  
Politics and Script Shift in Central Asia: A vast area of present and probable future script change involves the former Soviet Socialist Republics where dialects/cognate languages within the Turkic group are spoken in Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan.  In contrast, the national language of Tajikistan is Persian/Farsi.  Central Asia is linguistically untidy, since political boundaries correspond poorly to speech communities, multilingualism is common, and there has been significant bilateral exchange of grammatical and lexical features among radically different languages (See Figure #4). Furthermore, the region is politically untidy: none of Central Asia’s ex-Soviet successor states have evolved into democracies or even stable societies.  Each country in the region has Islamist political movements, demanding a greater future role for the Muslim religion (and the Arabic script). 
The Turkic community illustrates the perpetual difficulty of distinguishing between cognate languages and dialects. There is undeniably a broad and complicated Turkic dialect continuum in which there are wide areas of mutual intelligibility, extending from China through Central Asia into Afghanistan, portions of Iran and thence to Turkey itself. While Turkish and Azerbaijani are virtually the same language and Turkmen is close, citizens of Kyrgyzstan would have difficulty making themselves understood in Istanbul (Suny 1999, 165). 
Throughout the entire Soviet experience, Moscow worried about the threat of a pan-Turkish nationalism, and worked to discourage the notion that Turkic languages spoken within the borders of the USSR were really dialects of Turkish, portraying them instead as separate, standard languages and encouraging the adoption of Russian loan-words (Ornstein 1959, 7; Pool 1976, 430).  Otherwise, Central Asia’s experience replicated standard Soviet script policy. When the USSR came into existence, those few Central Asians who were literate used the Arabic script, but were obliged in the 1920s to Romanize into the Kremlin’s “New Alphabet.” The Stalinist switch to Cyrillic after 1938 was more problematic because of the lack of letters in Cyrillic to express phonemes in 
Turkic languages (Pool 1976, 432). When the Soviet Union spiraled into extinction, these four Turcophone countries were suddenly free to choose their own writing systems. 
Since the breakup of the Ottoman Empire, Mustafa Kemal Atatűrk’s successors had seen the other Turcophone countries as “brother republics” to be led and protected whenever possible by Turkey in the spirit of Tűrkçűlűk or pan-Turkism (Kushner 1997 226).  Given its comparative wealth, political stability, and pro-Western connections, Turkey saw itself as the natural leader of these Turkic republics and quickly scheduled an “International Symposium on Contemporary Turkic Alphabets” in Istanbul in 1991, at which scholars generated a 34-letter alphabet capable of expressing the phonetic values of any Turkic language (Schlyter 2003, 177). 

Trained by the Kremlin to see script policy as a centrally-controlled instrument of nation-building, however, political leaders in the generally undemocratic Central Asian Turkic community were nervous about becoming linguistic satellites of Turkey. Complicating matters, Islamist opposition parties throughout Central Asia demanded a return to the sacral Arabic script, and Cyrillic was firmly entrenched in the educational and governmental systems. 

Gingerly, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan (both ruthlessly authoritarian dictatorships) set the legal machinery in motion for script shift in 1993, but rejected the Istanbul Symposium model in favor of their own separate alphabets. While both countries have made progress toward Romanization, both are still functionally digraphic. (Katzner 2002, 138-141). 
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, on the other hand, have sizeable Russian populations who would be marginalized by a script change and more Kazakhs actually speak Russian than Kazakh itself. While both countries have appointed commissions to study the matter, the Kazakh and Kyrgyz people both seem likely to continue with Cyrillic for the foreseeable future (Schlyter 2003, 176; Landau & Kellner-Heinkele 2001, 126).  There is no immediate reason to believe that the recent revolution in Kyrgyzstan will change language politics. 

Figure 4: Turkic and Persian Writing Systems in Central Asia. There is little correspondence between language and script in Central Asia. Arrows on this map represent cross-border language communities.  For example, there is a Turkmen-speaking community in Iran, writing the language in Perso-Arabic; a Kazakh group in China writing the language in Roman; and the Uighurs, also writing their Turkic language in Roman. Tajiks and Turkmen in Afghanistan both use the Perso-Arabic abjad that ranges from Iran to Pakistan.  
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 Despite these setbacks, Turkey continues to work toward the establishment of linguistic hegemony in the region. Turkish television programs are broadcast throughout Central Asia while cultural and commercial links are making Turkish a prestige language and familiarizing Central Asians with its alphabet (Schlyter 2003, 178). In recent years, Turkey has expended a great deal of political energy in trying to penetrate the European Union, an effort that may not ultimately be successful.  The existence of this Turkic “back yard” for Ankara could provide an alternate focus for Anatolian energies.   

The situation in Tajikistan is slightly less complicated, since the Tajik language is commonly regarded as a near dialect of Farsi (or Persian). In 1992, the Tajik Government passed legislation mandating a return to the Perso-Arabic script which is used in Afghanistan to the southwest, Pakistan to the southeast, and of course, Iran itself. The government has legislated the teaching of the Arabic script in schools and Tajik society is officially digraphic in Cyrillic and Arabic (Comrie 1996, 783; Coulmas 2000, 49).
Script shift in Central Asia will provide an early warning system for future political and societal orientations.  Any move toward Arabic script will be considered a victory for radical Islam or Islamism, while the triumph of Turco-Roman will suggest endorsement of secular Islamic and Western values.  The continued use of Cyrillic implies a persistence of Russian cultural and political influence in the area. 
This link between script choice and political outlook is a factor in many societies and the connection between Islamism and the Arabic script is valid for many other societies.  In northern Nigeria, for example, some Hausa-speakers use a Roman-based orthography, whilst others use a modified version of the Arabic syllabic script locally called Ajami. Political conflict in Nigeria currently revolves around ten northern states that have adopted the Sharia (Traditional Islamic Law) as the basis for their legal system, bringing distress to the Nigerian Federal authorities who worry about what they view as a growing dedication to an intractable form of Islam.  Any expansion of the use of Arabic in the writing of Hausa will be a serious indicator that the Islamist movement in Nigeria is expanding. The same trend should be noted in Islamic societies all the way from West Africa to Indonesia. 

Conclusions: There is a clear and relevant connection between writing systems and political conflict; excellent work done by sociolinguists and other social scientists in recent years has created an important body of information for students of politics. Political scientists have traditionally devoted little energy to the linguistic aspects of political conflict, and we have made a preliminary effort in this paper to construct a common vocabulary. 

In our search to see the political relevance of writing systems, we have looked at ways in which divergent scripts lacking interlegibility can create artificial divisions in speech communities like Hindustani, Serbo-Croatian, and Kurdish.  Conversely, the Chinese and Arabic examples demonstrate how a unified script system can hold a fragmented language culture together. 

In the Anglophone world, governments play little role in creating or maintaining writing systems, a fact that may blind Western scholars to the importance some governments attach to the choice and maintenance of writing systems.  The ultimate in political interference in writing is what we have described as script shift, the drastic decision to re-define a society by changing the way in which it pens its own language. The Korean and Turkish cases are good historical examples, but in its 75-year history, the Soviet Union made and unmade dozens of script systems, uniquely to achieve specific ideological objectives.  The Soviet script change legacy has left societies from Moldova to Mongolia destined for years to come to grapple with deep societal decisions to make about language and the writing of language, since a civilizational writing system can become deeply identified with nationalism. As globalization changes the world’s communication systems, languages will continue to disappear and take writing systems with them, presenting more societies with politically significant decisions to make about written language.  
To suggest that a moment has reached its inevitable conclusion, the Arabs say “maktuub” or “it is written.” In the universe of politics, things will always be written and how they are written will always remain a politically significant choice. 
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