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What is a 
“neography”?

Neography: 

 = Newly invented script: neo + orthography

 In this talk, refers to a script created in the 20th - 21st

centuries

 Most neographies are from Africa or South Asia
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Script Encoding 
Initiative
Project working to help 
communities get eligible characters 
and scripts into the Unicode 
Standard

https://linguistics.berkeley.edu/sei



Neographies
(New Scripts) in 
Unicode

New script                                published in Unicode

Facebook

General impression of process
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Neographies
(New Scripts) in 
Unicode

[Long proposal review and approval process]

New script                                published in Unicode

[need CLDR data, fonts, keyboards, …]

Facebook      

More accurate view of process
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Script Ad Hoc
and 
Neographies

Script Ad Hoc 
 meets monthly to review new script proposals.
 makes recommendations to the Unicode Technical 

Committee

 Note: Some new script requests come through other 
means: Unicode Feedback form or to Script Encoding 
Initiative
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Script Ad Hoc 
Questions 
(for 
Neography
Proposal 
Authors)

Users
• Number of people are using the script today? How 

many are using it daily to write the language?

Nilerian script seminar in Nairobi, Kenya, image from: https://paanluelwel.com/2018/03/18/nilerian-project-conducts-its-first-nilerian-seminar-in-africa/ 
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Script Ad Hoc 
Questions 
(for 
Neography
Proposal 
Authors)

Publications
• Are there publications not produced by the script’s 

creator?
• Is it used for newspapers, pamphlets, and in books? 

How many books in the script have been produced? 

https://blog.nsibiri.org/
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Script Ad Hoc 
Questions 
(for 
Neography
Proposal 
Authors)

Schools / Usage
• Number of people learning the script in schools today? 

Any graduates of the school yet and, if so, how many?
• Evidence script’s use is growing?
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Reasons for 
creating new 
scripts 
(general)

 Can preserve a group’s unique linguistic identity and 
cultural heritage, differentiating one group from others

 Considered a unique cultural contribution, often 
viewed with pride, since most scripts are created by a 
member of the community
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African Neographies



Reasons for 
creating new 
scripts 
(African 
scripts)

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

Map of Africa, 1910 
(image: Wikipedia)
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Reasons for 
creating new 
scripts 
(African 
scripts)

 Often considered by users to be better suited to 
represent the sounds of their language (over the Latin 
or Arabic scripts) 

 Viewed as a way to improve literacy; not dependent 
upon knowing French, English (etc.)
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Reasons for 
creating new 
scripts 
(African 
scripts)

 In some cases, the script’s creator may have a vision for 
the script to be extended to write all (or many of) 
languages of Africa
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Features of 
African 
neographies

 Most African neographies are created to write 
languages in West Africa; a few scripts are connected 
with religious groups

Map from Piers Kelly, “The Invention, Transmission and Evolution of Writing in West Africa” in  Paths into Script Formation in the Ancient Mediterranean (2018) p. 197
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Features of 
African 
neographies

 Some scripts (and their glyphs) may be tied to 
historical pictographs or objects associated with the 
group

From https://blog.nsibiri.org/
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Features of 
African 
neographies

 Several recent neographies have adopted technology:
 YouTube or Facebook videos online (often with 

tutorials); Facebook groups

Nsibidi for Igbo: Introduction
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=83DQD-GbDW0 
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Features of 
African 
neographies

 Online presence shows:
 knowledge of Unicode (based on ADLaM and N’Ko?)

 understanding of the importance of digitization for  
survival of the script (and its role in preserving the 
language)

 interest in these scripts amongst those in the diaspora

Map of African diaspora (Image: Wikipedia)
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African Neographies:
Three Case Studies



I. Case Studies –
DitemaTsa
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/
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I. Case Studies –
DitemaTsa
Dinoko
(=Isibheqe
Sohlamvu)

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



II. Case Studies 
– Garay

Key traits:

 Created in 1961 by 
Assane Faye 

 Used for Wolof in 
Senegal and environs

 Some written materials, 
including Koran

 Taught informally

 Proposal still under 
review

Photo: https://www.unicode.org/L2/L2017/17322-garay-progress.pdf
Text image from proposal: http://www.unicode.org/L2/L2016/16069-n4709-garay-revision.pdf
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II. Case Studies 
– Garay
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III. Case 
Studies – Beria 

Key traits:

 Created in 1950s by Adam Tajir for writing the Zaghawa 
language of Sudan (Darfur) and Chad; 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

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

Siddick Adam Issa

Alsadik Sadik (Israel)

(Turkey)
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South Asian 
Neographies



South Asian
Neographies
in Unicode

 Ol Chiki

 Warang Citi

 Sora Sompeng

 Mro

 Pau Cin Hau alphabet

 Masaram Gondi

 Toto

 Wancho

 Hanifi Rohingya

 Tangsa

 Nag Mundari

In Unicode Approved for inclusion

Pending

 Sunuwar

 Tolong Siki

 Gurung Khema



Neographies in 
South Asia -
Historical 
context

 Script development in South Asia
 continuous phenomenon since at least 5th century BCE 

(… or perhaps 24th century BCE ?)

Excerpt of edict of Ashoka in 
Brahmi on a pillar at Girnar, 
2nd century BCE

‘Unicorn’ seal from Harappa, 
24to – 2250 BCE



Neographies in 
South Asia -
Definitions

South Asian ‘neography’:

 Genetically unrelated to 
other scripts
 Not organically derived 

from Brahmi, Latin, 
etc.

 Indigenous creation



Motivations 
for 
script
creation

Distinctive visual marker for language and 
community

Parity with other written languages

Separation from other languages

Development of an orthography that is more 
suited to phonology of language



‘Classic’ 
South Asian
Neographies

Ol Chiki Sora SompengWarang Citi

ᱚᱞ ᱪᱤᱠᱤ 𑃐𑃐𑃐𑃐𑃐𑃐𑃐𑃐 𑃐𑃐𑃐𑃐𑃐𑃐𑃐𑃐𑃐𑃐𑃐𑃐𑢹𑢹𑢹𑢹𑢹𑢹𑢹𑢹𑢹𑢹
𑣏𑣏𑣏𑣏𑣏𑣏𑣏𑣏



Ol Chiki

• Developed by Raghunath Murmu in 1925 for Santali, a Munda language
• Provide distinctive script that is tied to Santali relationship to nature



Warang Citi

• Developed by Lako Bodra for writing Ho, a Munda language, in 1950
• Alternative script to orthographies used by Christian missionaries



Sora Sompeng

• Developed by Mangei Gomango for writing , a Munda language, in 1936
• Liturgial script for Sora religious practices



Other 
Neographies:

Laipian lai –
Pau Cin Hau

• Developed by Pau Cin Hau in 1902 
• Syllabary for writing Tedim, Tibeto-Burman language
• Representation of tones



Other 
Neographies:

Laipian lai –
Pau Cin Hau

• Developed by Pau Cin Hau by modifying his original syllabary
• Alphabet for writing Tedim, including standalone tone marks



Other 
Neographies:

Gondi

• Developed by Mangal Singh Masaram for Gondi, a Dravidian language, in 1928
• Modelled on Brahmi, with unique view towards the inherent vowel



Other 
Neographies:

Rohingya

• Developed by Mohammed Hanif in the 1980s for Rohingya, an Indo-Aryan language
• Inspired by Arabic script 



External
Neographies

Prasanna Sree has designed scripts for at least 19 indigenous languages of India

Gondi Savara



External 
Neographies

Unclear motivations?...



Competing
Neographies

Two different scripts for writing Kurukh



Competing
Neographies

Five different scripts for writing Gurung



Features of 
South Asian
Neographies

 Typology
 Alphasyllabic, on the pattern of Brahmi
 Alphabetic, LTR, including cursive-joining RTL
 Syllabic

 Origins
 Internal development

 Motivations
 Dream or vision: Pau Cin Hau, Warang Citi
 First written form for language: Ol Chiki
 Visible and distinctive identity: all

 Status
 Script creation is active and scripts are proliferating



Navigating
Neographies:

Some metrics 

 Standardized usage?
 Is there a standard form of the script
 Is the script the primary writing system?

 Institutional support?
 Is there an officially-recognized standard?
 Is the script routinely used in education?

 Publication?
 Is the script used in publications? Digital media?

 Literary tradition?
 Is literary religious material written in the script?

 Community sentiment?
 Does the target community view the script positively?
 Are there competing scripts?

 Technological resources?
 Is the user community developing fonts, keyboards

 Requester?
 Who is requesting the inclusion of the script in Unicode?



Motivations 
for encoding
neographies

Case 1: 
 I am an inventor and I have designed a brand new writing 

system for my community or for a specific linguistic 
community

 I would like for it to be in Unicode so that it will be 
standardized.

 Once it is in the Standard I will have something to point to, 
which might help me persuade my people to use it.

Case 2:
 We have developed a new writing system for our people.
 We are using  this new writing system to publish books and 

periodicals.
 Our new  writing system is being taught in our schools and 

our people have  embraced the writing system 
wholeheartedly.”

James Kass, Unicode mailing list, October 2021
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Case Study:

Sunuwar



Case Study:

Sunuwar



Discussion What factors should be taken into consideration 
when evaluating proposals for encoding 
neographies?



Thank you
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