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Note on Transliteration



When transliterating words into English, special signs and diacritics (mostly dots) are normally used where there is no English equivalent to the letter in question: ʾ ḥ ṭ ʿ ṣ š (= sh, which is generally preferred in transliterating Arabic), etc. Where necessary vowels are represented as short (a e i o u) and long (ā ē ī ō ū). When an individual letter appears in discussion in italic (e.g. b), the reference is normally to its written form; when the sound represented is being referred to double slashes enclose it: /b/.





Introduction


This book has the modest ambition of presenting an easily accessible account of the origins and history of the Arabic script. While there are numerous accounts of writing systems, we are not aware of any account of this precise scope aimed at university undergraduates and the general reader. This Introduction is mainly concerned with discussion of some of the technicalities of the development of scripts and the religious significance attached to writing by the peoples of the Middle East.


Writing and Language


It is necessary to begin by drawing attention to the difference between writing and language. Human languages are natural phenomena which have developed over millennia. Language consists of a set of sounds deployed in a meaningful pattern. There were millennia before the invention of writing during which languages existed but were never written down. We can be sure that many languages developed and subsequently became extinct during this time. There are still today languages in some parts of the world which have never been written down, especially in South America and southern Asia.


The fact that language and script are two separate things is illustrated by the way that occasionally a decision is made, usually by a state, to change its writing system. The best example in the Middle Eastern context is that of Turkey. In the Ottoman period Turkish was written using an adapted form of the Arabic script. Under the Turkish Republic, in 1928, Atatürk decided to switch to the so-called Latin script, the script used for the main European languages like English. A few extra signs were adopted to represent sounds common in Turkish but not represented in the Latin script. Thus ç for the sound /ch/ as in “church” and ş for /sh/ as in “shop”. (There are some less obvious adaptations: Turkish c stands for /j/ as in “jam”, while Turkish j stands for the sound in the middle of the word “treasure”.)


In principle any language can be written down in any writing system and a change of writing system has no direct bearing on the way a language sounds, though the fact that a language is written down does tend to create a conservative force which encourages continuity and slows the rate of change. The classical Arabic of the Quran came to be regarded as Arabic par excellence with a divine sanction and was a model for all later literature.


Writing Systems


Before we consider the historical origins of writing systems (i.e. scripts), it is worth noting that writing systems are highly artificial creations of the relatively recent past: there was no true writing at all before the middle of the fourth millennium BCE.


The only limit on the devising of writing systems is the limit of the human imagination, though in fact there is a basic typology of writing systems, since most fall into a limited number of types. Those which concern us at the beginning of this story are syllabic systems and alphabetic systems.


It is clear that writing began in the Middle Eastern world in association with the great civilizations of Egypt and Mesopotamia in the late fourth millennium BCE, perhaps around 3300 BCE. Which of the two can claim the priority is not entirely clear, though most scholars in the field think that Mesopotamia was earlier, with writings on clay from Uruk c. 3300 BCE. Egypt followed c. 3100 BCE. Both systems were syllabic, i.e. signs were devised to represent syllables, units of sound consisting normally of a consonantal sound or sounds and a vocalic sound. Thus in a word like “consonantal” the word would be broken down into syllables as con-son-ant-al and four signs would be used to represent these four syllables. The same sign as the one used for al could also be used in writing the word al-pha-bet. The actual signs used for the syllables had an origin as pictographs, pictures of things turned into formalized symbols. A picture of an ant might represent the syllable ant in con-son-ant-al. The picture then gradually ceased to be a pictograph and came to stand for a syllable. The same idea is seen in the rebus-type puzzles which use this principle.


Of course it was for Ancient Egyptian and the ancient languages of Mesopotamia (Sumerian and Akkadian) that the syllabic signs were used, not English! One consequence of this is the fact that certain sounds had to be accounted for which do not exist in English (or other European languages). Signs had to be devised to represent the sounds of each language: when one writing system was adapted for use by another language, there were often weaknesses in the system and minor changes were made. We will see much later that this same process of adaptation of one script to the needs of a different language can result, for example, in the addition of dots (called diacritics) to indicate sounds that would otherwise remain unrepresented.


If the reader of this cares to try the exercise of dividing a whole paragraph of English text into syllables, he or she will soon see that there is a very large number of different syllables in English, as there is also in languages like Akkadian. The consequence of this is that the systems which emerged for syllabic writing had extremely large numbers of signs. The total number of signs in the Akkadian syllabary is about 500, though not all of them were in use at any one time. But to be a reasonably competent reader or writer of Akkadian one would need to be able to recognize and deploy several hundred signs. Hence the scribal profession involved years of training and was restricted to specialists.


The second system, which developed in the Middle East in the second millennium (i.e. between 2000 and 1000 BCE), was alphabetical, though not quite alphabetical in our modern sense. This newer system built on the idea that instead of representing a syllable by a single sign one could devise a set of signs which represented each separate sound. In principle this involved separating all the consonants and vowels into individual bits of the language. Thus our sample words above, “consonantal” and “alphabet”, would now be written c-o-n-s-o-n-a-n-t-a-l (in which the same sign for n recurs three times and the sign for a occurs twice) and a-l-p-h-a-b-e-t (in which the signs for a, l and t which occur in “consonantal” appear again). With an alphabetic script the number of signs needed is much smaller: English has 26, Hebrew and Syriac have 22, Arabic has 28.


This newly invented alphabetic writing system was, however, different from our modern system in that only the consonants were represented. The vowels were supplied by the reader of the text, who normally knew the language in question and did not have too much difficulty reading the consonantal text. This is clear today from the fact that the Hebrew and Arabic alphabets are still largely consonantal and newspapers in these languages, for example, are printed largely without vowel indicators. (It is not even all that difficult in English: th ct st n th mt, and this kind of abbreviated spelling has recently become popular in text-messaging.)


Direction of Writing


Another issue which introduces variability in writing systems is the question of the direction of writing. The direction is purely conventional. Hebrew and Arabic are written from right to left, but Akkadian and another language closely related to Hebrew, Ugaritic, are written from left to right. Vertical writing was also quite common in antiquity and most extraordinary of all from a modern perspective is the boustrophedon writing found in early Greek inscriptions and in the pre-Islamic inscriptions of ancient Yemen. “Boustrophedon” means “(like) an ox ploughing” and the writing in question changes direction in alternate lines (a rather efficient system, since it would be inefficient to take your ox back to the beginning of the first furrow before cutting the second).
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