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Some issues in the establishment of an orthography for Akoose
by Robert Hedinger
1.0 Introduction
In 1977 we produced a small guide to the Akoose alphabet for people literate in English
with the title D¢ tel, dé lange akoose. In the meantime all the copies have been sold out
and several requests have come for more copies. As we are thinking of a reprint it seems
necessary to revise it first as there were some errors, but also as there are some
orthography questions still to be resolved. One purpose of this paper therefore is to raise
the various points where a decision is to be made.
2.0 Presentation of the sound system
Before going into various options in the choice of orthographic symbols and other
orthography problems I will present the sound system of Akoose as analysed and
presented in the Phonology of Akoose (Hedinger 1977a).
2.1 The consonants

p t c k!

b d j g

m n ny 71

mb nd ng
nz
S h
l v w

In addition, f, v and r occur in borrowed words or ideophones.

2.2 The vowels

1 u
c g 0
€ 2 O



It should be noted that there are two different o-sounds and two different a-sounds. The
problem involved in these sounds has been discussed in the Phonology. It will again be
dealt with in section 3.2 below.
3.0 Problems and alternatives in orthography choices
3.1 Nasals before consonants
There is a question as to how the syllabic and non-syllabic nasals [m,n,ny,j] should be
written when occurring before another consonant. There are the following combinations
of nasal plus consonant:
m+p n+t ny+c n+k
m+b n+d ny+] p+g
m+m n+n ny-+ny
n+s n+h
n+z

n+l ny+y p+w

For the labials [p,b,m] and the alveolars [t, d, n, s, z, 1] it is common, undisputed practice
that m and n are written respectively: mp, mb, mm, and nt, nd, ns, nz, nn and nl. For
the palatals [c,j,ny,y], although the nasal is palatal, it is common practice that n rather
than ny is written: nc, nj, nny, n-y.

The case of the velars [k,g,h,w] is different. In practice the following two solutions
appear to have been chosen in different languages:

a) pk, ng, ph, pw
b) nk, nk, nh, nw

For writing Akoose either a) or b) is a possible way of representing these sequences. The
advantages and disadvantages of either are as follows:

The advantage of using 1 is that the same sound is always written with the same symbol,
e.g. lan, a langé, ngan. By writing n instead of n the same root would be written in two
different ways, e.g. ldn, a langé. ngan.

3.2 One or two a and o vowels?

As described in the Phonology (pages 62-66) Akoose has clearly two a vowel sounds and
two o vowel sounds: [a] and [a] and [¢] and [0]. In some contexts it is predictable from
the environments, which one in each pair of vowels is used. In other contexts, where the
specific environment is absent due to historical changes the difference between the two



sounds in each pair is distinctive, that is , the difference between the two sounds is
signalling a difference in meaning.

Compare the following pairs:

(la) 1da ’chew!” laa  tell!”

(1b) a 1aadé ’he chewed’ a laggé ’he told’

(2a) se6d ’'make to flow’ so6d ’make to spear’
(2b) a seété ’he made to flow’ a sonté ’he made to spear’

In (1a) and (2a) the meaning difference is associated with a difference in vowel sound. In
(Ib) and (2b) the vowel quality is predictable from the presence or absence of the velar
sound [n].

In the first proposal for an alphabet (D¢ tel, dé lange akoose) these distinctions were not
made, in part because it appeared that some dialects do not differentiate them. However,
by not distinguishing these vowels it is often necessary to guess from context which
vocalic value is required. Also several people, who have seriously tried to write Akoose
agree that the distinction should be made.

The issues then are:
1) Should the distinction be made?
2) What orthographic symbols should be used to represent the four vowels?

3) If four distinct vowels are used, are they to be used consistently or only in those
contexts where there would be confusion? It seems that the four vowels should be written
in order to clearly distinguish the different words.

As to the symbols to be used, following the General Alphabet the following symbols as
used in the examples seem to be best: a, a, @, 0.

A compromise solution to always or never writing the four vowels would be to only
write them in the context where they are distinctive, that is only where there are long
vowels as in (1a) and 92a) above.

3.3 Palatal stops: ¢ and j

Two palatal stops [c] and [j] occur in Akoose. However, there is no phonemic contrast
between them. In other words the difference between them does not indicate a meaning
difference between different words. In some dialects all palatal stops are voiceless [c]
(compare A below), in other dialects all are voiced [j] (compare B below), especially in
older speakers. In still others palatals are voiceless [c] except in nouns beginning with a
nasal prefix n where they are voiced (Phonology page 51). This may be illustrated as
follows.



A B O —
ncib njib njib  ’thief’

becib bejib becib ’thieves’
n cibé n jibé n cibé ’I stole’
célé jélé célé ’calll’
Three issues arise from these facts:
1) What orthographic symbol should be used?
2) Should one or two symbols be used to represent these sounds?
3) Should A, B or C be taken as the reference point for a standard orthography?

Starting with an answer to the second question: From a theoretical point of view one
symbol only would suffice to represent the two palatal stops since there is never any
phonemic contrast or phonological opposition between [c] and [j]. Therefore one or the
other sound could be taken as the canonical one to represent both. However, for the
dialects which have both sounds the speakers are very aware of the difference between
[c] and [j], probably because these sounds contrast in English, but perhaps also because
there is a clear voice/voiceless contrast between all the other stops (e.g. p/b, t/d and k/g).

As to the third question: The options open are the three given as A, B and C. That is to
always write the voiceless sound as in A, to always write the voiced sound as in B, or to
write either of the two whenever appropriate as in C. As the situation in B is probably
the most widespread it appears that to always write j would be an acceptable solution.
This also would avoid the use of the letter ¢ which is somewhat unusual for people who
are used to the English ch. The ¢ however is the letter required by the General Alphabet
for the voiceless palatal sound.

3.4 The two mb sounds

Akoose has two distinct mb sequences. Morphologically the difference can be explained
in terms of the noun class.

class 9 and 10 class 3 and 4
mban mban ’facial markings’ ’palm kernels’
mboén mbon “court witness’ ’log’
There are phonetic differences distinguishing nouns of the two different noun class
genders. However the differences are not the same for all speakers or dialects. In classes

9 and 10 the nasal is non-syllabic, whereas in classes 3 and 4 (and class 1) the nasal is
syllabic. As for the voiced stop b: in classes 9 and 10 the b is explosive with, in some



dialects followed by (voiced) aspiration [bh]. In classes 3 and 4 the b is implosive [6]
except before the high vowels [i1] and [u].

Psychologically there are differences as to how Akoose speakers perceive the differences
between the two mb sets. Some insist that the difference is carried by the m.

Others insist that it is the b which distinguishes such pairs.

The question to be asked is whether and how the distinction should be written in the
orthography.

That it would be good to mark the distinction has become clear from people who have
some experience in writing and have seriously reflected on this question.

There are three features which could be marked:

a) indicate the fact that the nasal (in class 3 and 4 nouns) is syllabic, by marking the
tone.

b) mark the aspirated bh.
c) mark the imploded b.
d) mark a combination of a) - ¢).

To do ¢) would introduce an extra symbol which is not otherwise necessary. Also it could
not distinguish nouns in which a high vowel [i,u] follows the b.

mbar mban
mbin mbin
To do b) would not be useful because not every dialect has this feature.
mbharn mban
mbhin mbin

What appears to be the simplest solution would be to mark the tone on the syllabic nasal.
From this the pronunciation of the b’s and the m’s is predictable.

mban mbay
mbin mbin
More details about questions of tone marking will be discussed below.

3.5 The marking of tone



A large number of African languages are tonal, that is distinctions of the hight of the
voice on each syllable indicate differences in meaning between different words or
different grammatical categories. If these distinctions are ignored it becomes often very
difficult do read and interpret a written text. So it is not so much a question of whether
tone should be marked but how. There are many African languages which are difficult to
read because tone marking has been omitted due to a desire to conform to European
languages which do not have tone marks.

In Dé tel, dé lange Akoose the following tone marking system was introduced:

High Low Rising Falling Downstepped High

short vowel 4 a a a a

z 7 -

long vowel 44 aa a4 4a  aa

In that system low tone was left unmarked as a statistical count of tone on lexical items
indicated a high frequency of low tone, therefore making it the best candidate for it to be
left unmarked. However recently a count of tone on continuous text suggested that high
tones are more frequent by about 10 per cent which would make marking low tone more
feasable. It also seems to have other advantages. For example, when marking high tone,
if it were chosen to mark the syllabic nasal by marking the tone (see 3.4 above), then,
besides all the high tones already being marked, marking the low tones an all the nasal
prefixes would increase greatly the number of tone marks used in any one text.

In a system of marking low tone the marking of nasals would be a natural part of the
system.

Also it would disambiguate ny versus n here one represents the palatal nasal [ny] and the
other is a palatal semivowel preceded by a syllabic nasal [ny].

My proposal for a revised tone marking system is as follows:

High Low Rising Falling Down-stepped high

o
o

short vowel a a a
long vowel aa aa aa aa  aa
4.0 Text

The following extract from a folk tale is written with the convention in which low tone is
left unmarked.

Ngo bd mwanyan ebwéngo
Mbwe hg ngo 4 m3 mé dé mod awé a wd ngine ate téma bad bésy33l a nkonsé.

Mwanyan ebwéngo a lange md nén a bad bé dé, & nzé n¢ dds 4 hibé, & né md3 k& we mod
alimed awé a tomé we ngine. Ngoo @ md kwentené. B€ madé ban si sadambé, bd



mwdnyarn bé kag & dyon 4 [Jgdmbé, ban ahedg dds bé nyénné mod awé a tomténé ngine
awor).

Now follows the same text written with the convention in which high tone is not marked
except the down-stepped high tone.

Ngo bo mwanyan ebwengo

Mbwt Dhog ngd 4 m3 mo de mdd awe 2 woo ngine ate toma bad besy33l a nkdnse.
Mwanyan ebwengo a langeé mo nen a bad be de, & nze n¢ dod a hobe, & ne mo3d k& we
mod alumed awe a tome we ngine. Ngdd & mo kwenténe. Be made ban su saambe, bo
mwdnyarn be kag a dydn a [Jgombe, ban ahédg dod be nyénng mod awe a tomtene ngine
awor).

There are several possible modifications and simplifications which could be made. For
example in a series of down-stepped highs instead of marking each one as in estibag the
first one only could be marked as in esiibag. A further step in the direction of reducing
tone marking would be not to mark down-stepped high tone at all. Even further reduction
of tone marking would be to eliminate one or both of the contour tones (falling and
rising). However, with each reduction in the marking of specific tone there will be an
increase in potential for ambiguities in the written form as compared with the spoken
form, thus increasing the difficulty of reading.

5.0 Conclusion

In this paper only some of the orthography questions have been touched on. There are
still other i1ssues which need to be dealt with especially in the area of word divisions. It is
also hoped that agreement can be reached on the issues raised above.
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2 August 1988 addition:

System of marking low, falling and rising tone and leaving high and downstepped high
tone unmarked.

High Low Rising Falling Down-stepped high

short vowel a a a a a



N N

long vowel aa aa aa aa aa
Now follows the same text written with the above convention.
Ngo bo mwanyarn ¢bwengo

Mbwe fhog ngd 4 md mo de mdd awe a woo ngine ate toma bad besyosal a pkdpse.
Mwanyan ebwengo a lange mo nen a bad be de, & nze n¢ dod a hobe, & ne moo k& we
mod alumed awe a tome we ngine. Ngad 4 mo kwentene. Be made ban su saambe, bo
mwdnyan be kag a dydn a [Jgombe, ban ahede dod be nyenne mod awe a tomtene ngine
awor).



