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Somalia Introduces a National Orthography
O N 21 October 1972, the third anniversary of the Revolution, Somalia introduced a national
orthography in Latin script and made Somali the official language of the state. In less than
a year Somali has totally replaced English, Italian, and Arabic (the three languages pre-
viously used for written communication) in all public business, government records and
correspondence, in street and shop signs, and in elementary education. In intermediate,
secondary, and higher education Somali has become an important subject and there are
plans to introduce it gradually as the medium of instruction. A mass literacy campaign was
begun in April 1973 and, aided by books, radio programmes, and articles in the national
daily Xiddigta Oktobar (October Star), is now making rapid progress; backed by a vast
force of voluntary teachers, the campaign extends even to the nomadic interior of the
country and aims at the total eradication of illiteracy within a few years.

The orthography employs only the letters available in the Latin alphabet, without any
diacritics, and adapts them to the needs of Somali phonology by the use of digraphs and
by attaching new values to the existing letters. Thus dh, kh, and sh represent the sounds
[dj, [x]> a n d [J]1 respectively, and the length of vowels is marked by doubling the vowel
letters; the letters c and x and the apostrophe represent [1], [h], and [?] respectively. Tone
and 'fronting' and 'backing' of vowels, which in some pairs of words and pairs of gram-
matical forms act as the sole differentiating factors, are left unmarked in the orthography,
but special signs are being devised for scholarly use in lexicography and grammatical
description of an academic type.

A sizeable number of books in Somali has already been published and many new items
are in the press. Extensive research into the Somali language and oral literature is now in
progress, particularly at the Academy of Culture in Mogadishu, which is an agency of the
Ministry of Culture and Higher Education and employs some of the leading scholars in the
field, including practitioners and collectors with a traditional background. Many of these
scholars were also engaged in the twelve years' preparatory work which ensured the
remarkable success of the national orthography and its general acceptance by the public.
The delay in taking the decision as to the choice of a script (Latin, Arabic, or the invented
Somali script called Osmania) was caused by the intransigent attitudes of the supporters of
each of the competing systems of writing, but the present Government succeeded in
breaking the deadlock.

The introduction of the orthography has already set in motion various social changes:
one which is clearly observable is that since the script is very easy to learn, it has placed
literacy within the reach of people who have never had any formal schooling and has thus
enabled them to participate fully in public life, previously dominated by a minority familiar
with English, Italian, or Arabic.

{Communicated by Dr. B. W. Andrzejewski)

The Hebrew University ofJerusalem: African Research Unit
THE Africa Research Unit of the Harry S. Truman Research Institute was established
recently to co-ordinate the research and documentation activities of the African Studies

1 The symbols in brackets are those of the International Phonetic Alphabet.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0001972000073277 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0001972000073277


NOTES AND NEWS 85

Department at the Hebrew University, Jerusalem. The Unit's functions are (1) initiation,
co-ordination, and supervision of research into subjects relating to historical, anthropo-
logical, sociological, economic, geographical, political, or international aspects of African
development; (2) construction of a documentation centre dealing with African subjects;
(3) publication of scholarly works in the field of African studies, and organization of con-
ferences and study seminars.

Research projects now being carried out by the Africa Research Unit include: Islam as
a Political Factor in Africa (Professor N. Levtzion); Separatism and Self-Determination
(Dr. D. Ronen); The Strategic Significance of the Red Sea Gulf (Dr. M. Abir); The Israeli
Experience in Africa: a Follow-up Study of 500 Israeli Experts who served in Africa (Mrs.
N. Chazan). The Truman Institute Library is receiving many periodicals dealing with
African subjects and collecting government publications and other items of documentation;
a catalogue of library holdings is available. The Africa Research Unit has also initiated a
newspaper indexing and clipping service including major African, Israeli, and international
dailies and covering a wide range of subjects of African concern. The Unit has just pub-
lished the proceedings of a conference on Israel and the Ivory Coast; study seminars have
been held during the current academic year and a conference on 'Africa in the Seventies and
the Eighties' is being planned for the spring of 1974.

Further information on the activities and publications of the Africa Research Unit may
be obtained from the Co-ordinator, Dr. Dov Ronen.

Black Studies at the University of Puerto Rico, Rio Piedras Campus
FROM 1970 to 1971 the University of Puerto Rico has been offering the following courses at
its Rio Piedras Campus: 'The Negro in Puerto-Rican literature' at the Faculty of Estudios
Generales, by Professor Isabelo Zenon Cruz, from 1970; 'The Negro in Universal Poetry',
a course started in 1971 by Professor Pini Fernandez de Lewis at the Faculty of Humanities
(Arts); 'The Experience of the North-American Negro in Literature', from 1971, by Pro-
fessor Jubilee, also at the Faculty of Humanities.

{Communicated by Professor Luis Beltran, Afro-Hispanic Studies Group)

Santo Domingo Symposium on the African Presence in the Caribbean Area
ORGANIZED by the Department for Scientific Research of the Autonomous University of
Santo Domingo (UASD), a Symposium on the African Presence in the Caribbean Area took
place in Santo Domingo (Dominican Republic) from 26 July to 4 August 1973. Delegates
from the Dominican Republic, Jamaica, Ghana, Haiti, Puerto-Rico, Senegal, Spain, Trinidad,
United States, Venezuela, and Zaire attended this meeting. The papers dealt mainly with
the origin of African presence in the Caribbean area, the influence of this presence in the
national culture of these American countries and the results will be published in a volume
of the UASD. Professor Franklin J. Franco, Director for Scientific Research, UASD, was
in charge of the co-ordination at this Symposium.

Communicated by Professor Luis Beltran, Afro-Hispanic Studies Group)

International Symposium on Authenticity {National University of Zaire. Lubum-
bashi Campus)

THIS Symposium organized under the patronage of the President of the Republic of Zaire
and the UNAZA, Lubumbashi Campus, will take place in May 1974 at Lubumbashi.
The principal object will be to define the concept of 'authenticite' that is to say, the cultural

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0001972000073277 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0001972000073277



