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! Words with dissimilar pronunciations but identical spellings

! English <read> /ri:d/ vs /rɛd/

! Extremely frequent in Hebrew, Arabic and African languages

! Semitic orthographies under-represent vowels

! Vowel diacritics only used for beginners, L2 learners and in religious texts

! Roman script African orthographies under-represent tone

! Tone diacritics only used in some languages, and often only partially



! Afro-Asiatic phylum: Semitic, Chadic, Cushitic, Omotic

! Autosegmental phonology (Goldsmith 1976): applied to African (e.g. Clements & 
Goldsmith 1984) and Semitic (e.g. McCarthy 1979)

! Bible translation: Hebrew source text, African target text

! Ajami scripts: Disglossic literacy programs and publications (Tem, Togo)

! Linguistic functions: Lexical, grammatical, lexico-grammatical





















! Agentives: Hausa (Nigeria), Hebrew, Arabic

! Causatives: Bench (Ethiopia), Hebrew, Arabic

! Inchoatives: Bench (Ethiopia), Hebrew

! Intensives: Igo (Togo), Arabic

! Gerunds: Berta (Sudan), Arabic







! Case (Rendille, Kenya)

! Demonstratives (Lama, Togo)

! Negation (Aboh, Nigeria)

! Focus (Mushere, Nigeria)

! Relative clauses (Lugwere, Uganda)

! Copula VPs vs genitive NPs (Sandawe, Kenya)

! Predicate nominals (Shona, Zimbabwe)

! Singulative derivations (Wapan Jukun, Nigeria)

! Augmentative derivations (Igo, Togo)

“Grammatical functions of [African] tone are as varied as grammar itself.”
Hyman & Leben (2017: 192)



! Functions of African tone and Semitic vowels are similar in the linguistic detail

! No quantitative comparison possible: 20 African languages, 2 Semitic languages

! Functions not limited to heterophonic homography (correct reading vs nonsense)

! No evidence of Afro-Asiatic African languages being more similar to Semitic than 
are Niger-Congo, Nilo-Saharan and Khoisan.



! Hebrew and Arabic readers, given massive exposure to print, can learn to read 
with partial phonological representations.

! Morphosyntactic and semantic contexts provide the necessary clues.

! Africanists developing orthographies for previously unwritten languages need to 
pay more attention to the abundant research on Hebrew and Arabic literacy 
acquisition.




