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[[The design of a practical orthography should involve both careful linguistic analysis 

and the involvement of the community which uses the language.  As a specimen of the 

sort of process which may be required, our own experience in working with the 

Mamprusi of northern Ghana to develop their Mampruli language in written form will 

be described. 

1. (1974-6) Initial 2-3 years living in a Mamprusi village, learning to use the language 

and making a linguistic analysis. (experience and analysis continues during the 

successive phases) 

2. (1976) Consultation with representatives of the educated and interested members 

of the community, showing the areas in which orthographic decisions must be 

made and exemplifying the results of the possible choices.  Participants make 

the major decisions. 

3. (1980) Seminars on spelling systems held in two main centres to yield a 

constituency with some understanding of the problem who could complete 

questionnaires to resolve the outstanding problems: they also appointed a sub-

committee to tidy up any matters where there was no clear agreement by the 

questionnaire respondents. 

4. (1980) Questionnaires received and collated.  

5. (1980-81) Sub-committee resolves final points of uncertainty. 

6. (1980-)  The resultant orthography and spelling-system is in a booklet available to 

writers, and literacy materials and literature are published.]] 

 

 

 

 

0  :  When teaching orthography and spelling-system design to applied linguistics 

students the basic statement is “orthography is a matter of politics, not linguistics   –   

not party politics,  of course, but a science of the possible where the preferences and 

prejudices of the public have to be given full weight.  This does not mean that a good 

linguistic analysis of the language is not a prerequisite, it is.  But it is no use producing 

materials in a spelling system based on some sophisticated linguistic analysis but which 

the language community is unwilling to use. 

 

When we were asked in 1974 to help the Mamprusi with the development of their 

language the situation was very similar to that in most of the northern languages at that 

time.  There had been no systematic study of the language, and what ad hoc attempts 

had been made to write in Mampruli, whether by expatriates or by Mamprusi, were 

based on the spelling of English words that resembled the Mampruli ones, and English 

is not, of course, a good model for a sensible orthography.   

 



1  :  The first two years living in a Mamprusi village were devoted, then, to the practical 

learning and analytical study of Mampruli.  Analysis was carried out on the basic 

phonological system, and parallel studies made of the morphology which is very 

important in the Gur languages for guidance in practical writing-systems. In addition we 

were able to pursue some investigation of the orthographies of other related languages 

in the area.   

 

2  :  This led to a situation in 1976 where the main outlines of an orthography which 

should command general agreement were sketched out, and it was also clear where 

there were problems to be resolved.  As we were to be called away for eighteen months 

for teaching in USA and UK,  it seemed that something definite should be settled 

before leaving.  Accordingly a booklet was prepared to illustrate consistently-spelled 

Mampruli, both in lists of words and sentences and in brief texts.  In addition a number 

of points were presented where choices needed to be made, exemplifying the 

implications of the possible alternatives by different transcriptions of the same material.  

An invitation was then given to all those who might have an interest in developing the 

language   –  education department, teachers, churches, and other leading educated 

citizens   –   to meet at Gambaga, the District capital1 to discuss the spelling system.  

The booklet was used to guide the participants through the matters to be resolved, and 

in most cases there was a clear consensus as to which alternative should be adopted.  

Participants were pleased to see the printed (duplicated) booklet and asked that it 

should be reprinted with the accepted spellings only:  when in USA we were able to tap 

into some funding to do this.  The questions resolved were not only choice of alphabet 

letters but also word-division and punctuation matters.  Some of the spellings adopted 

by the meeting were not what we would have preferred, but they were not such as 

would make the system seriously difficult to use, so they were accepted.  In some cases 

later more fine-grained linguistic analysis showed that there was god motivation for 

some of these choices   –  for instance   ky ,  gy  (rather than  ch ,  j ) for the affricates  

 –  in others the community choice continued to be irksome   –  for instance the use of 

special characters  ɛ ,  ɔ  when there is no contrast with  e ,  o  as the short vowel always 

has the open quality, and the long vowel the close. 

 

3  :  On our return from abroad, the next stage was to tackle the points on which the 

original meeting had not had a clear mind.  As a preparation, workshops were 

organised at Gambaga and Walewale in mid-1980 at which principles of orthography 

were taught.  The major focus was on English, as we had all had the experience of 

trying to learn to read English, and to teach children to read and write it.  Thus without 

any emotional hang-ups about the mother-tongue, we were able to exemplify the 

essential principles of consistency of representation by their manifest absence in English 

orthography and the problems which this causes all of us.  The conclusion being “We 

don’t want to saddle our Mamprusi children and grandchildren with this sort of mess!” 

Some advice was also given on the teaching of English in spite of the orthography, 

which was of immediate practical interest to the educationalists in the group.  A second 

focus was on the order in which the already-agreed alphabet could be introduced to 

those learning to read Mampruli in an order following frequency and productivity of 

letters and syllables. 

What was of practical interest for our project was introduced primarily towards the end 

of the seminars:  the discussions of 1976 had left  some matters of Mampruli spelling 

                                                 
1 Since that time a separate West Mamprusi District has been set up, with capital at Walewale. 



unresolved, and the decision should be in the hands of Mamprusi, bearing always in 

mind the principles of consistency that had been underlined at these seminars.  Those 

who had shown enough interest to attend the seminars had elected and qualified 

themselves to advise on this, and therefore they were given a questionnaire listing the 

outstanding issues   –  which were further explained as the questionnaires were given 

out   –   and were encouraged to fill in their preferred options and return them to us. 

It was also agreed to appoint a sub-committee to evaluate the questionnaires and decide 

on any last points not resolved by the responses, and this was done. 

 

4 :    It was the end of 1980 before all the questionnaires received and collated. There 

was some problem in assessing the significance of the ‘vote’ as there were clear signs of  

certain ‘big men’ having assembled those respondents who came under their control 

and dictated to them how they should answer.  The committee decided that batches of 

questionnaires arriving in a single envelope and with identical responses should be 

weighted as one vote, though in case of indecision, the fact that it was that of an 

influential person was taken into consideration (while counterbalancing this with the 

reminder that those who are used to having their views accepted without question may 

be prone to express their prejudices without giving matters serious thought).  This first 

sub-committee meeting was able, on the basis of the questionnaire responses, to decide 

on most of the points at issue. 

 

5 :   In accordance with a fairly normal curve it proved to need several further meetings 

of the sub-committee in 1980-81 to decide on the final points of uncertainty.  By 

definition the questions which had remained without a solution throughout this long 

process were very few but particularly tricky to resolve.  In addition those who had the 

expertise, interest and community respect to have been put onto the committee were 

busy people, and it was difficult to find times when a quorum could be available: there 

were also the problems of the long distances of bad road between Mamprusi centres, 

and the problems of travel at this, the height of the economic hard times. 

Interestingly, of these knotty problems remaining, the main ones involved two particular 

points of linguistic interest, one phonological and one morphophonological.  The 

former was the breaking of mid vowels which was a part-focus of our first published 

item on analysis on Mampruli (Naden 1980), where  /ɔ/  and  /ɛ/  are resolved into an 

unmarked vowel and a semivowel containing the ‘prosodic’ element  –  [wa]  and  [ya]  

–  optionally but with some statistical probabilities controlled by such disparate factors 

as syntactic context, dialect, phonological context and speaker-style.  The resolution was 

a compromise where ‘wa’  and  ‘ya’  are written before major punctuation marks, but    

‘ɔ’  and  ‘ɛ’  elsewhere, with learners being taught that they pronounce as seems natural 

to them.  The second point  is also a problem for Dagbani analysis (Wilson / Bendor-

Samuel, 1967) and orthography, and occurs in other Western Oti/Volta languages as 

well.  The problem is that the initial velar of the historical nominal suffixes  *KA  and 

*KU has become  in most languages a “weak ‘g’ ” (unless immediately preceded by a 

stem-final velar). The ‘weakness’ manifests in various ways, but in MP it involves 

becoming a semi-vowel between stem-final high vowel and  ‘a’ ,  disappearing between  

‘a’s,  and following  /ɔ/  and  /ɛ/  becoming a w- or y-flavoured light glide which only 



occurs in this morphophonemic context
2
 and so is impossible to  interpret by 

comparison with other sounds and patterns.   Thus a word like  [djaa]  “warthog” could 

be spelled  ‘dyaa’ ,  ‘deaa’ ,  ‘dɛaa’ or even ‘diyaa’ but no one really feel 

comfortable with any and none conform to the other patterns of the language.  The 

Mamprusi found it absolutely impossible to agree on a solution, and this was the only 

point where Tony as the qualified linguist took upon himself  the casting vote and 

selected the second of these alternatives. 

 

6 :  The resultant orthography and spelling-system is available to writers in a booklet, 

which has statements in English but abundant exemplification in Mampruli so that a 

writers’ workshop for people only literate in Mampruli can easily be led through it by a 

school-educated teacher and use it for reference thereafter.  Since 1981 literacy 

materials and literature have been published and also a new version of the very first 

discussion-document, redesigned to introduce those who are already educated in 

English to the Mampruli orthography. 
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   The verb-extension morpheme *-g-  undergoes identical rules and exemplifies the same 

orthographic problem.  


