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This is a set of recommendations concerning the coding of Tibetan script, which I offer as assistance to other delegations to the WG2 meeting coming in Helsinki.  I am trying to keep to a steady middle-of-the-road approach to Tibetan script, resisting either calls for addition of unneeded character codes, or calls for deletion of character codes for which there is justification, and give a brief indication of what the justifications are in the borderline cases.  I will be able to respond to inquiries with additional details or explanations through this week (through end of the day on 23rd June).


 


I have personally been involved with research on Tibetan script for many years, and intimately involved in the ISO and Unicode discussions both preceding the WG2 meeting in Seoul at which the merger was confirmed, and also recently.


 


The Chinese Tibetan delegation and Unicode members have been discussing a proposal for coding Tibetan script, some version of which will be proposed to WG2.  I will not discuss the details of particular voting or quote anyone's views directly (Unicode wished to keep this discussion internal).


 


A.  I will here summarize what I believe is the best compromise position which has emerged from these discussions, one which we can all go forward with, and later add character codes if they are found necessary.  The last version of the code table I have seen is in fact a good compromise, with the deletion of three or perhaps four characters on which both China and at least most Unicode members are agreed.  The discussions have been fruitful, and have resulted in greater understanding so we were able to eliminate some purely glyphic variants.  See below for details.


 


B.  I will also raise warning flags about particular kinds of illogical arguments which may be offered, and about some very last-minute suggestions for change which are not based on faithfulness to Tibetan script.  Some of the recent suggestions, if followed literally for Latin scripts, would require the deletion of all precomposed Latin letters in favor of the Latin-26 with combining-mark codes for all diacritics and accents.  This approach of decompose-everything-in-sight is of course a fallacy of confusing glyph and character, and was completely rejected by Europeans using Latin-script alphabets.  The same issues arise here.


 


C.  There is also one enormous gap in the consulting that any of us have done in preparing a compromise proposal, that we should keep in mind.  The numerous Indic-style users of Tibetan script have not been involved in the discussions.     Indic-style users have not had an opportunity to indicate if there is any reason why the invisible-virama method is more capable or essential than the method having separate codes for subjoined characters.  These two methods are almost entirely interconvertible by algorithm.  Since this alternative has been known for many years, and no such argument has been put forward, I am not greatly worried about it.  I am therefore comfortable going forward with the compromise noted below as number 1.  But one fact does give me pause.  There is this week a conference on Tibetology going on in Austria, at which software (the "Otani" system) is to be presented in the public domain, and if it is as good as it has been advertised to be, that should perhaps influence our deliberations.  It does use the invisible-Virama method of stacking characters, rather than having separate codes for full consonants and subjoined consonants.  I do not know whether we will be able to get any feedback from that conference in time for the WG2 meeting.


********************************************************************


 


1.  Choice of basic coding scheme:


    There seems to be general agreement on a basic coding scheme which has separate sets of codes for full-form consonant characters and for subjoined consonant characters, instead of using an invisible linker of the type of the Indic virama.


 


1.a.  The two sets of consonant codes are at a constant offset from each other.


 


1.b.  Blanks are left where certain consonant codes are not observed in subjoined form.


 


********************************************************************


2.  Plaintext not Formatted text


    As with other scripts, Tibetan script has plaintext and "fancy text" which is formatted.  As with other scripts, fancy formatting is not something which is handled by the character code.  So glyph shapes which occur only in "fancy formatted" Tibetan, and which are clearly identifiable with shapes of the same characters in plaintext Tibetan, are not included.  This is correct.


 


2.a.  The Tibetan consonant RA when used as a "head", that is, as the upper members of a stack with another consonant, has two forms.  It keeps its full form before the consonant "NYA", but has a reduced T-shaped form after all other consonants.  Because this is context-determined, it is a glyphic variation not a different character.  The Chinese Tibetan delegation agrees with this, and the Asian Classics Input project does not want these as separate character codes.  As far as I am aware, all Unicode members agree.


 


2.b.  Three Tibetan consonants have a special form when subjoined, their univerally observed form in plaintext, YA, RA, and WA ("wa-zur").  Ecological Linguistics would prefer that these normally observed subjoined forms be used in the tabular displays, since implementers will find them easier to identify.  But there is a Chinese request that the codes for the subjoined characters use the full forms of these three consonants as display, and that choice is certainly possible (even though less intuitive), since it does not change what the coded character set is nor their intended semantics.


 


2.c.  There is a certain kind of formatted fancy text in Tibetan script which has been referred to as "columnar mantra stacks" or similar, in which normal forms of letters on the main line appear above and below each other.  In this context of fancy formatting, full forms of all consonants can appear in these stacks, even the three YA, RA, and WA (full-form, not "wa-zur").  There is no reason to include these as separate character codes, because their forms are already in the proposed code table, and their occurrence in these contexts is entirely a matter of fancy formatting.  That is, the columnar mantra stacks can include characters which in plaintext stacks would be mainline fullform characters, and also characters which in plaintext stacks would appear as subjoined.  In the case of the three YA RA and WA there are special forms, in the case of other consonants which do not have such a difference of form, their appearance in columnar mantra stacks does not give us any information about what their positions were in plaintext.  A suggestion has been made by one participant in these discussions that these are needed because of ambiguity.  While I have made a good-faith attempt to develop a justification for such a position, I failed.  Formatting does sometimes introduce real content meaning diffeences, such as superscripting which makes "212" different from "21<superscript-2>", the latter = 21 x 21 = 441.  As Olle J<a-umlaut>rnefors of Denmark has pointed out, boldface in mathematical formulas can completely change the meaning.


 


********************************************************************


3.  Suggested character deletions.


    Very recently (about 16th June) there has been a flurry of suggestions to delete characters from the compromise proposal being discussed, and which had been stable for some time preceding.  These suggestions seem in general to be based on a flareup of the Unicode disease "decompose everything in sight", which if applied to Latin script would prohibit the coding of all of the diacritic-marked or accent-marked letters of European alphabets, requiring them to be composed from glyphic parts (base Latin-26-letters plus combining accents or diacritics).  The fallacy of the decompose-everything argument of this kind is that it is treating characters as if they were mere glyphs, not caring at all whether they function really as simple base characters.  As pointed out, Europe massively rejected this suggestion for national standard alphabets written in Latin script.  I believe the same correct conservative approach should reject such glyphic thinking for Tibetan script.  The question is very difficult, because there were also some character codes remaining in the compromise proposal last presented for discussion which might have been included only for one-to-one matching with Indic-style codings of Tibetan.  If the basic decision is to require algorithmic conversion between Indic-style codings and ISO 10646 codings, then this is not a major consideration.  Accordingly, I have tried to indicate the very few cases in which the ONLY reason for including certain codes was such a match to Indic coding style.  Preformed independent vowels (the base letter "A" plus each of the combining vowel marks) were already excluded as compared with an earlier version of the compromise proposal.  They had no justification within Tibetan script.


 


    For brevity, the information is given in tabular form.  Four main categories of characters are shown as column headings, and each row represents a different property of those characters or glyphs.  Evidence for what is an independently functioning single character (deserving of a character code) is a function of combinations of properties, not of any single property.  This is especially true of cases near the borderlines.  These properties show a change primarily between the first two categories on the left, and the last two on the right.  So I have drawn a vertical line at that point, but the division is not completely neat.  Notice the YES to the left of the line for the RI, RII vowels.  They do assist somewhat in conversion from data coded in Indic style, and in sorting IN INDIC STYLE ONLY (never sorting in Tibetan style), but have NO OTHER argument for suggesting that they should have separate character codes.  Alphabetical sorting order is a STRONG argument only in the case of the rightmost category, the long vowels II, UU, reversed II, which will come out right with LESS WORK from implementors if these preformed long vowels are included in the code (not so accidentally, also matching one-to-one the corresponding characters in the Indic traditions, where there is no separable marker of vowel length).  It will be more work for implementers if these three are decomposed only and coded with the AA-CHUNG first, preceding the character representing the corresponding primary short vowel.  That gives an incorrect default sorting order.  Some of these properties summarized in this table are discussed at greater length in other messages, so as to indicate the factual basis for their distinction.  As indicated, anyone wishing additional information or clarification on these questions can ask via email, and I will be able to respond this week through the end of the 23rd.  Historical origin is not a point of discussion here.  The four properties in this table indicate some of the steps by which these categories of characters have in fact changed from (original) glyph combinations into (now) independent characters, just as Latin u,u,uu and i,ii developed into distinct u,v,w and i,j.


--------------------------------------------------------------------


 


�



Properties of four categories which have been considered for dropping:


 


Categories:     Drop the        Drop the |  Drop the    Drop the


                distinct        vowels   |  voiced      long vowels


                codes xxB9      RI, RII, |  aspirates   II, UU, and


                xxBA, xxBB      LI, LII? |  (and KSHA)?  reversed II?


                and change               |


                shapes of                |


                xxAC, xxB0,              |


                and xxB1                 |


                [See section


                 2.c. above]


 


Are these       Confusion       ??       |  YES         YES


free of major   plaintext                |


confusion?      & formatting             |


                                         |


Does their                               |


presence aid    NO              YES      |  YES         YES


conversion from                          |


Indic data?                              |


                                         |


Does their      NO, makes       Makes    |  varies      YES STRONGLY


presence aid    sorting         Tibetan  |


alphabetical    more            sorting  |


sorting order?  complex         complex  |


 


Is there some   NO              NO       |  YES, from      ??


evidence these                           |  cluster


are independent                          |  behavior &


characters?                              |  maximum


                                         |  complexity


--------------------------------------------------------------------


Recommended


Action:         DROP            ??          KEEP        KEEP


 


--------------------------------------------------------------------


Notes:


    There have also been suggestions for dropping certain forms of initial "A" with combining marks crescent + bindu, and of TRUNCATED A.  Ecological Linguistics recommends that these in fact be dropped, as composed from parts or as purely glyphic variants determined in context.  The RI, RII, LI, and LII "vowels" are NEVER treated like vowels in Tibetan sorting, they are treated like subjoined consonants (R,L) followed by vowels GIGU or REVERSED GIGU short or long.


 


********************************************************************


4.  Order and arrangement of the code table.


    In the interest of the best product, the code table can be arranged so that characters of similar function are grouped together (range-checking) and so that, when relevant to alphabetical sorting order, the code table provides the best default support possible.  (Since Tibetan prescripts and heads must be handled by special algorithms, complete sorting order for native Tibetan material cannot in any case be provided merely by the code table.  However, there is no point in doing any less than we can.)     Code table order should of course not be considered from the point of view of the code table as esthetic or symbolic object (so-called "Chartism"), but rather only from the point of view of how it supports processing etc.  That is the position taken here.  The following comments are taken relative to the most recent version of the compromise proposal I have seen.


 


4.a.  Begin more or less as in the recent proposal, but separating honorifics and punctuation more neatly.  Some regrouping, and some deletions perhaps of TRUNCATED A etc., the forms in the note underneath the table just above.  It may be a good idea to leave a few blanks between distinct groups of character ranges, in case additions are found necessary.  That way range-checking can be maintained.  Thus:


 


    column 0            honorifics


                        Robert Chilton of ACIP has suggested one addition


                            to this group; there have been a couple of


                            deletions suggested.


    colunn 1            punctuation (TSHEG, SHEY, etc. etc.)


    columns 2 and 3     numeral digits and half-number forms


                        some items which followed the half-number forms


                            in the latest proposal discussed in Unicode


                            would usefully be transferred to the groups


                            of honorifics or punctuation (columns 0 & 1)


                            or else to the alphabetics (the diacritic


                            changing PH to F etc.)


 


4.b.  Keep in the order they now stand these three major groups, in the same columns they are in in the most recent draft discussed in Unicode.  This order of the three groups is the best default for alphabetical sorting.  


    columns 4 to 6      base consonant codes, as now reserving a blank


                        for "JH" as a conservative decision, since it may


                        be needed to maintain distinctions used in Indic


                        codings.


 


    columnns 7 and 8    combining vowel marks and bindus


                        REVERSED GIGU's: insert the short one after


                            short GIGU, the long one after long GIGU.


                            This position is clearly supported by


                            sorting practices, as noted by Asian


                            Classics Input Project


                        Vowel marks RI, RII, LI, LII.


                            Leave in their current position if included


                            (only for compatibility with Indic-style


                             codings and sorting orders);  or perhaps


                             leave blanks for them in case later needed.


                        Bindus:  put all three together, in the order


                            BINDU;  CRESCENT+BINDU, CRESCENT+FLAME


                        The last four items in column 8 of the most


                            recent proposal are not yet well documented,


                            as to their function, so their best grouping


                            is not clear.


 


    columns 9 to B      subjoined consonants, as now at a constant offset


                            from the set of fullform base consonant codes


                        leaving blanks where the form is not actually


                            used in subjoined form


********************************************************************


 


Hope this has been helpful for those less familiar with Tibetan!


 


Sincerely, Lloyd Anderson





ISO/IEC10646-1: 1993/AMD.2: 1994 (E)
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