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Several different traditions for writing Dinka have been developed for representing different 

dialects. Today there are basically three, one for the Rek dialect, one for the Padang dialect, and 

one for a combination of the Bor dialect and the Agar dialect. Differences between these writing 

traditions are in some cases the result of differences between the spoken dialects, but for some 

aspects of the language, different writing conventions have been adopted even though the 

different dialects are in these respects essentially identical. In addition, none of the writing 

traditions have been standardized. As a result, speakers of one dialect have a great deal of trouble 

reading things written by speakers of other dialects, even though there is no problem of mutual 

intelligibility in the spoken dialects. One of the goals of the Dinka Language Development 

Association (DILDA) has been to develop a unified way to write Dinka for speakers of all 

dialects. Our paper will describe one aspect of this, involving auxiliary verbs (see Andersen 

2007), which has presented many problems for writing.  

 

For example, there is often homography for the past tense auxiliary between the form used when 

the word order is actor-auxiliary-undergoer and the rom used when the position of actor and 

undergoer is reversed (what Torben Andersen has called the ‘Non-Topical Subject’ construction 

(Andersen 1993), with both generally being written cï. Thus a sentence written Köör acï Gäräŋ 

nɔ̈k can mean either ‘The lion killed Garang’ or ‘Garang killed the lion’. This obviously causes 

considerable confusion.   

 

A second problem is that for the past auxiliary verbs, the form for 1st person singular subject and 

the form for the 2nd person singular subject are both written ca. So for example a clause from 

the Agar-Bor translation of Genesis 39:17 Muɔny Eberu ɣɔn ca bɛ̈ɛ̈i kaye aluaak ëtɛ̈n could 

mean either ’the Hebrew man who I brought here as a slave’ or ‘the Hebrew man who you 

(singular) brought here as a slave’; there is a parallel problem with the future 1st/2nd person 

singular future auxiliary ba.  

 

A third problem is that the same forms can be used to write both the past tense auxiliary and the 

negative auxiliary for the present or future. So in the Rek dialect the past auxiliary is generally 

written cï while the negative auxiliary is usually written cïï, but Bor and Agar speakers will often 

write cïï for the past auxiliary, while Padang speakers will often write cï for the negative 

auxiliary. This too makes it hard for speakers of one dialect to read things written in another 

dialect.  

 

DILDA has agreed on a number of conventions for writing auxiliary verbs so as to eliminate 

these very common problems. In some cases this involves a limited use of tone marking with 

diacritics; general marking of tone is impractical because of both general interdialectal variation 

(see e.g. Remijsen and Ladd 2008, Remijsen 2010, Lin 2017) and variation of specific lexical 

items based on grammatical role (Anderson 1993, 1994, 2016), but there are a few common 

cases where morphophonological tone is consistent across dialects, and this is exploited in the 

unified system which DILDA has developed (see e.g. Bird 1998, Roberts and Walker 2016 for 

discussion of morphophonological tone marking). We will describe how this system works.  
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