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Introduction

This book argues that scripts, translations, and language policies are not mere mirrors
of political change; they are some of the most consequential tools by which power is
imagined, organized, and enacted. From the calligraphic chancelleries of Ottoman and
Persianate courts to the spreadsheets of twenty-first-century language planners,
regimes have ruled through the letter. The forms of writing we inherit—alphabets,
abjads, syllabaries, and logographs—carry sedimented histories of conquest and
reform, devotional practice and administrative rationality. To study their
transformations is to recover how states are built, publics assembled, and identities
forged.

The story begins in an interconnected Asia whose capitals shared scribal conventions,
legal formulae, and translation corridors. Across this Persianate and Ottoman world,
script was a badge of courtly civility and a means of binding distant provinces into
imperial grammars. Yet even in these seemingly stable landscapes, choice of script
and register—Arabic or Persian phrases in Turkish documents, for instance—signaled
political allegiance and social distinction. Translation was not simply a linguistic
bridge; it was a diplomatic technology that produced equivalence where none
naturally existed, enabling treaties, trade, and taxation.

Colonialism intensified and redirected these forces. Missionary presses and state-
controlled schools multiplied print, standardizing orthographies and redefining what
counted as a “language.” The classroom, the courtroom, and the newspaper became
laboratories in which vernaculars were purified, scripts rationalized, and publics
educated into nations. Translation movements—from scriptures to scientific
treatises—reconfigured intellectual horizons and seeded new genres of persuasion,
from constitutional prose to nationalist poetry. In this crucible, language became a
moral question as much as a technical one: which words were authentic, which scripts
legible, which voices modern.

The twentieth century brought dramatic experiments. Revolutionary Latinization,
enforced Cyrillicization, and alphabet reforms sought to synchronize populations with
new political calendars and economic plans. Elsewhere, language academies and
ministries designed vocabularies to purge the past or elevate the people, while mass
media amplified these designs into everyday speech. The results were uneven. Some
reforms democratized literacy; others fractured reading communities, estranged
elders from youth, and created fresh hierarchies of knowledge. Throughout, translation
continued to shuttle ideas across borders, but now under nationalist mandates and
developmental timetables.
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This book treats scripts and translations as infrastructures—material, institutional, and
affective. It follows scribes, printers, teachers, typesetters, jurists, missionaries, poets,
lexicographers, and software engineers to show how letters live in hands and
machines. Sources range from court registers and school primers to newspapers,
dictionaries, and Unicode proposals. By weaving political and cultural history, the
chapters trace how policies crafted in ministries take root in classrooms and streets,
and how local actors bend official designs to their own ends.

The chapters proceed roughly from the imperial to the contemporary, moving across
regions to illuminate shared problems rather than to offer a single civilizational arc.
We examine chancery styles and legal translation in Ottoman and Persianate settings;
the reorganization of schooling and print under colonial regimes; the divergent fates of
Urdu and Hindi, Jawi and Rumi, classical and vernacular Chinese; the alphabet
revolutions of Turkey and the Soviet East; and the postcolonial labors of language
academies. We end in the digital present, where platform architectures and encoding
standards recast old questions about legibility, authority, and access.

Language Empires ultimately contends that arguments over scripts and translation are
arguments over who counts and who can speak. When officials redefine orthography,
when editors recirculate sacred or scientific texts, when planners compute a nation’s
standard vocabulary, they are redrawing the boundaries of belonging. To read these
struggles historically is to recognize language not as a passive medium but as a field
of power—one that continues to shape state formation, education, and nationalism
across Asia and beyond.
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CHAPTER ONE: Courts of Calligraphy: Ottoman
Turkish and the Persianate Script Economy

The Ottoman chancery did not begin with a bang but with a brush. In the late
fourteenth century, as frontier beyliks coalesced into a state, scribes lifted Chinese
paper under fine reed pens and copied imperial commands in a script that was at once
familiar and authoritative. Their medium was a variant of Arabic script, adapted from
Persian courtly practice, and their message was governance: appointments, tax farms,
safe-conducts, and declarations of loyalty. What made these documents Ottoman was
not only their content, but their form—the sweep of letters, the density of honorifics,
the rhythmic cadence of formulae that tied frontier warriors to a shared scribal world.

Arabic script, with its cursive grace and contextual letterforms, was a transregional
technology. It traveled easily across caravan routes and courtly corridors, from Cairo
to Herat, from Istanbul to Isfahan. For rulers and scribes, its virtue lay in flexibility: the
same letters could be marshaled to write Arabic, Persian, or Turkish, with diacritics
and ligatures adjusted to local tastes. This script economy allowed a shared visual
grammar of power while accommodating linguistic diversity. The script did not dictate
language; rather, it offered a prestigious frame in which diverse tongues could be
inscribed as imperial speech.

Calligraphy was more than ornament; it was a political virtue. In Ottoman and
Persianate courts, mastery of the pen signaled civilization, legitimacy, and
bureaucratic competence. A well-formed line demonstrated discipline; a refined hand
suggested moral order. Scribes trained for years to produce elegant documents, and
their supervisors judged not only accuracy but style. The visual texture of a[J]
conveyed authority, creating trust in the authenticity of the ruler's command. The
brush, in this sense, was an instrument of statecraft, and the page a theater where
power looked like itself.

Within the Ottoman bureaucracy, scribes operated within specialized registers. Divan
script, a lofty cursive favored for chancery documents, demanded clarity and dignity.
Tughra, the Sultan’s cipher, combined calligraphic flourish with a fixed structure that
named the ruler and his lineage, turning the sovereign’s identity into an abstract
emblem. Administrative documents balanced Arabic and Persian vocabulary with
Turkish grammar, forging a register that was intelligible across the empire’s polyglot
elite. Through these stylistic norms, script bound functionaries into a shared culture
and differentiated insiders from outsiders.

Persianate courts offered a parallel and often overlapping model. Timurid and Safavid
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chanceries cultivated scripts that were both artistic and functional, with nasta‘liq
celebrated for its fluid beauty and naskh prized for legibility. The Ottoman world
absorbed these influences and adapted them to local needs, creating a hybrid scribal
ecosystem. Scribes borrowed Persian honorifics, diplomatic formulae, and lexical
items, while maintaining Turkish syntax. This mixture was not a haphazard blend but a
calculated prestige strategy, projecting the Ottomans as heirs to a cosmopolitan high
culture that transcended ethnic boundaries.

Paper, ink, and tools were material substrates of this script economy. Chinese paper,
imported via Venetian merchants or produced locally, provided a smooth surface for
fine pens cut from reeds or bamboo. Scribes prepared inks from soot, gum, and
perfumes, sometimes adding gold dust for documents of exceptional importance. Pens
were trimmed to precise widths to achieve varying line thickness, a technical choice
that enhanced legibility and aesthetic effect. These material conditions shaped scribal
practice: the pen’s give on paper, the speed of drying, the fragility of ink—all
influenced how scripts were rendered and standardized.

In the urban centers of Bursa, Edirne, and Istanbul, guilds and schools organized
scribal training. Apprentices learned by copying masters, internalizing standards
through repetition. Calligraphic manuals circulated, offering templates and rules for
shaping letters. The state did not dictate a single orthography for Turkish in the early
centuries, but chancery practice enforced consistency through institutional memory.
By observing how senior scribes handled difficult clusters or ligatures, juniors learned
to reproduce a stable style. This knowledge was oral as much as written, transmitted
through supervision and critique.

The prestige of Arabic script was also devotional. Its association with the Qur’an lent it
sacred authority, and the art of calligraphy was counted among the noblest pursuits.
In the Ottoman context, the line between religious and bureaucratic calligraphy was
porous; masters served both mosque and palace. The visual language of piety
influenced chancery aesthetics: clarity, balance, and reverence for the written word
carried into administrative documents. This religious aura conferred additional
legitimacy on imperial commands, framing them within a moral order anchored in
scripture and beauty.

Yet Turkish presented orthographic challenges for Arabic script. The language’s vowel-
rich structure and consonant clusters did not align neatly with a system designed for
Arabic phonology. Scribes developed strategies: optional diacritics to mark vowels,
selective use of letters to represent distinct Turkish sounds, and conventions for
distinguishing similar forms. These were practical solutions rather than formal reforms,
evolving gradually through practice. The result was a flexible orthography that allowed
for variation while maintaining a common visual identity. For readers trained in the
script, this variation was not confusion but nuance.
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The Persographic habit extended beyond the Ottoman realm. In Mughal India, Persian
served as the administrative language, written in Arabic script and infused with courtly
vocabulary. In Central Asia, chanceries used Persian and Turkic languages with similar
scripts. This shared script economy created a common elite literacy across vast
distances. An Ottoman scribe could, with some effort, decipher a Mughal firman, and a
Persian clerk could recognize Ottoman formulae. This interoperability facilitated
diplomacy, trade, and intellectual exchange, reinforcing the idea that a suitably
educated pen could cross political borders.

Ottoman chancery style developed distinct features that marked documents as
imperial. Honorifics accumulated like brocade, weaving praise for the sultan and his
officials into the text. The tughra’s intricate loops served as a seal and signature, a
visual crest that simplified authentication. Formulae for dating and authorization
followed conventions that tied documents to the Islamic calendar and to regnal years.
These elements combined to produce a recognizable Ottoman “voice” on paper. For
recipients, the script itself announced legitimacy, inviting compliance before the
content was fully weighed.

Calligraphy also played a role in ritual and display. Important documents were
presented on fine paper, sometimes illuminated, and read aloud in ceremonies where
script conveyed dignity even to the illiterate. The visual impact of a command could
be as persuasive as its legal force. Scribes understood this and composed with an eye
to effect: generous spacing, careful line breaks, and masterful ligatures created a
rhythm that guided the eye. In this way, aesthetics served function. The document
was an instrument of rule and a work of art, and the two were not easily separated.

The script economy of the Persianate world was not a closed system. Trade,
pilgrimage, and war brought new influences. The Ottoman engagement with Europe
introduced Latin script in specific contexts: merchant records, consular
correspondence, and the notes of travelers. Yet for official purposes, Arabic script
remained paramount. The encounter with European scripts was uneven, sometimes
practical and sometimes symbolic. For scribes, the arrival of new letterforms was an
invitation to compare, adapt, and occasionally resist, protecting the script that carried
the empire’s voice.

Technological change subtly shifted scribal practice. Paper became more widely
available, and new inks and pens refined the rendering of letters. The rise of book arts,
including illumination and binding, expanded the audience for calligraphy beyond the
court. Manuscripts traveled, carrying chancery styles into private libraries and
religious schools. The circulation of calligraphic works created a taste for beauty that
reinforced the authority of elegant writing. In this milieu, the script was not merely a
tool for communication but a cultural asset, valued for its capacity to harmonize utility
and art.
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The Ottoman state invested in scribal institutions. The palace school trained pages in
writing and calligraphy, preparing them for administrative service. Chanceries
employed large teams of scribes, with hierarchies that distinguished copyists from
drafters and editors. Supervisors ensured conformity to style manuals and corrected
errors. Through these mechanisms, the empire maintained a coherent written voice
across diverse regions. The script became a form of bureaucratic glue, binding
together a sprawling apparatus with the shared codes of penmanship.

Scribes also managed multilingual documents. Some texts were bilingual or trilingual,
combining Turkish, Arabic, and Persian phrases. The script economy allowed such
layering without visual dissonance. Readers could navigate the mix by recognizing
lexical registers and calligraphic cues. This practice reflected a broader Ottoman
ideology: empire was the art of coordinating difference, and script was a means to
display that difference within a unified aesthetic. The result was a written culture that
felt plural yet distinctly imperial.

Persianate calligraphy’s prestige was not limited to documents. Poetry, historical
chronicles, and scientific texts all benefited from elegant script. The same hands that
drafted imperial orders might illuminate a divan or copy a medical treatise. This
versatility reinforced the notion that calligraphy was a sign of cultivated personhood.
In courts where poets and scribes mingled, script was the common currency. The
ability to write well was a mark of political and social standing, a skill that unlocked
patronage and office.

In the early Ottoman centuries, orthographic variation was tolerated as long as it
adhered to the broad norms of the script community. This flexibility allowed local
scribes to adapt to regional preferences while remaining intelligible to the central
administration. It also accommodated the evolving phonology of Turkish, which
continued to develop as the empire expanded. The system worked because it was
conservative enough to maintain continuity and flexible enough to absorb change.
Stability did not mean rigidity; it meant shared standards that could evolve without
losing coherence.

The visual culture of the script shaped reading practices. The density of text on a
page, the lack of spacing between words, and the reliance on diacritics required active
engagement from readers. Literacy in this context meant more than recognizing
letters; it meant fluency in the grammar of the page. For scribes, this implied a
responsibility to produce documents that were both beautiful and navigable. The
challenge was to balance artistry with clarity, ensuring that commands could be
understood and acted upon without ambiguity.

Persianate calligraphy also served diplomatic functions. Embassies carried beautifully
inscribed letters, which were displayed as tokens of prestige. The script’s elegance
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testified to the sender’s sophistication and power. In negotiations, the visual
presentation of a letter could influence perceptions before translation began. This was
not mere decoration; it was a calculated use of aesthetics to shape relations between
polities. The script itself became a diplomatic actor, speaking across languages with
an authority that words alone might not achieve.

As the Ottoman state matured, the scribal corps grew in size and specialization.
Chanceries developed divisions for different types of documents, from treaties to tax
registers. Scribes acquired expertise in specific genres, mastering the formulae and
stylistic conventions required. This specialization contributed to administrative
efficiency and reinforced the distinct identity of the scribal profession. The pen, in this
context, was an instrument of order, and the script a map of bureaucratic
responsibilities. The clarity of the map depended on the consistency of the writing.

The materiality of documents affected their longevity. Paper quality, ink stability, and
storage conditions determined whether a command would survive as a record. Scribes
and librarians developed practices to preserve manuscripts, recognizing their value for
governance and memory. The script, in its physical form, carried the past into the
future. Archives were not passive repositories but active tools for the state, allowing
officials to consult precedent and verify rights. Calligraphy, thus, was also the art of
institutional memory.

Calligraphy’s role in the Ottoman world extended into the realm of religious authority.
Qur’anic copies and legal opinions were produced with great care, and their script
influenced the look of administrative documents. This shared aesthetic created a
visual continuum between sacred and secular writing. The authority of the ruler was,
in part, derived from the same calligraphic standards that sanctified scripture. In a
culture where writing was revered, the ability to produce elegant text was a form of
charisma, and the script a conduit for legitimacy.

The Persianate script economy was, finally, a social network. Scribes exchanged tips,
traded pens, and shared manuals. They competed for patronage and collaborated on
large projects like chronicles or court histories. Their community spanned regions and
languages, united by shared techniques and ideals of beauty. This network stabilized
the script and ensured its transmission across generations. In the absence of formal
standardization bodies, peer practice and apprenticeship acted as regulating forces.
The script was a collective achievement, not a top-down imposition.

By the sixteenth century, Ottoman chancery style had crystallized into a recognizable
idiom. It was grand yet precise, ornate yet functional. The script economy supported
this achievement by offering a toolkit of letters and forms that could be deployed
across contexts. Scribes could produce a treaty, a tax roll, or a land grant, all bearing
the same visual stamp of imperial authority. This consistency was not accidental; it
was the result of training, supervision, and the shared prestige of calligraphy. The pen,
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in short, had become a reliable instrument of rule.

The Ottoman approach to writing was thus double-sided: conservative in its
attachment to script and calligraphy, yet adaptive in its handling of language and
genre. It prized continuity but tolerated variation, seeking coherence without imposing
uniformity. This balance made the script economy resilient. It could absorb new
administrative demands, integrate new vocabularies, and accommodate new readers
without losing its core identity. In the next chapters, we will see how these scribal
habits shaped the sultan’s pen, the chancery’s style, and the political language of the
empire. For now, it is enough to note that the brush, in its many forms, drew the map
of Ottoman power.
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