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Abstract

This article presents a philological and paleographic analysis of a contentious war
narrative published in The Guardian on June 30, 2025, detailing alleged sexual
violence during the Tigray War. By closely examining a purported handwritten
note reportedly found inside a survivor’s womb, the study interrogates the
authenticity of the report’s textual evidence. The findings highlight lexical
anomalies, orthographic inconsistencies, and paleographic markers that challenge
the report’s credibility and reveal possible elements of political propaganda. This
work underscores the importance of manuscript culture studies in understanding
how scripts and writing styles contribute to cultural identity and the politics of
representation in conflict documentation.

1. Introduction

Writing and script style serve as potent identifiers of cultural and national identity.
Manuscripts, both ancient and contemporary, convey not only information but also
the cultural ethos and socio-political order of the communities that produce them.
In this context, palacography—the study of historical handwriting—extends
beyond ancient texts to contemporary narratives, offering a critical lens through
which the authenticity and provenance of documents can be examined (Bausi,
2021).

The Ge'ez script—originally a consonantal abjad used in the ancient Aksumite
kingdom— gradually evolved into a syllabary through the addition of vowel
notations around the 4th century CE, particularly for ecclesiastical and liturgical
functions (Ullendorff, 1960). As Ge'ez transitioned into a liturgical language, it



gave rise to daughter languages, including Tigrinya, Amharic, and Tigre, each of
which adapted the Ge'ez script to meet its phonological needs (Hetzron, 1997,
Leslau, 1987).

The Tigrinya alphabet, used for writing the Tigrinya language in Eritrea and the
Tigray region of Ethiopia, is a direct descendant of the ancient Ge'ez script (also
known as Fidédl/at). This syllabic script is composed of 26 basic consonantal
characters, each modified to represent seven vowels, yielding a total of 182
syllabic signs. As one of the oldest alphasyllabic writing systems still in use today,
it preserves an essential cultural and linguistic legacy within the Semitic language
family of the Horn of Africa.

The earliest known Tigrinya inscription dates to the 13th century and comprises
local customary laws inscribed in a Tigrinya dialect, suggesting that the language
had begun to be standardised for documentation and public use. The Loggo Sarda
customary law is indeed a very important historical document for the Tigrinya
language and is a well-known artefact from Eritrea (Kemink, 1991). However,
scholarly consensus generally holds that the Loggo Sarda text is a significant early
example of Tigrinya, but it is dated to the 15th-16th centuries. The text is found in
a manuscript and contains a collection of customary laws, providing valuable
insight into the language's early written form. Both the Loggo Sarda and Waqro
texts are crucial to the history of Tigrinya's written tradition. The first printed
literary work in Tigrinya is Legese Hade Hade, authored by Feseha Giyorgis and
published in Rome in 1895.

Unlike Amharic and Tigray Tigrinya, Eritrean Tigrinya has retained the pharyngeal
and glottal consonants from Ge'ez (e.g., "1 [h], 0 [‘], and « [h]), although their
pronunciation has often shifted toward more modern, regionally distinctive sounds.
It also avoids the duplication of characters that share identical pronunciations.

This article approaches from a philological and paleographic perspective to
critically examine a war report published in The Guardian, which includes a
disturbing claim of objects and handwritten notes found inside a woman’s womb
following acts of sexual violence during the Tigray War, which began on
November 3, 2020, and ended on November 3, 2022. The aim is to assess the
linguistic and scriptural features of the note to evaluate the reliability and origin of
this purported evidence and reflect on the wider implications for media
representation in conflict zones.



2. The Obsolescence of Certain Letters in Tigrinya Orthography

In the Tigrinya language of Eritrea, as well as in other languages of the region that
use the Ge'ez script, such as Tigre, the letters -1 (hd), v ($4), and 6 ($4) have largely
fallen out of common use.

This shift is driven by linguistic evolution, the simplification of the writing system
(orthography), and practical usage considerations. The change had sparked debate
among scholars and speakers, with one side advocating for retaining these letters to
preserve the historical and cultural connection to Ge'ez, the liturgical and classical
language of the region, while the other prioritises linguistic simplicity and
accessibility for modern users.

The trend of simplifying the Tigrinya orthography has phased out in Eritrea, the
use of 1, w, and 6 in favour of their phonetically equivalent counterparts (U(ch), ,
and ). This practice is evident in educational materials, such as the "First Grade
Tigrinya" textbook published in 1973 during the Eritrean armed struggle, which
excluded these letters, indicating early discussions on orthographic simplification
(Yohannes, 2009).

In Eritrea, post-independence educational books and official documents have
standardised the simplified orthography. For instance, government publications and
school curricula consistently use 1 instead of v, h instead of -1, and 2 instead of 6.
While no explicit government decree formalises this change, its widespread
adoption in education and media has made it the de facto standard (Tekle, 2015).
This reflects a broader trend in orthographic reform across Semitic languages,
where scripts are adapted to align with contemporary pronunciation (Daniels,
1997).

However, opposition to this reform persists, particularly among clergy, traditional
scholars, and Ge'ez enthusiasts. These groups argue that the discontinued letters
carry historical, cultural, and etymological significance. For example, the Ge'ez
script, from which Tigrinya derives, is a cornerstone of Eritrean and Ethiopian
cultural heritage, used in religious texts and classical literature. Retaining -1, v, and
6 ensures fidelity to the original forms of words, preserving their etymological
roots and connections to Ge'ez (Getatchew Haile, 1996). The 1991 Tigrinya Bible,



for instance, retains these letters, as do some scholarly and religious texts,
reflecting a commitment to historical continuity.

The primary argument for discontinuing the use of -1 (hd), w (§4), and 6 ($4) in
Tigrinya is rooted in phonetics. In modern spoken Tigrinya, these letters no longer
represent distinct sounds, as their pronunciations have merged with other letters in
the Ge'ez script. According to linguistic studies, such as those by Daniels and
Bright (1996), the phonological inventory of Tigrinya has undergone significant
reduction over time, leading to the loss of distinctions that once existed in the
parent Ge'ez language.

1 (ha) vs. h (hd): In contemporary Tigrinya, the pharyngeal fricative
represented by 7 is indistinguishable from the sound represented by ch. Both
are pronounced as a glottal or pharyngeal sound in most dialects, rendering
the distinction obsolete (Voigt, 2007).

w (§4) vs. ( (sd): Similarly, the sibilant w, historically a distinct sound in
Ge'ez, 1s no longer differentiated from 0 in spoken Tigrinya. This
convergence is attributed to phonological simplification, a common process
in language evolution where redundant distinctions are lost (Ullendorff,
1985).

0 ($d) vs. 2 (sd): The emphatic ejective sounds represented by 6 and & are
pronounced identically in most Tigrinya-speaking regions today. Historical
linguistic evidence suggests that these sounds were distinct in ancient Ge'ez,
but this distinction has faded in modern usage (Lambdin, 1978).

This phonetic convergence supports the linguistic principle of "one sound, one
symbol," which advocates for a streamlined orthography where each phoneme is
represented by a single grapheme. Simplifying the script in this way facilitates
literacy acquisition, particularly for new learners, and reduces confusion in written
communication. As noted by Coulmas (1989), orthographic reforms often prioritise
efficiency and accessibility, especially in educational contexts.

3. The Alleged Manuscript: In the Womb of Tsinat

According to the report, eight rusted screws and parts of a nail clipper, alongside
two small notes wrapped in plastic, were allegedly found inside a woman’s womb,



remaining there for about two years. The notes carry threatening messages
attributed to "the children of Erena" and "the children of Asmara," invoking
revenge for past conflicts and expressing intent to harm Tigrayan women’s
reproductive futures.
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The first message reads:

Lt ALS 50T AGTIIPA AG ATTMOCNTPOAN AS hE A@TE L WIVTE T2 FC.
ngPHEYA DTG AG: ht 1990 94.9° h72d.8:0 chE, h@<7 Al avpavC [A...] (“Sons
of Eritrea, we are brave,” the note reads. “We have committed ourselves to
this, and we will continue doing it. We will make Tigrayan females
infertile.”)

(Children of Erena (Eritrea), we are heroes; that is what we do. We will
continue it now as well. We will make it so that the women of Tigray do not
bear fruit. We will pay the revenge for 1990 now as well; we are on track.)

The second message reads:

[.....] 872G & AQTPL 591 AS At 01 90 HINCTHL ZAONS &C 7ehG U7 MME, hD7
ARICNOT AS7 T AE L4 hTE o168t N F96PR AT DAL he: 4.28T:
1 P0G ANCT NI A+ 0 v, B7% 1chrE 20 DRTALT NADY/ 70N
(People from Asmara, Eritrea, we are brave. Have you forgotten what you
did to us in the 90s? We will never forget. From now on, no Tigrayan will
give birth to another Tigrayan. We are ready for revenge. We will not leave
any woman behind.”)

(Wait for us, children of Asmara, we are heroes; you have already forgotten
what you did in '90, but we, even now, will not forget. From now on, a
single Tigrayan woman will not give birth from a Tigrayan man. We will
prove that we are the repayers of vengeance by our trousers. From now on,
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do not spare a single girl/woman, do not leave them behind/let's not leave
them behind.)

This manuscript-like note is presented as material evidence of the crimes
described.

4. Philological and Paleographic Observations
Upon analysing the notes’ language and script, several critical issues arise:

Tigrayan Eritrean Comment
Usage  Usage

The spelling 'A.ZS" is inconsistent with standard Eritrean

Als he Tigrinya spelling for Eritrea.
9k ngeh "fi' is used in Eritrean Tigrinya, and 'n' is used in this word.

hrPenk  h7PZA (or The use of the letter ‘6’ is a primary orthographic
h7P&AX) inconsistency.

The use of the full form A®-7 is more literary, whereas the

hD<7 -7 note’s context suggests a more colloquial @7 would be
expected.
AT AT0e '&' is not used in this context in Eritrean Tigrinya.

The note's use of the Ge'ez calendar is common in Ethiopia
but not in Eritrea, where the Gregorian calendar is the norm
for public documents. The year 1990 on the Ge'ez calendar
corresponds to 1998 on the Gregorian calendar, a key date
in the Eritrean-Ethiopian War.

072G &b (271ch) Again, the use of ‘4’ is a major orthographic discrepancy.

1990 4.9°.
il 1998

nio78 niZo92 The use of ‘2’ is not standard in Eritrean Tigrinya.
Attt AMvtet: 'A'isnotused. il il The use of ™A'
is not standard in Eritrean Tigrinya.

N2+ AL N FILEDT AL is not the typical Tigrinya word for 'spare' or 'show
mercy.'

A7t At The use of ‘A’ 1s not standard.



Orthographic Anomalies: The writing uses the letter ‘0’ (Tz) in 6745, commonly
found in

Ethiopian script, instead of the Eritrean-preferred ‘&’ (s) in &7h4. Eritrean schools
have not used ‘6’ since the 1990s, suggesting the note’s script aligns more with
Ethiopian orthography than Eritrean Tigrinya.

Lexical Inconsistencies: The note contains lexical errors uncommon to Eritrean
speakers, such as unusual spellings (& A0t instead of the typical && A0 Tt¢),
and inappropriate word choices that contradict local dialects.

Naming Discrepancies: The use of the Ge'ez calendar date (1990, corresponding
to the 1998 war) instead of the Gregorian date is significant. While the Eritrean
Tawahoado church uses the Ge'ez calendar, its use in this context suggests a lack of
familiarity with common Eritrean historical and linguistic conventions, as it is a
standard practice in Ethiopia.

Scriptural Laziness: The overall handwriting style and phrasing appear poorly
executed and uncharacteristic of native writers, pointing to a possible fabrication.

The paleographic and philological inconsistencies strongly suggest that the note
probably did not originate from its alleged author. Instead, it appears to be part of a
staged drama or propaganda, indicating that the author either does not understand
how Eritreans write, or it must have been done by Ethiopians themselves if that is
proven true.

5. Manuscript Culture and National Identity

The study of script usage reveals that orthography is deeply tied to identity in the
Horn of Africa. Eritrea’s post-1990 language policy deliberately differentiated its
use of certain letters as an embodiment or reflection of a national identity distinct
from Ethiopia. Scripts, therefore, act as cultural markers and forensic tools:
deviations in letter forms and vocabulary can signal authorship and authenticity.

This note’s use of Amharic-associated script conventions in a purported Eritrean
anti-Tigray message indicates a deliberate or careless crossing of these identity
boundaries. It underscores manuscript studies’ relevance to contemporary issues of



misinformation and political conflict, where script becomes a symbolic battlefield
terrain.

6. Media, Ethics, and the Politics of Believability

Journalistic responsibility requires careful vetting of evidence, especially when
reporting on vulnerable populations and sensitive topics like sexual violence in
conflict. Visual and textual presentations shape global public opinion and affect
post-war justice mechanisms.

The weaponisation of language, script, and imagery can serve political ends,
making it imperative to apply interdisciplinary scrutiny—including palaeography
and philology—to verify claims. An inaccurate or forged written message not only
jeopardises journalistic integrity but can harm the community it purports to defend
by undermining genuine victim narratives.

7. Conclusion

The note allegedly found inside a woman's womb lacks credibility, according to
palaeographic and philological analysis. Orthographic and lexical inconsistencies
suggest that the message is likely a political fabrication. This case highlights the
critical role of manuscript studies in conflict analysis, revealing textual distortions
often overlooked in mainstream narratives.

This paper critiques the authenticity of a specific piece of textual evidence
allegedly authored by a member of an Eritrean unit. Based on the evidence
presented here, the note appears linguistically inconsistent with the cultural and
educational background of its supposed authors.

To ensure accurate documentation and responsible representation of conflict
victims, researchers, journalists, and human rights advocates must adopt
interdisciplinary methodologies. Integrating expertise in manuscript culture into
contemporary conflict and media analysis is essential for preserving historical truth
and promoting justice.
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