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A colleague called my attention to Julian Perkin’s article, “New codes open doors for non-Roman alphabet user”.  From the statements, I’m concerned that the readers may get the wrong impression on many counts.

First, although some trials have started to register domain names using non-Latin characters, these are experimental and will remain so until the Internet standard is defined and adopted.  The proposed Internet standard is still under development.

Second, entering ideographic characters is language dependent.  The article describes the Japanese technique but other languages use different techniques.

Third, I believe that the Netscape Navigator and Microsoft Internet Explorer web browsers both will display web text coded with various character codes, including Unicode.

Fourth, Dr. Martin Dürst has sent you authoritative comments on Unicode being already part of the HTML and XML standards from the World Wide Web Consortium, and that ISO/IEC 10646 is the international standard corresponding to Unicode.

Fifth, Unicode includes over 20,000 Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and Vietnamese ideographs, and is emerging as the preferred standard for coding these characters as well as all of the world’s characters.  However, Unicode is not the only standard and Unicode came long after national double-byte standards for ideographic characters.

Let’s take a brief tour of character coding to understand why Unicode (and ISO/IEC 10646) are emerging as the preferred standard for coding characters.  Let’s begin with ASCII (not “Ascii”).  ASCII (ANSI X3.4-1986) is a 7-bit code that is the basis of much standardization.  ASCII is the US national version of the ISO/IEC 646:1991 standard.  ISO/IEC 646 reserved 10 code values in the code for countries to use for national characters such as accented letters.  So countries that use the Latin alphabet, such as Germany, France, Spain, etc., adopted national versions of ISO/IEC 646.  This allowed people within these countries to exchange text documents, for example e-mail, but when communicating with people outside of the country, the messages could become garbled because the national characters for one country differed from those of another.  The solution was to identify the character code so that the receiving software knew the correct character to associate with the code values.  

Later, several computer manufacturers (Apple, HP, IBM, Microsoft, etc.) created vendor-specific codes that extended ASCII from 7 to 8 bits to essentially double the number of characters coded from 94 to 190 characters.  However, these codes were neither national nor international standards.  Consequently, except for the ASCII characters, one vendor’s computer frequently failed to correctly interpret data coded using another vendor’s 8-bit code.  

In the mid-1980s, ISO (the International Organization for Standardization) originally working with ECMA (the European Computer Manufacturers Association) started to develop a family of 8-bit, international code standards, the ISO/IEC 8859 series.  Each 8-bit code retained the ASCII characters (and coding) but defined a new 96-character set (Latin-1 for Western European languages, Latin-2 for Eastern European languages, Latin/Cyrillic, Latin/Greek, Latin/Arabic, Latin/Hebrew, Latin/Thai, etc.)  Doubling the set of coded characters in the 8859 series made it easier to communicate within a region because computers no longer needed to switch from one 7-bit character code to another one and track which code was being used.  However, people still needed to track the character code to ensure correct interpretation of the code values when text moved outside of a region to where a different 8859 code was used.  The point is that both the 7-bit and 8-bit codes had a limited set of characters and if you needed additional characters (e.g., to print a Czech name in France), you had to switch to a different code and track the code you were using so that the computer could correctly interpret and display the character associated with a particular code value.

In the 1980s and 1990s, it became increasingly important for computer vendors to be able to work with languages (and therefore process characters) from all over the world.  At that time, handling a single language typically involved either one computer code or a handful of codes.  In contrast, integrating multilingual data required being able to interpret data coded in a hundred codes.  The technical choice was to either manage a Tower of Babel of computer codes for the various regions, languages and countries, or develop one universal code that contained the world’s characters and use it everywhere.  The decision was to develop a multi-byte multilingual code and that code is ISO/IEC 10646 and Unicode.  In 1995, experts estimated that about 250,000 characters will eventually need to be coded.  This task will keep linguists and character coding experts busy for a couple of decades and beyond my lifetime.
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