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A warm-up exercise

(a) Chinese
(b) Arabic
(c) Hebrew
(d) Armenian
(e) Neo-Tifinagh
(f) Greek
(g) Latin
(h) Cyrilic
(i) Ethiopic
(j) Georgian
(k) Thai
(l) Hiragana

(m) Devanagari
(n) Mongolian
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Intro



Writing

• writing – a system of recording language by means of visible or tactile marks
• the communication of meaning is the primary purpose of most writing
• today, more communication takes place in the written than in the oral form (Internet)
• writing is not a ‘minor’ form of communication
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Writing vs. speech

• discrete
• timeless
• autonomous
• permanent
• visible
• produced by hand

• continuous
• bound to utterance time
• contextual
• temporal
• audible
• produced by voice
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Writing systems of the world

• enormous diversity
• writing systems virtually located on a scale between semiography and phonography

• semiography – meaning-based writing
• phonography – sound-based writing
• ideal, but not realizable writing systems

• no writing system is immediately comprehensible without instruction, initiation needed
• quite different learning curves/cognitive loads though
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Five basic types of modern writing systems

1. alphabets – a symbol corresponds to a sound (a consonant or a vowel)
• example: Latin(=Roman)/Cyrilic/Greek scripts

2. abjads – a symbol corresponds to a consonant (vowels to be inferred by readers)
• example: Arabic and Hebrew scripts

3. abugidas – a symbol corresponds to a consonant-vowel pairing (vowels rendered as
modifications of the base consonant shape)

• example: Devanagari (used for Hindi)
4. syllabaries – a symbol corresponds to a syllable or a mora

• example: Japanese Kana
5. logo-syllabaries – a symbol corresponds to a word or a morpheme

• example: Chinese characters
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Other basic notions

• a script = a set of symbol/character/sign/letter/glyph/marks
• an orthography = rules (conventions) for spelling, punctuation, capitalization…
• a writing system = a script + an orthography
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Historical development of writing
systems



Proto-writing – visible communication marks
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Invention of writing

• a relatively recent invention
• invented independently (at least) four times:

• Mesopotamia – 3400 BC
• Egypt – 3200 BC
• China – 1300 BC
• Mesoamerica – 900 BC

• very gradual
• writing – the first language technology!

Intro Historical development of writing systems Selected writing systems used today A global view on world’s writing systems Final remarks 9/ 33



Sumerian writing

• southern Mesopotamia
• clay tables, heavy but indestructible
• economic records (more than 80 % of the tablets)
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Sumerian writing
• early tables – the primary referent of the signs were physical objects (animals and their

body parts, tools, plants…)
• pictograms developed into cuneiform signs; around 1000 signs
• original meaning: concrete referents, abstract meaning added later (star → God)
• phonetic value added too: a picture of hand, ‘hand’ in Sumerian: ‘šu’, a picture of hand

= phonetic syllable ‘šu’
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Egyptian hieroglyphs

• probably developed from preliterate visual art (proto-hieroglyphic paintings 3500 BC…)
• 900 signs in the Middle Kingdom period (around 2000 BC)
• combined logographic, syllabic and alphabetic elements (e.g. phonetic glyphs

representing consonants)
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From hieroglyphs to today’s writing systems
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Selected writing systems used today



Latin (Roman) alphabet

a Pompeii amphitheatre inscription
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Latin alphabet

various modifications:
• sometimes more consonants need to be distinguished:

• Wykład o systemach pisma
• The lecture about writing systems

• or more vowels:
• Előadás az írásrendszerekről

• or both:
• Ein Vortrag über Schriftsysteme
• Přednáška o písmových systémech

• or tones:
• Bài giảng về hệ thống chữ viết

• or clicks:
• �Kung (a language spoken in Namibia)
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Latin alphabet, cont.

not a perfect (one-to-one) alphabet
• a single symbol pronounced differently in English: cat, city, cello, ocean, muscle
• many non-1-to-one exceptions even in relatively phonetic orthography of Czech (i/y,

ú/ů, mně/mě, s/z, d/t …)
• a crosslingual perspective: (almost) the same sound written differently across languages

– č cz tsch cs ch
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Devanagari

a sample from UDHR (the 1st article)

Intro Historical development of writing systems Selected writing systems used today A global view on world’s writing systems Final remarks 17/ 33



Devanagari, cont.

• a left-to-right abugida
• based on the ancient Brahmi script,
• used in a number of languages the northern Indian subcontinent (Hindi, Marathi,

Kashmiri, Nepali…)
• round shapes, a horizontal line connecting letters
• 48 primary characters, including 14 vowels and 34 consonants
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Devanagari, cont. – an example of vowels in Hindi
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Hangul

a sample from UHDR in Korean
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Hangul, cont.

• used for Korean (both in South and North Korea)
• created in 1443 CE by King Sejong the Great, letters for consonants reflect the shape of

the speech organs
• modern Hangul: 14 consonant letters and 10 vowel letters
• technically an alphabet (one symbol – one sound)…
• …however, with letters written in morphosyllabic blocks (at least one consonant and one

vowel), not separately
• historically written top-to-bottom, nowadays left-to-right
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Hangul, cont.

Intro Historical development of writing systems Selected writing systems used today A global view on world’s writing systems Final remarks 22/ 33



Arabic script

a sample from UHDR in Arabic
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Arabic script, cont.

• used as the primary script for various language families because of the Quaran
• an abjad for the Arabic language (letters only for consonants, vowels can be indicated

by vowel marks)
• fits well the introflection nature of Arabic (k-t-b)

• some modifications for other languages used as true alphabets with mandatory vowels,
e.g. for Kashmiri or Persian (the Perso-Arabic script)

• no capital letters
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Arabic script, cont.
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Chinese characters
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Chinese characters (Hanzi)

• traditional and simplified forms
• going back to 1400 BC (scripts on “oracle bones”)
• oldest writing system used continuously
• usually 1 character = 1 word or morpheme
• square-shaped, made of strokes
• over 100,000 characters
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A global view on world’s writing
systems



The world’s most popular scripts (worldatlas.com)

Intro Historical development of writing systems Selected writing systems used today A global view on world’s writing systems Final remarks 28/ 33



The world’s most popular scripts (worldatlas.com), cont.
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Type of the dominant writing system
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Writing direction
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Final remarks



Take-home message

• diversity, no writing system immediately intelligible
• writing systems invented independently a couple of times
• a scale from semiography to phonography (in reality always something in between)
• five basic types (vague boundaries): alphabets, abjads, abugidas, syllabaries,

logo-syllabaries
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Discussion

• Relationships between a writing system and a language?
• Pros and cons of individual types of writing systems?
• Writing is not an object of linguistics (A paradox: linguistics tends to base the analysis

on writing-induced concepts (phoneme, word) but subscribes to the principle of the
primacy of speech)
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