Writing Systems



The first thing to point out about writing systems 1s that they are
not universal, unlike a lot of the things we are talking about.

Writing is a technology, something discovered by some groups of
people but not others. There’s no similar variation in ‘language’
per se; we don't find groups of people who don’t have language,
but there are plenty of groups of people without writing (or
numbers, to pick another example).

Once somebody discovers writing, of course, the idea tends to
spread quickly...



Writing systems are partly shaped by the media that they’re
typically used with...

Ogham: writing system found
mainly in Ireland, maybe starting
around the first century AD.

Designed for etching on stones.
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Image courtesy of Keith Ewing on Image courtesy of Rico38 on Wikipedia. License:
Flickr. License: CC BY-NC. CC BY-SA. This content is excluded from our

Creative Commons license. For more information,
see https://ocw.mit.edu/help/fag-fair-use/.
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Writing systems are partly shaped by the media that they’re
typically used with...

1 by
MR T Y.

This image is in the public domain.

Futhark: old North Germanic writing system, dating back to 2nd
century AD: again, mostly scratched on stone, wood, metal.



Writing systems are partly shaped by the media that they’re
typically used with...

Cuneiform: made with reed tip

on clay: starting 30 centuries
BC.

This image is in the public domain.



Writing systems are often classified by the amount of information
included in each symbol:

* Logographic: each symbol approximates a ‘word’

« Syllabary: each symbol approximates a ‘syllable’

* Abugida: (not unlike a syllabary...)

« Alphabet: each symbol approximates a ‘phoneme’



Logographic:
earliest cuneiform, Egyptian hieroglyphs, Mayan inscriptions...

'It is her image in the act of public performance, Lady
First ?-House Snake, Prophetess ?-person, Lady Great
Skull.'

'She is the mother of Shield Jaguar IV, the ?-Lord'

© President and Fellows of Harvard College. This content is excluded from our
Creative Commons license. For more information, see
lpttps://ocw.mit.edu/help/fag-tair-use/.
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Logographic:
...and Chinese characters.

-
S

My ma ‘horse’

ﬁ nii ‘woman’



Logographic:
...and Chinese characters.

,55 ma ‘horse’

ﬁ ni ‘woman’

455

ma ‘mother’ (‘character referring to a woman, which
sounds sort of like “horse™’)



Logographic:

Don’t exactly refer to ‘words’...

r\;‘ﬁl

xudan ‘choose’

shou ‘hand’

L
L)
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Logographic:

Don’t exactly refer to ‘words’...

M X
13£ xuan ‘choose’

L
L)

shou ‘hand’

122~  xudnshou ‘athlete, player on an athletic team’

1"



Logographic:
one advantage: they’re very useful for distinguishing homonyms!

shi shi shi shi shi shi, shi shi, shi shi shi shi.
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Logographic:
one advantage: they’re very useful for distinguishing homonyms!

shi shi shi shi sht shi, shi shi, shi shi shi shi.
‘A poet named Shi lived in a stone house and liked to eat lion flesh,
and he vowed to eat ten of them’

shi shi shi shi shi shi shi shi shi shi shi shi
A = F O MmO OK, % M E 8 + f.

stone room poet Shi give name like lion vow eat ten lion
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Syllabaries

each symbol stands for a ‘syllable’, typically a CV sequence.

Linear B Cherokee Japanese hiragana
ma M e ES
me T o

mo sf D

%
mi % H 7
t
i y e
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Syllabaries

Common for logographic systems to be supplemented by
syllabaries:

3\&% xudn ‘choose’ [ Mandarin]
3\&%/31 era.bu ‘choose, will choose’ [Japanese]

;L% /V 7%_ era.nda ‘chose’
—:&E &i\ 7L iy U era.banai  ‘won’t choose’
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Syllabaries

Common for logographic systems to be supplemented by
syllabaries:

xudn ‘choose’ [ Mandarin]

el e

—
— .
-~

— xuanshou ‘athlete’

i

£ /S; era.bu ‘choose, will choose’ [Japanese]

‘:L% /V 7%: era.nda ‘chose’
—:&E &i\ 7L iy 7 era.banai ‘won’t choose’
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Syllabaries

Common for logographic systems to be supplemented by
syllabaries:

N

3@% xudn ‘choose’ [ Mandarin]
o

I22—J—  xuanshou ‘athlete’

3&%/3\1 era.bu ‘choose, will choose’ [Japanese]
‘:L% vy 7%: era.nda ‘chose’

\,@\ Vi\ 7L £ 7 era.banai ‘won’t choose’

3&%:,: senshu  ‘athlete’

.
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Syllabaries

Japanese hayai ‘early, fast’...
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Syllabaries

E‘ zao ‘early’

IR su ‘fast’
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Syllabaries

E‘ zao ‘early’

=] .
IR su ‘fast’

E‘b N haya.i ‘early’ (E éﬂ souchou ‘early morning’)

:\@ib Y haya.i ‘fast’ (Eifﬁ sokudo ‘speed’)
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Abugida

Sort of like a cross between a syllabary and an alphabet...

Tibetan Tagalog baybayin
v “ v v ’\v v’
qoqoq g4 ba | O
pa p1 pu pe po .
bi
Devanagari he

a—rﬁ—éﬂ-iq bu
q
e

o

tu

Q
T aaaarar [
o

ta

-

tr ‘ l' te tai tau Tagalog script © source unknown. This content
is excluded from our Creative Commons license.

Tibetan and Devanagari scripts © source unknown. This content is excluded from our Creative For more infomation, see _
Commons license. For more information, see https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/. https://ocw.mit.edu/help/fag-fair-use/.
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Cree syllabics table courtesy of http://www.creedictionary.com/syllabics/maskwacis.php. This content is

excluded from our Creative Commons license. For more information, see hitps://ocw.mit.edu/help/fag-fair-use/.

Abugida 4 [ v[A]p ]

a e i 0 h W
Cree syllabics < I VIALIDS ! 5

pa pe pi po D ow
(developed by cC|l U nNn| >3
James Evans in ta te t to t
the 1830’s, b 9 P d €
originally for g e i W ko k
Ojibwe; now L |9 rJ -
used in Cree, che °_“|e chi | cho Cch
Inuktitut) n': K rc : ¥

Qa © o o g

N S | 72| A n

AR ERE

ya ye yi yo b4
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Alphabets
Symbols represent (more or less) phonemes.

Roman  all people

Cyrillic  Bce aro0au
vse ljudi

Mbkhreduli g39Q0 00030000
qvela adamiani

Hebrew 12 93
ynb Ik >kolbenei
Hangeul Ol 2t =mmmmemmom=nnrs > 0 eu n n eu?
modeun ingan-eun . n n

_________________________________________________
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Direction of writing
left-to-right?
right-to-left?
top-to-bottom?

boustrophedon?

Image courtesy of PRA on Wikipedia. License: CC BY-SA. This content is excluded from our Creative
Commons license. For more information, see https://ocw.mit.edu/help/fag-fair-use/.

24


https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Crete_-_law_of_Gortyn_-_boustrophedon.JPG
https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/

What information is represented?

 regular phonology?

stop /t/
top /"
Latin 1t/

caterpillar /t/
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What information is represented?

 regular phonology?

stop
top
Latin

caterpillar

German

Turkish

1t/
/1t
/t/
/t/

Hand
Hinde

tat
tadi

/t/
/d/

/t/
/d/

‘hand’
‘hands’

‘taste’
‘his/her taste’
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What information is represented?

 regular phonology?
e vowels?

abjad:

Hebrew °12 9D
ynb lk -2 kol benei ‘all people’
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What information is represented?
 regular phonology?

e vowels?
 ends of syllables?

Linear B |_|_| I/ )?( p?

a mi ni so > Amnisos (place name)
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What information is represented?
 regular phonology?

* vowels?

* ends of syllables?

 tone?

Tibetan 71 :'d ':‘

29



What information is represented?

 regular phonology?

e vowels?
 ends of syllables?
e tone?
Tibetan :T :'\1 :‘
pa phé phé
QY
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What information is represented?

 regular phonology?

e vowels?

 ends of syllables?

e tone?

Tibetan

pa
a

la

p'a
-
ar

14

31

(‘bla’, ‘gla’)



What information is represented?

 regular phonology?
* vowels?

ends of syllables?

* tone?

Hmong (Romanized Popular Alphabet)

po pob (High)

po po (Mid)

po pos (Low)

po Poj (High Falling)
pO pov (Mid Rising)

PO pom (Creaky)
PO pog (Low Falling Breathy)
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What information is represented?

 regular phonology?

* vowels?

 ends of syllables?

* tone?

* syllable boundaries, word boundaries, sentence boundaries...

. \.’
Tibetan — R

R LR
bod skad

Tibet language
‘“Tibetan’
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Writing systems are often conservative...

Tibetan r'"\ \F

'\rrfﬂ

bod skad /p"5? ké?/

Tibet language
“Tibetan’
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Writing systems are often conservative...

Tibetan

English

r'"\ Y7

'\rrf\

bod skad  /p"6? ké?/
Tibet language
‘Tibetan’

knight (< OE cniht ‘boy’)...
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Writing systems are often conservative...
but on the bright side:
photograph

photography
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Writing systems are often conservative...

but on the bright side:
photograph forogreef

photography fat"agrofi
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Writing systems are often conservative...
but on the bright side:
photograph forogref (British fotograf)

photography fat"agrafi
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