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True writing

Symbols represent elements of language rather than directly
representing things in the world. True writing is

GLOTTOGRAPHIC!
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Writing systems often contain some ideographs

5 - five, fünf, cinque, etc.
$ - dollars
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Types of true writing systems

[From Gnanadesikan 2009]
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The Rebus Principle

• A picture conjures up a word.
• It then can stand for words that sound the same.
• Additional signs may give clues.
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Nunberg’s Elvis example

^Two more examples on the blackboard (see printout)
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CuneiformCuneiform: Forgotten Legacy

of the head, could also mean “tooth” (zu), “word” (inim), “voice” (gu), or
“speak” (du), depending on context. Another way to represent words
was to combine or modify other, simpler signs. Thus a sign that showed
a jar (dug) became, with the addition of stippling or cross-hatching, kaS,
the beer that was kept inside such a jar.

Some signs were not meant to be read aloud, but functioned as 
determinatives – unpronounced signs that told the reader what class
of thing was being referred to. Early determinatives marked divine

17

Late (Neo-Assyrian)
cuneiform

c.700 bc

Proto-cuneiform
  c.3000 bc

Early cuneiform
  c.2400 bc

Transcription and
meaning

sag
“head”

ka
“mouth”

du/gin/gub
“go/walk/stand”

gud
“ox”

udu
“sheep”

ku
“fish”

dug
“pot”

gi
“reed, to render”

Figure 2.2 The development from proto-cuneiform, through early
Sumerian cuneiform, to later Akkadian cuneiform. Proto-cuneiform signs
were often pictographic, though not always, as the sign for “sheep” shows.
By late cuneiform the pictographic origins are hard to spot. At some point
between the second and third columns the orientation of signs (and tablets)
was rotated by 90 degrees.
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28. The Greeks borrowed their letter forms and many of the names of

their letters from the established Phoenician script, for example

‘alpha’/‘aleph’, ‘kappa’/‘kaph’
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Chinese
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Section 2

Skipping a lot of history & geekery
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Two further topics

• trade-offs
• the effects of literacy on oral culture
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Distance between speech stream and script

• “Chinese”: same script for different languages
• English: plus morphophonemicity
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English orthography is morphophonemic

The second “c” in these words represents three different
sounds:

• electri c
• electri c ian
• electri c ity
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Compare German orthography

• elektri sch
• Elektri k er
• Elektri z ität
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Trisyllabic laxing

insane – insanity
grave – gravity
serene – serenity
divine – divinity
virtuoso – virtuosity
contrite - contrition
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Etymological spelling

• dette -> debt
• doute -> doubt
• receite -> receipt
• samon -> salmon
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How phonetic is a script?

Classification of writing systems

The higher the proportion of phonetic representation in a script,

the easier it is to guess the pronunciation of a word from its spelling.

The schematic diagram below, devised by the specialist in Japanese

J. Marshall Unger, indicates the proportions of phoneticism and

logography in a range of scripts. On the extreme left, the

International Phonetic Alphabet aims to be purely phonetic.

Invented in the late 19th century, its symbols, based on the Roman

and Greek alphabets with the addition of some special symbols and

diacritical marks, are intended to be able to write any language with

a strict one-to-one correspondence between symbol and sound. On

the extreme right, cryptographic codes are purely logographic.

Among the writing systems used to write spoken languages, the

Finnish script on the left has the highest proportion of

phoneticism, while the Japanese on the right has the lowest

proportion. Hebrew and Arabic, which in their original forms did

not mark vowels (though their modern forms do), lie in the middle.

Japanese is adjudged to be slightly more logographic than Chinese,

because many Japanese kanji can take multiple variant readings as

a result of their complex history of being borrowed from Chinese to

Spanish Korean French Japanese

ChineseArabic/
Hebrew

EnglishFinnish

Pure
Phonography

International
Phonetic
Alphabet (IPA)

Cryptographic
codes

Pure
logography

19. All full writing systems mix phonetic symbols with logograms, but

the proportions vary. See the text for a fuller explanation
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Languages and scripts

Chinese and English aren’t the only cases where one writing
system is used for more than one language (or at least wildly
different dialects).
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Scripts adjusted for new languages
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Same language, different scripts
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Section 3

What effects does literacy have?
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Two bible translations

• In the beginning God created heaven and earth. And the
earth was void and empty, and darkness was upon the
face of the deep; and the spirit of God moved over the
waters.

• In the beginning, when God created the heavens and the
earth, the earth was a formless wasteland, and darkness
covered the abyss, while a mighty wind swept over the
waters.
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As early as Hammurabi’s Code of Lawlike

If after the sheep and goats come up from the common
irrigated area when the pennants announcing the termination of
pastuuring are wound around the main city gate the shepherd
releases the sheep and goats into a field the shepherd shall
guard the field.
(Middle Babylonian, 1800 BC)
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As early as Hammurabi’s Code of Lawlike

[ If [ after the sheep and goats come up from the common
irrigated area [ when the pennants [ announcing the termination
of pasturing ] are wound around the main city gate ]] the
shepherd releases the sheep and goats into a field ] the
shepherd shall guard the field. ]
(Middle Babylonian, 1800 BC)
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Section 4

Finally …
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Want to be famous?

Tamil and Brahui, spoken predominantly in south India but also in

parts of Pakistan.

Approaches to decipherment

Ventris, perhaps the greatest of the decipherers, summarized the

decipherment process masterfully, as follows:

Each operation needs to be planned in three phases: an exhaustive

analysis of the signs, words and contexts in all the available

inscriptions, designed to extract every possible clue as to the spelling

system, meaning and language structure; an experimental

substitution of phonetic values to give possible words and inflections

in a known or postulated language; and a decisive check, preferably

Proto-Elamite

Where found Earliest
known

Script
known?

Language
lnown?

No

No

No

No

PartiallyNo

No

No

No

Yes

Yes No

PartiallyPartially

Partially

Partially

Partiallyc. 3000 BC

c. 2500 BC

c. 600 BC

c. 200 BC

c. 900 BC

c. AD 150

2nd mill. BC

18th cent. BC

18th cent. BC

8th cent. BC

pre-19th cent. AD

No

*

**

Iran/Iraq

Pakistan/N.W. India

Byblos (Lebanon)

Crete

Phaistos (Crete)

N. Italy

Meso-America

Meso-America

Easter Island

Meroe (Sudan)

Name of script

‘Pseudo-
hieroglyphic’

Linear A

Phaistos Disc

Etruscan

Zapotec

Meroitic

Isthmian

Rongorongo

NoMeso-AmericaOlmec

Indus

13. In this table of the major undeciphered scripts, an asterisk *

indicates cases in which there is no scholarly consensus on the

nature of the script and/or its underlying language
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From my trip to Crete
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Section 5

Possible topics
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• language surrogates (whistling, talking drums, …)
• animal communication
• language & thought
• language & society
• swearing, cursing
• AMA

36


	Lecture 5/11
	Skipping a lot of history & geekery
	What effects does literacy have?
	Finally …
	Possible topics

