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WRITING AND LITERACY



� Where, when, under which circumstances and for 
which purpose(s) was writing „invented” / did writing
develop?

� Was it invented only once (and then spread), or was 
it invented several times independently?

� What are the oldest writing systems we know of? 
Where did they come from? Who used them for 
which purpose?

LAST LECTURE: ORIGIN OF WRITING



�"Writing is here limited to systems of marks
made on surfaces to symbolize language on 
some level […]. The symbolization must be 
complete enough so that experienced writers
can write whatever they can say in the 
language and experienced readers can
reproduce the same stream of speech when
they read it aloud.” (Smalley 1994a)

�"Full writing is a system of graphic symbols 
that can be used to convey any and all 
thoughts." (DeFrancis 1989)

FULL (COMPLETE) WRITING



WRITING SYSTEMS: BASIC DIVISIONS

• Glottographic (based on language/speech)
– grapheme represents word or morpheme

(logographiclogographiclogographiclogographic, morphographic systems)

– grapheme represents syllable or mora (syllabicsyllabicsyllabicsyllabic, 
moraic systems)

– grapheme represents phoneme (alphabetalphabetalphabetalphabet)

• Ideographic, semantic (based on meanings, 
not full writing systems, example: 
Blissymbols) 



EXAMPLES FOR WRITING SYSTEMS
EUROPE AND NEAR EAST

Declaración Universal de Derechos Humanos

STQARRIJA UNIVERSALI DWAR IL-JEDDIJIET 
TAL-BNIEDEM

Allmän förklaring om de mänskliga rättigheterna

POWSZECHNA DEKLARACJA PRAW CZŁOWIEKA

SPLOŠNA DEKLARACIJA ČLOVEKOVIH PRAVIC

İnsan hakları evrensel beyannamesi

Roman Roman Roman Roman alphabetalphabetalphabetalphabet

Spanish

Maltese

Swedish

Polish

Slovenian

Turkish



EXAMPLES FOR WRITING SYSTEMS
EUROPE AND NEAR EAST

УСЕАГУЛЬНАЯ ДЭКЛАРАЦЫЯ ПРАВОЎ ЧАЛАВЕКА

Всеобщая декларация прав человека

АДАМ ЌЂЌЫЌТАРЫНЫЊ ЖАЛПЫЃА БІРДЕЙ 
ДЕКЛАРАЦИЯСЫ

CyrillicCyrillicCyrillicCyrillic alphabetalphabetalphabetalphabet

Belarusian

Russian

Uzbek

Kazakh



EXAMPLES FOR WRITING SYSTEMS
EUROPE AND NEAR EAST

ΟΙΚΟΥΜΕΝΙΚΗ ∆ΙΑΚΗΡΥΞΗ ΓΙΑ ΤΑ ΑΝΘΡΩΠΙΝΑ 
∆ΙΚΑΙΩΜΑΤΑ

OtherOtherOtherOther alphabetsalphabetsalphabetsalphabets

Greek

Georgian

Armenian

Hebrew

Yiddish

Farsi (Farsi (Farsi (Farsi (PersianPersianPersianPersian))))

AssyrianAssyrianAssyrianAssyrian



EXAMPLES FOR WRITING SYSTEMS
ASIA

Hindi

Telugu

Thai

Tibetan

Burmese



EXAMPLES FOR WRITING SYSTEMS
ASIA

世界人权宣言 Chinese

『『『『世界人権宣言世界人権宣言世界人権宣言世界人権宣言』』』』
Japanese

세세세세계계계계인인인인권권권권선선선선언언언언 Korean

Vietnamese



ENGLISH WORDS WRITTEN IN THE 
KOREAN WRITING SYSTEM



SYLLABARIES AND ALPHASYLLABARIES
(ABUGIDA)

Canadian Syllabics (alphasyllabaries)Canadian Syllabics (alphasyllabaries)Canadian Syllabics (alphasyllabaries)Canadian Syllabics (alphasyllabaries)

CreeCreeCreeCree

InuitInuitInuitInuit (Canada)(Canada)(Canada)(Canada)

VaiVaiVaiVai (Liberia)(Liberia)(Liberia)(Liberia)

Cherokee
http://imgur.com
/gallery/mL6ll



VAI SYLLABARY



CHEROKEE SYLLABARY
H T T P : / / WWW. L E A RNNC . O RG/ L P / E D IT IO NS / NC H IS T - NE WNAT IO N/ 4 5 3 0



CREE (ALPHA-)SYLLABARY
HTTP://WWW.KUHMANN.COM/CREE/



WRITING SYSTEMS IN THE WORLD
BERNARD COMRIE, WALS.INFO/FEATURE/141A



WRITING SYSTEMS OF THE WORLD
HTTPS://COMMONS.WIKIMEDIA .ORG/WIKI/F ILE :

WRIT INGSYSTEMSOFTHEWORLD.PNG



„There are many ways that writing is borrowed. One 
can borrow:

� only the idea of writing;

� the idea of writing and its orientation (e.g., linear, 
right to left, in vertical columns);

� the writing system (logographic, syllabic, alphabetic);

� the writing system and its script;

� parts of a writing system to enrich an extant system;

� parts of a script; and so forth.”
(Fischer 2001: 64)

HOW DOES WRITING SPREAD?



� What are the motivations for introducing writing for a 
language that wasn't used in writing before? ("bases for 
acceptance")

� What may be the reasons why people do NOT want to write in 
their language? ("bases for opposition")

� "Before adopting writing, people observe it from any one of 
three dif ferent perspectives":
� "stimulus diffusion" - illiterate persons observe writing and invents

his/her own system from zero (example: Cherokee);

� persons literate in L2 develop a writing system for their L1, based on 
the system of L2 (example: Finnish, Lithuanian in the 16th century);

� illiterate persons observe others (outsiders) using a writing system of 
their language and adopt it

SMALLEY 1994 CODIFICATION BY MEANS 
OF FOREIGN SYSTEMS



� Which persons or groups of persons may play an important 
role in the introduction of writing and what are their motives? 
(3.2, 3.3)

� What are the reasons to adoooopt (or not to adopt) a particular 
model for a new writing system? (3.4)

� "Occasionally a language is written in more than one way 
because its population lives in more than one country." (701) 
Give examples.

� How (and why) is a foreign system adaaaapted to a new 
language? Give some examples.

� What may be the reason to oppose adaptation?



� What is meant by "viability" of writing systems? Which factors 
contribute to viability?

� "Writing can also lead to modern dependency on writing which 
often gradually supplants traditional oral culture." (707) 
Explain and comment on this thought.



� see handout for overview

Especially worth remembering:

� Korean Hangul (15th century), by King Sejong

� Cherokee (1821), by Sequoyah

� Vai (1833), by Momolu Duwalu Bekele

NATIVE CREATION OF WRITING SYSTEMS 
(SMALLEY 1994B)



� On October 27 I will be at a conference in Vilnius, so there is 
no class.

� To compensate, I  propose to read the article "Writing and the 
mind" by David R. Olson.

� If you send me a short summary of this text (about 1 page, so 
that I see you have read and understodd the text) this will 
count as a presence in class.

NO CLASS NEXT WEEK!
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