Writing Systems of the World: 17 3
Alphabets, Syllabarles and Logograms

Course arc: speech into visible marks, scripts classified,
differences that matter

Three families to compare: alphabets, syllabaries,
logograms—plus hybrid types

Roughly 293 known writing systems, about 156 in active
use today

Around 7,000 living languages share far fewer scripts
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Anchor scripts: Latin, Greek, Cyrillic, Arabic, Hebrew,
Devanagari, Hangul, kana, Chinese, Maya, Cherokee, Linear B




From Speech to Script:

Core Concepts and Terminology

e e
@ Distinct visual units: glyph, character,

sign, grapheme, allograph Phoneme Syllable Morpheme

® Scripts encode phonemes, syllables,
morphemes, or words

® Two grand strategies: phonography i~ VERARTTYPOLOGYIOFSGRIPES

(sound) versus morphography (meaning) | G
G9

® Current five-part typology: logosyllabary,
syllabary, abjad, alphabet, abugida

Older three-way scheme was inadequate | f)\ C
and wrongly ranked alphabets as superior

® Direction, casing, spacing, punctuation,
and layout travel with scripts

Correcting misconceptions: logograms
are not picture-writing; no script is superior
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How Scripts Travel:

From Proto-Sinaitic to the Alphabet Family

@ AR U iy = B - e B '; A single sign,
N , A & A '. .~ awider world.

Egyptian-style Proto-Sinaitic Phoenician Greek Latin
house glyph
“house” (bayt)

Proto-Sinaitic graffiti at Wadi el-Hol,
c. 1850 BCE: forerunners of West Semitic writing

Acrophonic principle: "house” (bayt) yields /b/,
eventually the letter B

Early inscriptions ran any direction;
right-to-left fixed by the 11th century BCE

Phoenician trade spreads the script;
Aramaic and Greek are key descendants

Greeks repurpose unused consonantal signs
for vowels around 800 BCE

Etruscan (c. 700 BCE) becomes the model
for Latin
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Alphabets write both
" I8 consonants and vowels:
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Armenian, Georgian

The same idea, different writing systems

Greek, Latin, Cyr[”lC, ONE MEANING. MANY SCRIPTS.

z Writes consonants
- : Greek AO‘YO g and vowels
Abjads write consonants only;
vowels come from context or :
diacritics—Arabic, Hebrew Latin lo gos Y mlepeusonaat
R and vowels
i; Greek around 800 BCE i
o QJ'M; | repurposed unused consonants Cyrillic JIOTOC pies gonnans
N : and vowels
for vowels: the first true alphabet
Cyrillic and Armenian adapt Armenian anI]u Wiites consonants
and vowels
Greek shapes, sound values,
and letter order
&
Arabic 9C ‘9.‘ Wirites consonants only
£ Direction: 59% left-to-right, H
.. 16% right-to-left; boustrophedon
flips letter shapes
SR Fi_ _p F) Hebrew 01 115 Writes consonants only
Vowel-less writing works when
consonants carry meaning,
strains when they don't SGRID TSl AbL
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® True syllabaries use one sign per syllable: Linear B, Cherokee, hiragana, katakana, Yi

@® Abugidas pair a consonant base with an inherent vowel plus modifying vowel signs

® Devanagari, Bengali, Thai, Telugu, Tamil, and Ethiopic all work this way

® Syllabaries suit simple syllable structures; consonant clusters make them unwieldy

® Sequoyabh, illiterate, moved from logograms to an 85-86 sign Cherokee syllabary by 1821

® Cherokee Council adopted it in 1826; the bilingual Cherokee Phoenix began printing in 1828
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Logograms and Morphographic Systems:

Chinese Characters and Beyond

e® Characters stand for morphemes or
words, not just sounds

@ Three components: semantic, phonetic,
| and pure-form signs
+ = e

® Phono-semantic compounds dominate—
about 58% of the 3,500 most frequent
Kl T —/ characters

e 7 (female) + B (horse) = 8 'mother’;
7K 'tree’' radical organizes wood and tree names

® Rebus principle: signs detach from pictures
and stand for sound

® Japanese runs kanji alongside hiragana
and katakana 4/




Hybrid Systems and New Scripts:

Hangul, Japanese, and Modern Inventions

L |

Consonant Vowel Consonant

(featural shape (featural shape (featural shape
echoes articulation) echoes articulation) echoes articulation)

Sy

® Hangul: featural alphabet; letters assemble
into syllable blocks, shapes echo articulation

® Mixed systems are the norm: Japanese kana
plus kanji; Egyptian and Maya combine sign types

® Invented and minority scripts now in Unicode:
Canadian Aboriginal Syllabics, Osage (2014),
Adlam, Pahawh Hmong

® Cherokee shows the path: print, then keyboards,
localization, and OS support

® Writing systems are still being designed,
not just inherited




Undeciphered Scripts: AL
What We Know and What We Don't Y P,

Still unsolved: Linear A, Indus, Rongorongo,
Proto-Elamite, Phaistos Disc, Voynich

Linear A: Linear B sign values help, but the
Minoan language stays unknown

Indus: texts average five signs, longest just
seventeen; no bilingual anchor

Rongorongo: ~400 glyphs; a 15th-century
tablet predates European contact

Meroitic warns: readable sounds without a
known language still mean nothing
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Decipherment and Discovery: How Lost Scripts Are Read

WRITING CONNECTS WORLDS

e Landmark decipherments:
Champollion (hieroglyphs),
Ventris (Linear B), Rawlinson
(cuneiform), Knorozov (Maya)

® Incremental groundwork by

Young, Kober, and Grotefend BILINGUAL FREQUENCY POSITIONAL CONFIRMED
mattered as much as TEXTS ANALYSIS PATTERNS READING
breakthroughs

e Core methods: bilingual texts,
proper names, frequency
analysis, positional patterns
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SIGN INVENTORY (EXAMPLE) °*
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e Harder for logographic scripts:
thousands of signs, uncertain
readings
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e Computational turn: generative
text restoration, GAN glyph
matching, combinatorial
cognate analysis

LINEAR B TABLET




Scripts, Languages, and Identities:

Social and Political Dimensions

One language, many scripts:

Serbian, HIndl—Ul’dU, YlddlSh, Bi3 6ip XaﬂI)IKHbIS.
Azerbaijani, Kazakh

Biz bir halyqpyz.

Script choice signals identity,
religion, and geopolitics—
never merely technical
_ | KAZAKHSTAN
Turkish 1928 reform and Chinese € '
simplification: classic twentieth-
century cases

UZBEKISTAN ” KYRGYZSTAN

Kazakhstan's 2017 Latin decree
remains unfinished; state sites
still use Cyrillic
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Uzbekistan's 1993 Latinization
left a Latin-first but dual-script order

2026 Common Turkic Alphabet
proposals approved for Kazakh
and Kyrgyz

v



Writing in the Digital Age:

Encoding, Fonts, and Input

Unicode

@ 18.0 adds the Small Seal script and A | i 3:[ | E‘ F’ I

Jurchen; three new currency symbols | 0 | o 0 ﬁ | 2 | T | %
@ Recent additions: Sidetic, Tolong Siki, 0 : ‘
Beria Erfe (17.0); Garay, Sunuwar, Todhri (16.0)

Unicode 18.0 (September 2026) adds
13,007 characters, passing 172,000 total |

® Berkeley's Script Encoding Initiative drafts P Bne Lo sharacters foawitienifor

proposals for minority and historical scripts $ it \c\ i q =iy &:l' B a'UT

® Complex scripts need cursive joining,
conjuncts, and bidirectional layout

Characters Conjunct Written form

® Input: keyboards, IMEs, handwriting
recognition, and voice

® Cherokee moved from print to Unicode,
gaining lowercase forms in 2015

® Emoji are standardized and expressive,
but not a full writing system
PRESENT
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Museum and Classroom Applications:

Reading Scripts on Display

FROM OBJECTS TO UNDERSTANDING

Visitor checklist: script type,
direction, materials, and
archaeological context

One big idea per label;
plain language, active voice,
short sentences

Layer text: heading for
skimmers, summary sentence,
deeper detail below

Point to what visitors can see,
and admit uncertainty
honestly

Hands-on: trace a name in
three scripts; compare one
text across systems
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MORE THAN WORDS

A Record in Stonée

This object shows a text written
in an ancient script.

Carved on stone, the signs run in
vertical lines. The exact meaning

is not fully known, but the text was
likely a name or a short record.

Script type

An ancient writing system

Direction
Vertical lines

Materials
Carved on stone

Archaeological context
Found in a regional site

IS@RCHKEE | EESEE R
ASK QUESTIONS
DISCOVER TOGETHER



Capstone Activity: Classify, Compare, and Explain a Script

Teams classify a sample:
Greek, Arabic, Devanagari,
kana, or Chinese

Write a 60-word museum label
with one concrete visual detail

Identify what it encodes

Peer review: accurate terms,
and note its direction

no script superiority claims,
visible detail cited

Compare: what if this language

Self-check:
switched script type? eli-check: can you now

name all five types?
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Writing systems encode different units;
most real scripts are hybrids

No hierarchy: five-part typology
replaces the old three-way ranking

Alphabetic scripts share one root;
each adaptation fits its language

Recurring stories: invention, reform,
decipherment, and digital encoding

Scripts shape access to archives,
education, services, and history

Keep exploring: World’s Writing Systems,
Unicode charts, Script Encoding Initiative




PersonWise.

PersonWise - Al digital-human course platform

Scan the code or click anywhere to watch this course live, with voice Q&A
personwise.ai/t/949b158d/public
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