
  

  

RUUL 
Reports from 

Uppsala University 
Linguistics 

#29 — 1996 
(digital format 2019 

 with minor corrections) 

 
 
 

John Sören Pettersson 
 
 

Grammatological 
Studies 
Writing and its Relation to Speech



  

  

Dissertation for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Linguistics  
at Uppsala University 1996  

 

 

 
ABSTRACT  
 
Petterson, J. S. I 996. Grammatological Studies: Writing and its Relation to Speech. 
Reports from Uppsala University, Department of Linguistics RUUL #29. 228 pp. 
Uppsala. ISBN 91-506-1170-4.  
 
This work addresses the problem of how writing is related to speech and how our 
notions of language are related to writing principles such as ‘the alphabetic principle’. 
The target of the study is the concept of ‘phonography’ (sound-writing, sometimes 
called ‘glottography’). This has been used in several theoretical works on writing, often 
with the assumption that the existence of phonographic systems somehow proves that 
the purpose of writing is to represent speech. From a functional approach, that is, from a 
theoretical base where language (of whatever modality) is seen as crucially dependent 
on actual communicative events, the notion that writing is representational in nature is 
criticised.  
 Three areas are investigated: 1. the origin of the phono+graphic type of writing 
(also treated are the origin of spoken language and the medium-dependency of language); 
2. the relation between alphabetic writing and notions concerning the structure of 
language in general and of particular languages; 3. the relationship between phonographic 
methods of reading old scripts and the prevailing phonocentrism. 
 In all three areas it is found that the possibility of indicating pronunciation of 
written texts by phonographic means has been overinterpretated in favour of the 
prevalent representational view. The investigations conducted here present new 
perspectives on how phonography is to be understood in that they demonstrate how 
it has contributed to the development of the means for human expression, to the 
historical development of writing systems, to the historical development of concepts 
about language.  
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 1 

Chapter 1 – Phonography and phonocentrism 

 

1.1 Introduction 
This work is a study of phonography, that is, writing which indicates 

pronunciation. A text written with a phonographic writing system like the 
alphabetic one used here will not only mediate its content but also give 
information about how the text should be rendered in speech. Such systems 
have the feature of relating one form of communication to another on a 
very simplistic and formal level. 

Alphabetic writing is most obviously phonographic, and so are plain 
syllabaries. Chinese writing could be regarded as phonographic, since the 
formation of new signs consists of merging two already existing signs, 
namely one which has about the same pronunciation as the sign under 
creation, and the other indicating the semantic domain of the meaning of 
the new sign. Admittedly, Chinese literacy is old, and many signs are 
nowadays not pronounced as they were when they were composed. 
Moreover, it is not indicated in a composite sign which part constitutes the 
phonetic cue and which the semantic cue. Different phonographies are 
phonographic to different extents. They have one factor in common, 
however: these systems are regarded by their users as being able to give 
general directions as to how one can relate spoken utterances to written 
messages. 

As a matter of fact, writing has often been seen as a way to make speech 
visible, indeed even as nothing more than a representational device for 
speech. When the early structural linguists scrutinised writing –  
especially alphabetic writing – they saw nothing but an image of ‘real’ 
language. (“A language and its written form constitutes two separate 
systems of signs. The sole reason for the existence of the latter is to 
represent the former.” Saussure 1922/1983: 24; “Writing is not language, 
but merely a way of recording language by means of visible marks.” 
Bloomfield 1933: 21.) 

If one cares to look closer at statements in their written form, it is often 
clear that one cannot tell precisely how they were uttered, but this fact will 
only be grist for the mill of those who want linguistics to be a science of 
spoken language: since they suppose that writing is meant to represent 
speech, deviations from that norm are taken as an argument in favour of a 
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view where speech is seen as the real form of communication and writing 
as merely a pale image of it. 

If one leaves that presupposition aside, however, then one has to 
recognise that writing seems to provide for a most advanced form of 
communication. This is obvious from the existence of literature, law codes, 
scientific papers, etc. Looked at from this angle, deviations from the 
representational norm appear in another light. They provide arguments for 
the notion that it does not seem to be an essential feature of writing to be a 
slave under speech. 

The fact that a text includes indications of how to read it aloud could be 
used the other way round: one could use the phonographic devices to write 
a text in such a way that the pronunciation of the phonograms (i.e., the 
signs of a phonographic writing system) would suggest an originally 
spoken utterance. In this case, one could say that the text ‘represents’ the 
spoken utterance, but it is also true to say that what has been written 
defines how the spoken utterance is to be seen as a phonetic structure. 

Nevertheless, even writing studies have assumed a purely 
representational function of writing. This presupposition has been 
discernible not only in the works of spelling-reformers and in studies of 
how to teach children to read and write, but also in the treatment of long 
dead languages of which only written traces remain. 

For this way of thinking I have used the term ‘phoneticism’ (Pettersson 
1991, 1994). However, sometimes authors use ‘phoneticism’ for scripts’ 
correspondences with the sound structure of spoken languages. I prefer 
‘phoneticity’ (or similar expressions) for such facts, reserving ‘-ism’ terms 
for the kind of programmatic standpoint within science that I sketched 
above. However, I will not use ‘phoneticism’ in the present work; instead I 
will use the term ‘phonocentrism’ for the tendency to see speech as the 
basis for other modes of communication. (This term resolves the above 
ambiguity, and, moreover, an adjectival form, ‘phonocentric’, can easily be 
derived.) 

The phonocentrism prevalent in general linguistics and in writing 
theoretical studies will be criticised in the present work as various aspects 
of phonography are discussed. In the ‘representational view’ of writing, 
phonographies are seen as writing systems which represent independently 
existing, self-defined speech units. The one-sided view of ‘phonography’ 
furthermore entails a view that writing, real writing, must be 
phonographic. The explanation given within this paradigm is simply that 
otherwise writing cannot represent speech. Such a phonocentric view of 
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how we humans communicate could easily be questioned, but its 
proponents have found more or less ingenious ways to defend it, as we will 
see in the following chapters. 

I am not the first person to criticise the phonocentric view. I suppose the 
reader will come to think of Jacques Derrida’s Of Grammatology (1976) 
when I use the term ‘phonocentrism’. He used it (and also ‘logocentrism’) 
in his criticism of what he saw as an unwarranted notion of the primacy of 
the voice in Saussurean semiology. I make no claims, however, that my 
work should resemble his, either in scope or detail even if a thematic 
similarity exists. (And I avoid the term ‘logocentrism’ since ‘logogram’ is 
generally taken to denote signs corresponding aphonetically to words of a 
spoken language, i.e. the correspondence is not reinforced by recourse to 
the phonetic structure of the spoken word.) 

The word ‘grammatology’, which appears in the title of Derrida’s book, 
had earlier been used by Gelb, who proposed it for “a full science of 
writing, yet to be written.” (1963: 23; cp. my evaluation in Pettersson 
1991, 1994.) Gelb contrasted this with the disciplines devoted to 
individual writing systems; he emphasised the need for “theoretical and 
comparative evaluation of various types of writing” (ibid.). Gelb’s study is 
a kind of extension of archaelogical philological work and quite far from 
Derrida’s intentions. Indeed, one could see it as the opposite, because, for 
Gelb, mature writing (what he calls ‘full writing’ or ‘phonography’) 
originated only with the expression of phonetic elements of spoken 
language by means of visible marks. 

Gelb, as an archaeological philologist himself, took the detailed 
description of non-alphabetic writing systems seriously. His influence can 
be felt in many works, although his ethnocentric appraisal of the Western 
alphabet as the crown of the evolution of writing has met with objections 
from many commentators, even though numerous Western scholars 
accepted it initially. His article under “The nature and origin of writing” in 
the Encyclopaedia Britannica (15th ed., s.v. “Writing”) was replaced by an 
article by David R. Olson in 1988. 

The word ‘grammatology’ as a term for the study of writing, in 
particular of phonography, has continued to be used by Peter T. Daniels, 
who in the last ten years has written on this subject. As the co-editor of 
The World’s Writing Systems, published this year, he launches 
‘grammatology’ as the name for the study of writing systems (rather than 
of written language or literacy). For Daniels, just like for Gelb and many 
philologists or linguists, writing is a means to make permanent spoken 
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utterances. 
When I undertake grammatological studies in this work, my intention is 

not to underscore Gelb’s and Daniels’ equation of writing and 
phonography. Rather, my interest in phonography is to inquire into this 
close link between writing and speech to find out how it has provided us 
with our notions of human communication. 

1.2 Aim 
The aim of this work is to investigate phonography to seek out how the 

intimate relation between the two widely different forms of language – 
speech and writing – works, not only in actual language usage but also, 
and more, in shaping our conceptualisation of both written and spoken 
language, and of language in general. The intention is not to exhaust the 
various ways phonography could possibly be approached but the 
discussions will nevertheless cover rather diverse areas.  

The phonocentric view so prominent in most language studies risks 
trivialising the whole enterprise of investigating the relationship between 
writing and speech and more generally between different kinds of 
communication. If writing is seen as a mere representation of speech, not 
much discussion is needed to characterise the nature of the relationship. 
Researchers on writing may furthermore neglect non-phonographic 
systems, dismissing them as ‘secondary’ or ‘auxiliary’. 

Contrary to this view, the present work aims to highlight unwarranted 
prejudgements which can be traced to the representational view of writing. 
For in an investigation of phonography it will not do to accept a view in 
which each type of phonographic system is seen as simply the consequence 
of attempts to write down similarly structured languages. Instead, it will be 
argued that phonographic writing has had a decisive influence on our 
notion of linguistic structure. 

The investigation of the concept of phonography will be limited to 
mainly three areas: first, the origin of the phono+graphic type of writing 
and the medium-dependency of human intercommunication; secondly, the 
relation between alphabetic writing and our notion of language in general 
and of the structure of specific languages in particular; thirdly, the 
relationship between phonographic methods of reading old scripts and the 
prevailing phonocentrism. 

The approach taken to investigate these questions differs from one area 
to another – in fact, for each question several approaches will be made, 
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highlighting different aspects of the phonographic concept or of 
phonocentrism. The methods employed in the various chapters as well as 
the material used will vary accordingly, as will become clear from the 
survey below (sec. 1.4). 

1.3 A note on reference literature on writing systems 
It was said initially that, in linguistics, writing has been treated as a 

rather insignificant object of study. That is nowadays not completely true. 
As a matter of fact, the ‘linguistics of literacy’ has become a popular topic 
(the expression is taken from the title of Downing, Lima, & Noonan, eds. 
1992). Perhaps it is still a side-issue, if mentioned at all, in most courses on 
general linguistics, but the number of persons engaged in the study of 
writing is increasing and the number of published works too. For instance, 
David Barton in his highly recommendable Literacy: An Introduction to 
the Ecology of Written Language (1994) mentions that in the early 1980s 
there were only a few works including the word ‘literacy’ in their titles 
(ibid.: 23), but after 1985, “the subject was on its way, with books and 
articles almost too numerous to keep up with.” (ibid.: 26) 

Questions of teaching children to read and write have long been 
debated, but only recently have these questions been set in a perspective 
where Western alphabetic literacy is not the norm or the sole literacy 
conceived, as witnessed by titles like Writing Systems and Cognition 
(Watt, ed. 1994) and Scripts and Literacy: Reading and Learning to Read 
Alphabets, Syllabaries and Characters (Taylor & Olson, eds. 1995). 
Simultaneously, several general studies on writing systems – often with 
theoretical claims – have appeared during the last two decades. 

A problem for discussions drawing upon the differences between the 
various scripts that have been used throughout history is that readers (not 
to mention authors…) may lack sufficient background information to 
follow the argumentation. With the increasing interest in the typology of 
writing systems there have by now appeared no fewer than three 
handbooks on writing. In the series Handbücher zur Sprach- und 
Kommunikationswissenschaft the first half of volume 10, Schrift und 
Schriftlichkeit / Writing and Its Use has been published (H. Günther & O. 
Ludwig, eds. 1994). This year two works in English appeared: the 600-
page volume The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Writing Systems written 
single-handed by Florian Coulmas (1996) and the 900-page The World’s 
Writing Systems with articles written by specially invited authors (P.T. 
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Daniels & W. Bright, eds. 1996; hereafter abbreviated as WWS). 
I had planned to use WWS as my general source on phonographic 

systems but it appeared too late for me to be able to replace other 
references, and I have not had time to compare against it the various 
statements or references I make. It should be mentioned that there are 
surveys on major phonographic systems as well as presentations of the 
historical development of them in some of the works cited in the 
following, see especially Gelb (1963), Sampson (1985), Coulmas (1989), 
DeFrancis (1989). It could also be mentioned that Röhr (1994) covers 
much of the literature and many of the subtopics belonging to the field 
(without, however, going into much depth). 

Finally, I will not present large amounts of research data gathered from 
experiments or from archaeological excavations, but in some instances I 
rely on experimental or philological data gathered by other researchers. 
Since I draw on many and diverse disciplines, I try to keep such 
presentations as non-technical as possible, so that those readers whose 
main interest concerns only some of the chapters will nevertheless find the 
whole work readable.1  

1.4 An outline of the present work 
The following chapters could be divided into three parts, where each 

part can be characterised as centering on, respectively, the medium-
dependency of human intercommunication (Chs. 3–5), the alphabetic view 
of speech (Chs. 6–8), and decipherment (in the archaeological–philological 
sense, not military cryptography; Ch. 9). While the second and third parts 
each presuppose some of the discussions in the first part, there is no 
internal relationship between them – Chapter 9 could as likely have 
followed directly on Chapter 5. However, with the chosen order of the 
chapters, I have Chapter 6 incorporate discussions which continue directly 
on the first part. In this way Chapter 6 will constitute a bridge between the 
first and the second parts. 

Chapter 2 gives some basic terminology and my view of language. 
While Chapter 10 summarises the whole work, I provide immediately 
                                           
1 The almost total absence of phonetic notation in the IPA standard is, however, merely a result of my fear 
that non-standard fonts in the Macintosh computer system, which I use, will be distorted or replaced when 
I make camera-ready originals for the printer. (The fear of what the computer might do to my text made 
me moreover succumb to the spell-checkers request for -ise endings instead of -ize. I preferred this to 
adding all -ize words to its dictionary because if I did, I may have added misspellt words.  Later, when 
entering quotations into the text, I found that nearly all English writing authors have used -ize. …which 
the spell checker continually complains about. My hope is, though, that I have distorted no quotation.) 
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below an outline of the problems dealt with in the various chapters and the 
way they are approached. 

Chapter 2 
In linguistic works from the time of Saussure and even earlier there is a 

rather unanalysed idea that a language is a closed system, an autonomous 
operating device, which is naturally defined in every human being. I will 
question the utility of such a picture of languages. It has hampering effects 
on our ability to study human intercommunication, as will be argued in the 
chapters that follow. 

In this chapter I also establish some terminology and briefly discuss the 
notion of ‘writing’.  

Chapter 3–5 
In spite of the generally held opinion of the primacy of speech, there 

have been many authors throughout this century who have said that 
‘gestures matter as much as speech in ordinary conversation’ or that 
‘written language is a form of language as much as spoken language is’. 
However, most of these scholars have not developed their feeling of 
discontent in any major studies.  

Chapter 3 will provide a review of some authors who have discussed at 
length the relation between writing and speech, namely Vachek (1973, 
1989), Haas (1970, etc.), Sampson (1985), Coulmas (1989), and the Gelb-
inspired DeFrancis (1989). Besides presenting some of their merits, I will 
point out certain limitations in these works. In particular I will conclude 
that DeFrancis’ phonocentric stand, namely that a script has to relate to the 
phonetic side of a spoken language to become a full-fledged vehicle for 
communication, really seems necessary if the views on writing in the other 
works are questioned from the ‘non-autonomous’ (often called 
‘functional’) point of view presented in Chapter 2.2 

While DeFrancis (1989) agrees with much of what Gelb (1963) says, he 
tries to patch up the cracks in Gelb’s arguments. Gelb – and others – have 
presented the history of writing as if only phonetisation can save writing 
                                           
2 Notably, Roy Harris’s (1986) criticism of the representational view is not reviewed. This is not because I 
find it uninteresting, but rather because I agree with what he says. Harris does not, however, treat Vachek 
and Haas, and Sampson, Coulmas, and DeFrancis’ works appeared too late for his 1986 work (for a 
criticism of Sampson by DeFrancis, see Harris 1994). I treat Gelb (1963) only in conjunction with 
DeFrancis (1989). I have, however, treated all three extensively in Pettersson (1991, 1994). Felbusch’s 
(1985) discussion about written language is interesting, but I have concentrated on works criticised by 
DeFrancis for reasons explicated in the follwing paragraph. Haarmann (1990) has not been available to 
me and Harris (1995) appeared when most of the present work had already been written. 
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from primitiveness and as if the alphabet is the final stage in the evolution 
of writing. Their point of view has been criticised as unjustified and 
ethnocentric. Admittedly, DeFrancis’ work is logically more coherent, but 
then DeFrancis has been forced to make explicit very strong claims about 
the nature of the human linguistic faculty, claims about its necessarily 
acoustic base (p 7ff, 43, 47, 55–56). However, it would be too easy to just 
brush aside his claims as too fantastic for consideration. For, after all, it is 
these very strong claims which have been the premisses, albeit more or less 
hidden ones, for a great deal of the literature on writing that has been 
published during this century. (See esp. the survey in Harris 1986; Röhr 
1994: 67 and Perlmutter 1986 are interesting from a general linguistic 
point of view.) One might also note that he has inspired several authors 
outside the grammatological field (in Chapter 9 we will meet Coe 1992; 
the introductory work on general linguistics by O’Grady, Dobrovolsky, & 
Aronoff, 1993, is another case in point – see their 13th chapter, “Writing 
and language”). 

Such a premiss for written communication as advocated by DeFrancis is 
discussed in Chapter 4 where other means of human communication are 
also brought in. Speech apparently dominates in the world’s languages. 
Why? As compared to writing, the swiftness and readiness of speech may 
explain why language develops spontaneously in speech rather than in 
writing. But this could not explain the relation between gestures and 
speech. Deaf-mutes spontaneously develop sign languages rather than 
written languages, and hearing people signal visually simultaneously with 
their talking, so why does the latter group not have visual languages which 
compete in expressiveness with their spoken languages? 

One could try to give some explanation why audible language is better 
than visual, or one could try to show that the dominance is more apparent 
than real, simply a result of the prevailing phonocentrism. Both 
suggestions are discussed in Chapter 4. In Chapter 5, however, the 
question is illuminated by a discussion of why writing developed a 
pronunciation but not a ‘gesticulation’. (Admittedly, there is theatre and 
opera – arts which include the gesticulation of manuscripts – but the most 
frequent way of rendering writing in ‘non-artefactual’ form is by speech, 
and it is the phonographic principles that constitute the standard where 
there are standards for such renderings.) Since writing has a prime position 
in science, whatever the discipline, we must expect particular biases 
toward writing and speech in the language sciences. 

Some notes on the presentation of the thoughts in Chapter 4 and 5 might 
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also be appropriate. Both the origin of (spoken) language and the origin of 
phonography are hidden in a remote and dimly perceived past. I do not 
intend to write a historical account even if I do use some archaeological 
and philological facts to make my scenarios. In Chapter 4 I will not come 
to any definitive conclusion as to the origin of language. I think, 
nevertheless, that the question is worth pondering upon, especially when 
followed by the thoughts presented in Chapter 5 on how writing receives 
an ally in speech. My aim is to give new perspectives on the concept of 
phonography. When we recognise more ways of thinking about the 
relationship between writing and speech, earlier ideas about this 
relationship may appear unwarranted. In Chapter 5 and in the chapters that 
follows it, I will indicate problems for ideas on the historical evolution of 
phonographic systems that various authors have put forth.  

Chapter 6–8 
Chapter 6 treats the fundamental role that writing has played for the 

formation of the concepts used in the language sciences. The beginning of 
Chapter 6 deals with this in a very general way. Rather than elaborating all 
the influences in detail, I refer to and cite Linell (1982) and Olson (1994), 
who have expressed this thought and given ample exemplification. 
However, their works are chosen for another reason as well: it is 
demonstrated in Chapter 6 that they do not fully embrace the implications 
of their authors’ outspoken standpoint. In the first work, I think the 
question of what writing is, is reduced to the graphic products of the act of 
writing. Moreover, the intimate relation between our writing and our 
language conception is not quite recognised. In the second work, the 
statement that writing has had a profound influence on our conceptual 
development is reduced to the statement that, through writing, people have 
been able to discover structuring principles already existing in spoken 
language itself. These two works can thereby serve to refine the arguments 
put forth in the earlier chapters. 

The rest of Chapter 6 concentrates on so-called ‘phonological 
awareness’. A recurrent thought in the literature on how children learn to 
read and write is that by age children will become aware of the phonemic 
structure of their speech and thus become capable of extracting phonemes. 
But the opposite opinion has begun to be sounded: that it is through 
learning to read and write alphabetically that children learn to master 
phonemic segmentation. I find the latter notion correct, and I will refer to 
experiments and investigations by others and make many comments 
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myself. For instance, I will point out that the alphabetic principle does not 
require a written form of alphabetism – children may learn phonemic 
segmentation in games prevalent in alphabetic cultures; and that the 
division between ‘form’ and ‘content’ is a product of the literate culture as 
much as the ability to segment into sound snatches. I will also make some 
notes on Panini and phonology in a non-literate society. 

When the alphabetic conception of speech is explained to be dependent 
on alphabetic writing, the emergence in history of ‘subsyllabic’ scripts 
cannot be explained by an innate ‘phonological awareness’. Chapter 7 
constitutes an attempt to characterise consonantal writing systems (which 
the Greek alphabet is derived from) without pressing it into the Greek 
alphabetic frame. The chapter will furthermore include a model for the 
emergence of the phoneme-sized unit in the history of phonography 
(comparison is made with Mattingly 1987, Faber 1992, and Daniels 
1992a). 

Also Chapter 8 deals with alphabetic and consonantal writing (and 
Linear B). More specifically, it deals with claims that the structure of a 
spoken language will explain why its speakers invented (or aborted) a 
certain kind of phonography. I present a long list of common assumptions, 
and the chapter consists mainly in my detailed discussion of these 
propositions.  

Generally speaking, my point is that different kinds of structural 
analyses, for instance different kinds of phonographic principles, will yield 
different descriptions of one and the same language. How phonetically fit a 
phonographic system is for a people is something that it is not possible to 
decide from only one kind of description of their language. Moreover, 
what makes a writing system usable is not primarily this or that 
phonographic writing principle, but rather that it is used whereby concrete 
routines will emerge through which it is clear how the system is supposed 
to be used and what the written expressions mean. 

Of course, the unwillingness, or even inability, to recognise this is a 
result of the prevailing phonocentrism. 

Chapter 9 
Within the literature on decipherment one often speaks about ‘phonetic 

methods’ for the reading of old texts from long gone cultures. In Chapter 9 
I will try to show that it is premature to take the success of such methods 
as affirming the Saussurean and Bloomfieldian notion about the secondary 
status of writing. I will also go in the other direction to see what it means 
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for the notion of decipherment that many a researcher actually has drawn 
that erroneous conclusion. 

For the first task, it is the reception of the advances in decipherment that 
will be analysed. I have chosen to inspect only one work (Coe 1992) which 
provides a survey – and an evaluation – of the history of decipherment in 
general. Moreover, it contains a detailed account of one recent 
decipherment, so that the statements made in the preceding evaluation can 
be tested. 

The main statement is that the belief that writing can function on an 
ideographic, non-phonographic basis has been the great obstacle to the 
development of the ‘right’ methods of decipherment, that is, phonetic 
methods. Surely, there are many funny examples of alleged decipherments 
from the infancy of Egyptology, and, admittedly, the phonetic principles of 
Champollion differ markedly from these early attempts at interpretation. 

However, it is premature to draw the conclusion that “[w]riting is speech 
put in visible form” (Coe 1992: 13) on these and similar grounds. What the 
early attempts at reading lacked were principles of reading, not principles 
of reading aloud. If a reading is to be called a decipherment it has to be 
possible to check it. There are, as a matter of fact, purely semantic 
decipherments.  

Moreover, I will stress that the need for principle-based readings does 
not imply that all decipherment work should be ‘principle-based’. On the 
contrary, there must be room for the creation of new reading principles 
(whether phonetic or semantic). To believe that decipherment is always the 
same as establishing a phonetic principle of reading will not benefit the 
work on decipherment. 

In this chapter I also discuss the concept of ‘reading’ in general. I point 
to the ease with which a phonographic decipherment may be presented 
outside the field of specialists: signs are simply mapped onto sounds (i.e., 
onto sequences of letters). I also point to how a phonetically based concept 
of ‘reading’ tends to become the norm for reading – excluding the 
‘language experience’ approach which several researchers on school 
literacy have proposed. 

 
* 
 

With these three areas of investigation, that is, the origin of language and 
phonography, the alphabetic notion of speech, and the interplay of 
phonocentrism and decipherment, I cover a great deal of the conceptual 
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domain belonging to ‘phonography’. Of course, I have not dealt much 
with questions such as spelling reforms, the design of orthographies for 
hitherto unwritten languages, or the phoneticity of Chinese literacy, and I 
only touch briefly on the subject of how children learn to read and write. 
Nevertheless, I think the areas I investigate are crucial to an understanding 
of phonography as such and of the role the phonographic concept has 
played in other studies of writing and of language in general. 
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Chapter 2 – Preliminaries 
 

2.1 Introduction 
In this chapter I will present some basic terminology related to the 

description of writing systems. I will also offer a note on the concept of 
‘writing’. First, however, I will discuss notions of language.  

2.2 Language and grammar 
The phonocentric view proponded by Saussure has been mentioned in 

Chapter 1. Saussure is of course also well known for another idea: the 
autonomous linguistic system, where every sign is defined negatively, that 
is, in relation to all other signs of the language (1922:159 / 1983:113). A 
language according to this view appears as a self-contained whole where 
individual language experience counts for very little, that is, the actual use 
of language in everyday circumstances is of secondary concern.  

This is not the view of the present author. It seems to me to be an 
inaccurate, or at least a simplistic, description to say that using language is 
to avail oneself of a ready-made system. Rather, the situations where we 
have encountered the words we use ourselves will define them for us. 
Furthermore, this defining is not absolute. Rather, when we use words 
ourselves we stretch their meaning by our mere application of them, 
because no event is precisely like any previous event. So what the 
‘language system’ will be for a certain speaker is very much dependent on 
the interaction with language (and people) he or she has had. 

This does not mean that language runs wild and we all end up with our 
own languages, more or less unable to communicate with our fellow 
human beings. The case is the opposite: since language is, so to speak, 
born in communication, that is, in the very use of it, it will be something 
shared.  

It seems nevertheless true what Peter Mühlhäusler says about the 
linguist’s idealisation of the communicative habits in a langauge 
community, namely that “the presence of a particular rule or lexical item in 
a language, as described by a linguist, does not mean that individual 
speakers of that language will actually be able to use it” (1985: 73). 
Linguistics is a part of a tradition where grammar book and lexicon have 
been defining the notion of what ‘a language’ is. Moreover, the Saussurean 
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notion of language as self-defining can, according to Roy Harris (1980, 
e.g. p.149), be traced to the development of the monolingual lexicon in the 
Western intellectual tradition. A recurrent topic of the present work is that 
the art of writing has provided much of our notion of what language is. 
The present study does not cover the entire range of possible influences, 
but consists of investigations of phonographic writing principles; I will 
discuss how such principles can have evolved and how they are interpreted 
by writing theorists today. 

What is, then, the presupposition about linguistic structure in this work? 
Do languages have grammar systems in themselves? Perhaps this question 
is not relevant, if the reader accepts that grammatical structures are not 
something obvious for the everyday speaker. The proposition that the 
employment of writing will give rise to concepts used in language 
description is still maintainable. But if the reader only allows for the notion 
that mankind has, through writing, discovered some already existing 
general building blocks of language, then he makes a stronger presumption 
about language than I intended (this topic will reoccur in Chapter 6).1 I 
think it must be recognised that one and the same language can be 
analysed in various ways, even on one and the same level of analysis. I do 
admit that one and the same method of language description will yield 
different descriptions when employed to different language communities. 
In this sense one may indeed speak of a language as being structured in 
such and such a way. But the existence of such structures does not refute 
the artificiality of the structuring methods. 

Must not users of a language adhere to some kind of grammatical rules 
when they speak and listen? Let us suppose they do. Then, must we 
suppose that there is only one set of rules describing (controlling) their 
behaviour? That is what is normally assumed. But from the existence of 
bilinguals and polyglots – who arguably have two or more grammars if 
that is what language users must have to master languages – one could ask 
if a speaker makes use of only one grammar when speaking one and the 
same language. Is it not plausible to believe that his grammatical faculty 
would be shaped differently by different interactive situations (play-mates, 
elder siblings, parents, other adults)? And Housholder’s arguments that 
written forms and, in “non-literate languages”, “distinct oral style[s]” 
(1971: 262) provide proto-forms for spoken forms must be considered by 

                                           
1 As Sven Öhman said at a seminar where Chapter 6 and the existence of the phoneme were discussed: 
‘the units of a method of representation are as real as the method’. 
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the grammarian who tries to write a grammar which maps the mental 
processes of language users. Another relevant question would be if all 
speakers of a language have the same grammar. Furthermore, can their 
grammar(s) really be supposed to be stable during their entire adulthood? 
As I said above, communication is a continuous development of our means 
of expression. How that is to be interpreted by the grammarian is up to 
him, but a stable system is the last thing that comes to my mind. To 
proceed, must all grammatical rules be of the same kind? Theoretical 
grammarians seem to incline to a yes, but if language is continuously 
developed I cannot see how grammar could be limited to only analogy, or 
only slot-and-filler, or only generative rules. And finally, as a connection 
between the two last questions, could not a productive grammatical 
pattern/rule produce ready-made forms for some time and then be 
dissolved if not used for a while? Later on, new forms of the same patterns 
can be seen as analogous creations based on the idiomatic forms as likely 
as produced by a rule. 

Now I have pointed to the specificity and irregularity of the rules 
believed to normalise and regularise the behaviour of language users. The 
rules may describe actual usage, of course. But, still, the principles 
according to which these rules are established are not language-inherent 
but are imposed methods of representation. 

The view advocated at the beginning of this section in opposition to the 
autonomy thesis is often called ‘functionalism’.2 Frederick J. Newmeyer 
(1991a) has tried to resolve the conflict between the two views by 
suggesting that the proposed autonomous grammatical linguistic faculty of 
man has arisen during the evolution of our species – that is to say that its 
development has really been subject to functional demands. Newmeyer’s 
work was published in an issue of Language & Communication (vol. 11, 
no. 1/2) especially devoted to his solution of the conflict. No less than 
sixteen commentaries were published, but in the “Author’s response”, 
Newmeyer complains that “[o]nly four of the commentators addressed 
themselves to the problem of language evolution” (1991b: 97).  

I refer to this collection of papers partly because it presents 
functionalism from different interesting perspectives while I will leave the 
concept of functionalism unanalysed, and partly because I deal with the 
evolution of (spoken) language in this work but limit my discussion to the 
                                           
2 ‘Interactionism’ is another term. Obviously there are different foci of emphasis in these terms, but there 
are also different functionalisms and interactionisms (for the latter, see Junefelt 1994; for the former, see 
the comments on Newmeyer in the main text).  
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advantages of different physical media for language to evolve in (e.g., 
speech vs. writing, speech vs. gestures). In other words, I will leave the 
(proposed) evolution of innate grammatical elements and structures 
outside my discussion. I will on the other hand speak of the evolution of 
our grammatical concepts as if they had to come from somewhere else than 
from innate linguistic processes. 

I will not elaborate here a critique of the claims made by the proponents 
of structuralistic and generative grammar. There are already many works 
on this subject.3 I think that if the reader understands (if not accepts) my 
basic assumptions, he will be able to follow my arguments in the 
subsequent chapters. When needs have arisen to lodge criticism explicitly, 
I have done so. But I have not collected such criticism in a separate chapter 
outside my grammatological investigations. This mode of presentation 
must suffice for the present work.  

2.3 Terminology 
In this section some terms of frequent use in theoretical works on 

writing are treated. Other terms will be introduced in the course of the 
following discussions. WWS gives many more terms, but it is too early to 
say if its suggestions will become standard. I use ‘script’ and ‘writing 
system’ interchangeably for a body of signs and a set of conventions for 
the use of these signs (the conventions may in some cases even allow for 
the creation of new signs). The following terms, when employed for an 
actual writing system, refer only to a part of these conventions (and 
possibly only to a part of the signary). 

For scripts related to spoken languages, there is traditionally the division 
into logography, syllabography, and alphabetic writing. The first two 
translate into ‘word writing’ and ‘syllabic writing’, respectively. Within 
the prevalent representational view these three types of writing systems are 
often taken to represent words, syllables, and ‘single sounds’. As is 
hopefully clear already from section 1.1, this representational view is one 
of the targets of the following discussions. For the moment, let it just be 
noted that the tripartite division just mentioned shows definite traits of 
Western writing habits: words, syllables and letters have been the standard 
division of the string of letters. 

Gelb (1963) stated that there is no pure logography to be found among 
                                           
3 Such as Segerdahl (1995, 1996), Harris (1981, 1985), Love (1990), Gethin (1990), Öhman (1988) and 
then, of course, many of the commentators to Newmeyer’s article as already indicated. 
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the ‘full’ systems of writing, that is, systems which represent spoken 
languages. He preferred the term logosyllabic writing. It should be noted 
that this term is only used when the signs are employed sometimes as 
logograms, sometimes as syllabograms. But if a system consists of a 
separate set of signs for the syllables, like Linear B, the system is called 
syllabographic in spite of the co-occurrence of non-phonetic signs in the 
actual texts. This may be seen as a reflection of the phonocentrism 
dominating most works on writing; in Chapters 3 and 4 I will note similar 
tendencies to see the phonetic subsystems as autonomous entities. 

There is also a division between phonetic and non-phonetic writing, so 
let me continue with the latter which is thought of as a ‘semantic’ writing. 
Logography is nowadays often said to represent morphemes rather than 
words. While logography is said to represent words in a specific language 
but not to indicate how the words sound, it is recognised that there are 
other kinds of systems where the individual signs lack any specific 
vocalisation; mathematical symbolism constitutes the paradigmatic 
example. Semasiography or ideography are often used for this kind of 
writing (the latter can be interpreted as ‘idea-writing’). I will use 
‘semasiography’ as encompassing all non-phonetic graphism. 

Pictography – often unduly equated with ideography and logography – 
can be used in two senses: either that the very iconicity is the base for the 
system in question, or, as used here, that the signs are easily recognisable 
pictures but used conventionally in ways not necessarily suggested by their 
graphic design. In the former sense, iconography will be used in the 
present work. Non-pictographic signs and scripts are often called linear as 
in Linear B for instance, but this sense of ‘linear’ should not be confused 
with the one found in general linguistics where ‘linear’ refers to the one-
dimensionality of the time-dependent acoustic signal. 

It could be noted that ‘ideogram’ has often been used not only for non-
phonetic signs but also for the sign of logosyllabic systems. The concept of 
rebus probably plays a role here. The rebus is a way to indicate something 
which one does not have a sign for by using an already existing sign as in 
the modern pictographic riddle, where a picture of an eye stands for the 
pronoun I, for instance. More generally: in rebus writing one employs a 
logogram only for its sound, not for its meaning, so that the sign can 
indicate a homonym to the word which the sign normally stands for. If the 
writing system is not a logography, that is, if there is not already an 
established relationship between signs and spoken words, then it is harder 
to conceive of the rebus principle: the existing sign must stand for 
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something which is often/normally referred to by a word which sounds like 
a word often/normally used for the meaning one wants to indicate! 

It is of course an intriguing question how the phonetisation of writing 
came about (i.e., the attachment of phonetic values to graphic signs), and 
the rebus plays a major role in many theories on the evolution of writing 
(e.g. DeFrancis 1989: 50, Gelb 1963: 66f). Indeed, Gelb equates 
‘phonetisation’ with rebus writing; I will use the term somewhat more 
broadly (and loosely) for the shift from semasiography to phonography. A 
problem with the rebus hypothesis for the origin of phonography is that the 
rebus principle presupposes a rather clear notion of the eventual result of 
the phonetisation it is supposed to have sparked. It presupposes that the 
users had a rather clear notion that the things one wants to write about 
have their characteristic ‘sounds’ when talked about, and it furthermore 
presupposes that written signs are rather clearly associated with definite 
sounds. I have questioned the possibility of basing a history of 
phonography on the rebus (Pettersson 1991: 26–29; see also Ch. 9 below), 
and in the present work a few alternative models will be presented when I 
discuss the origin of the phonographic notion of writing in Chapter 5. 

Phonography, lastly, or ‘phonetic writing’ as it is also called, is usually 
said to represent sounds of (spoken) language.4 In the representational 
view, these sounds are thought of as independently existing units of 
speech. According to the view advocated in the present work, on the other 
hand, these units of speech are defined in relation to the units of writing. 
This is not to deny that the users of a certain phonography will often 
adhere to the representational view (this will be especially discussed in 
Chapters 5 and 6). But in a scientific investigation we do not have to 
succumb to such notions, as little as Copernicus ought not to have placed 
the sun in the centre in his description of the celestial bodies but continued 
to formulate his results in accordance with the prevailing ideas. In a 
functional description of writing, one should look at how the written 
symbols are used. One way of expressing this is to use the game metaphor: 

Written language, be it alphabetical or not, is a game of symbol manipulation. The 
symbols [here: words] receive their meaning from the way they are used in this 
game. Written language is thus in no way secondary to spoken language, but has 

                                           
4 Also ‘glottography’ is often used for a script with a definite relation to a spoken language, but then no 
distinction is made between logography and phonography. This lack of precision is conscious and has 
clear advantages, but in the present work I will discuss the phonetic conception of language and I have 
avoided the term altogether. Some authors equate ‘phonography’ with alphabetic / phonemic writing, but 
such a restricted sense of ‘phonography’ is not intended here. 
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the following relationship to speech and imagery: 
The visual image displayed in the graphic shape of the written symbol (in the 

case of the [iconographic] ideogram) and the acoustic pattern displayed (in the 
case of alphabetic words) are intended to suggest the meaning of the symbol, i.e. 
its use in the sign game of writing. This meaning is however not tantamount to 
what the ideogram represents nor to what the pronunciation of the written word 
sounds like, taken as a part of spoken language. The meaning of the written 
symbol, is the part it plays as a piece in the sign game of script. (Öhman 1987: 32) 

This is, of course, the view which I have based my study on; clearly, it is 
a non-representational view of writing. Now I will make a comment on the 
use of a word which may appear as somewhat confusing: if written 
language is developing according to its own premisses, it is fair to say that 
it is rather ‘autonomous’ vis-à-vis spoken language. What I want to 
highlight is the use of the word ‘autonomous’. At the beginning of this 
chapter, I said that I am against a view where language is seen as 
‘autonomous’. But now I am saying that written language is ‘autonomous’. 
There are two senses of ‘autonomous’ in play here: 1. Language as a self-
contained system, a supra-individual entity which is in essence 
independent of its uses; 2. Language as developed in communication and 
therefore dependent on its physical manifestation. Note that the 
dependence in 2. makes written language develop to some extent 
independently of other means of expression, such as speech. Obviously, 
the functionalistic rejection of the autonomous view of language as a self-
contained system of intra-relations entails the embracement of the 
autonomous view of writing, that is, the non-representational view. 

Naturally, I could have avoided this clash of terms, for instance, by 
restricting the use of ‘autonomous’ to the first case and using ‘non-
representational’ for the second case. Actually, I think that in the present 
work I hardly ever use it in the first sense, but a few times in the second 
sense. However, I do not think this absolves me of the basic problem of 
informing the reader of my stance in these fundamental questions. 
Moreover, since the word ‘autonomous’ will be used in either sense in 
other works – including those referred to in this work – I simply believe 
that the reader must be made capable of interpreting the individual 
occurrences of the word correctly if he is to be able to understand the issue 
and the arguments.  

‘Representational view’ could also be used in two senses, albeit both 
working in the same direction. In addition to the sense where writing is 
regarded as a representation of speech, one could see (spoken) words as 
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existing as autonomous phonetic entities which are conventionally 
connected with their meanings – these meanings must then, of course, also 
be independently existing entities. Thus, in this view one sees language 
and its grammar as a kind of translation machinery which translates from 
ideas to phonetic form and back again. (For different terms denoting this 
view, see Linell 1988, with further references.) This view is disputed by 
many functionalists, since in their opinion form and meaning must be seen 
as growing in tandem – there is no language outside the meaning-
determining situations where it is used. Moreover, this representational 
view looks indeed as if it is an extension of the representational view of 
writing (see Harris 1986), but I will not deal with it specifically, except for 
sec. 6.4.2 where I consider the source of the conceptual split between 
phonetic form and meaning. 

Language (medium, substance, channel, modality, mode) 
One could ask for a general term for communication when it is 

dependent on some special factor. ‘Language’ is often used in this way, as 
is clear from common expressions like ‘spoken language’, ‘written 
language’, ‘sign language’ (of the deaf), ‘body language’, etc., and so it 
will be used in this work. When one refers to the physical properties of 
communication different authors have used ‘medium’, ‘substance’, 
‘channel’, ‘dimension’, ‘modality’, ‘mode’ and possibly other words as 
well. But since, for instance, the ‘optical’ medium will mediate both 
writing and gestures, one often has to be more precise as concerns the 
physical properties of the means employed in the communication in 
question; thus, these terms tend to be used as ‘language’ in the way 
exemplified above, and ‘language’ may be used for characterising the 
physical channel of expression. In any case, DeFrancis (1989) uses 
‘medium’ and I will follow him although the other terms are used 
sometimes in connection with other authors as they have happened to use 
them. 

Writing  
This work deals specifically with one type of writing, namely 

phonography. It was said in Chapter 1 that this type of writing has often 
been regarded as ‘real’ writing. Some, indeed, place ‘the representation of 
the elements of speech’ as a defining criterion for writing. Obviously, I 
will not keep to such a limited notion of writing. What, then, is my 
definition of ‘writing’? 
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Many people have struggled with the correct definition of writing ‘in 
general’ but little agreement has been reached. As one author expresses it: 
“In the study of writing everything is problematic. […] First we do not 
know how to define writing.” (Morpurgo-Davies 1986: 51) As a matter of 
fact, I do not find this definitional question very problematic. 

To begin with, let me note that whatever a general definition of ‘writing’ 
may look like, we already have a common notion of writing which makes 
the concept of ‘phonetic writing’ rather unambiguous. True, I said that 
some see it as a representational device, while I opened Chapter 1 by 
giving a more general characterisation: phonography provides formal 
means of indicating how the standard oral rendering of a written phrase 
should be performed. So, admittedly, there are points of divergence. But 
there is no disagreement that explicitly stated phono–graphic 
correspondences are implied in the concept of phonography. Often, it will 
be no problem to agree on which actual systems are phonographic and 
which are not (and where there are divergent opinions, it may be worth the 
effort of analysing the reason for raising the problem at all; see sec. 9.2). 

Then, as concerns ‘writing in general’, it is perhaps not presumptuous to 
think that in other cases, in other concrete discussions, similar solutions 
will be attainable. I have discussed this before (Pettersson 1991, 1994), 
then speaking against the notion of: 

a common core of everything that it is felt should be called ‘writing’, as if the 
different acts and things called writing have something in common other than our 
casual habit of calling them all ‘writing’. To be sure, the reason why X is called 
writing may well be that in some respect it is like Y which is already called 
writing. But ‘to be like Y in a certain respect’ is not a defining criterion for 
‘writing’ in general but for a point of view where X is seen as writing (there could 
be other reasons to call X writing or to call Z writing, where Z is something that 
has nothing in common with Y).  (Pettersson 1994: 139)5 

To propose a general, non-phonocentric definition of writing based on 
‘communication’ might seem to solve the problem, but consider the 
following proposal by Elizabeth H. Boone (building on Sampson 1985: 
26–28): “We then can define writing broadly as the communication of 
relatively specific ideas in a conventional manner by means of permanent, 
                                           
5 This is also found in Pettersson (1991) on page 45. The present work is of course connected with my 
earlier licentiate thesis Critique of Evolutionary Accounts of Writing (1991), but the emphasis will this 
time not be so much on specific works presenting general schemes of the evolution of writing. The main 
part of the two central chapters of the licentiate thesis, Chapters 3 and 4, appear in Pettersson (1994). 
Since not all parts of the thesis have been published outside the working papers series of the Department, I 
will sometimes refer to the 1991 original. 
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visible marks.” (Boone 1994: 15). While her intention is clear, one must 
ask about the nature of the constituents of this definition: the question is 
whether communication by the ‘permanent, visible marks’ will not define 
what we count as ‘relatively specific ideas’. This is exactly the problem 
that the phonocentric representational view of writing poses, as we will see 
in Chapter 6 (cp. also the quotation from Harris 1986 in sec. 9.4). 
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Chapter 3 – Some attempts to reject the representational  
 view 

3.1 Introduction 
In spite of the atmosphere created by Saussure and Bloomfield – and 

ordinary textbooks in linguistics – there are people who have stressed the 
autonomous status of writing and written language. Not that they deny that 
there is a certain correspondence between a language’s spoken form and its 
written form. But they stress that the written form has its own logic, and all 
peculiarities of writing cannot be explained as following from its alleged 
purpose/attempt to make speech visible. 

A few major authors are discussed here (Vachek, Haas, Coulmas, and 
Sampson; references outside their works are kept to a minimum) and then 
compared to a counter-attack from one author, DeFrancis (1989), who 
holds that the prime medium for human communication is genetically 
predetermined. It is found that the notions nurtured by the former scholar 
actually speak for the primacy of speech, but compared to the view 
advocated in Chapter 2, their basic presumptions seem untenable unless 
DeFrancis’ claim is taken to be true. 

3.2 Spoken language and disobedient alphabetic writing 

Josef Vachek 
Josef Vachek, the Prague linguist, has often returned to the question of 

the relationship between speech and writing, and he has always 
emphasised the specific status of written language and argued against the 
view in which writing is seen as merely an imperfect tool for recording 
speech. 

In the collection Written Language Revisited (1989), edited by Philip A. 
Luelsdorff, the reader is presented with nineteen of Vachek’s papers on 
writing, stemming from 1939 to 1987. Though the time span is long, it is a 
remarkably coherent view which this book presents. While it would be 
easy to conclude that Vachek has not at all managed to evolve his writings 
on writing, one should rather see this consistency as evidence that the 
Prague linguist realised early on the untenable position of the then still 
current view of writing as something unworthy of linguistic study. In the 
articles of the following fifty years he has penetrated different subtopics on 
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the relation between spoken and written language, especially how 
alphabetic spelling norms relate to their corresponding spoken languages. 
Since the collection contains nineteen separate papers, much is of course 
repeated throughout the whole volume, and here a summary will be given 
of only the most important features. These are much the same as those one 
can find in Vachek’s little 80-page monograph Written Language from 
1973, but the later publication will be the basis for present discussions.1 

This is how Vachek begins his second paper on writing, “Some remarks 
on writing and phonetic transcription”, stemming from the 1940s 
(published as the first article in the 1989 volume): 

There is a more or less generally accepted belief among students of language that 
writing and phonetic transcription are to be regarded as two ways of recording 
speech utterances. The difference between the two is supposed to consist chiefly 
in the fact that transcription aims at the greatest possible accuracy in recording, 
whereas writing does not aspire to more than a rough-and-ready reproduction of 
the utterance. […] As traditional writing very often violates the “one-symbol-per-
sound” principle, it cannot help lagging hopelessly behind transcription as far as 
both accuracy of record and adequacy of means are concerned. (1945-49/1989: 1) 

Vachek challenges this view by pointing out that writing is not the same 
as phonetic transcription. A phonetic transcription aims at rendering 
acoustic facts and thus functions only as a sign of second order; it is a 
“sign of the sign of the outside world” (ibid.: 2). The spoken utterance 
which was transcribed is the primary sign. A written utterance, in Vachek’s 
view, signalises ‘the outside world’ just as directly as does the spoken 
utterance, and cannot therefore be regarded as an inaccurate record of a 
spoken utterance. He dismisses a parallel with music, proposed by Roman 
Jakobson, where the relation between writing and speech is likened with 
the relation between musical notation and music. “Musical notation is not 
meant as a tool evoking some objective content and by-passing phonic 
realities: its sole purpose is exactly to represent these realities graphically 
[… It] cannot be paralleled to ‘writing’ but rather to phonetic transcription 
whose sole aim […] is to put down, by optical means, the phonic make-up 
of an utterance” (1965/1989: 22).  

While Vachek reacts against the phonocentrism of Saussure and others, 
he has the same idea of language as Saussure, with a system, or ‘norm’ in 

                                           
1 Previously published papers are referred to as “(19yy/1989: pp.)” where the page numbers refer to the 
1989 collection; other papers are referred to merely as “(1989: pp.)” and their titles are not given in the 
reference section. 
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Vachek’s words, lying behind the actual speech utterances. But he insists 
“that speech utterances are of two different kinds, i.e. spoken and written 
utterances” (ibid.: 2). Further, the two types have different functions:  

The function of the spoken utterance is to respond to the given stimulus (which, as 
a rule, is urgent) in a dynamic way, i.e. quickly, readily, and with equal attention 
to both the intellectual and the emotional factors of the situation that gave rise to 
the stimulus. On the other hand, the function of the written utterance is to respond 
to the given stimulus (which, as a rule, is not urgent) in a static way, that is to say, 
the response should be permanent (i.e. preservable), affording full comprehension 
as well as clear survey of the situation concerned, and stressing the intellectual 
factors of the situation. (1945–49/1989: 2) 

Vachek emphasises that these functions are complementary to each 
other and that in a literate society, one has to know both norms. That is, 
there exists a kind of bilingualism in a “cultural linguistic community” 
(1945–49/1989: 6), or ‘binormism’ as Vachek later prefers to call it (1989: 
207). The written norm typically applies to more specialised needs like 
science and government administration. For this reason Vachek introduces 
the already well-established structuralist concept of ‘marked’ vs. 
‘unmarked’ into the discussion of the relationship between written and 
spoken language: the two norms of language constitute a mutual 
opposition in which the written norm is the marked member and the 
spoken norm is the unmarked. 

This distribution of markedness also solves what could otherwise be a 
problem for an advocate of writing, namely the fact that all peoples of the 
world are not in the possession of writing; they do not have available the 
written norm option of language. Does this not prove the secondary nature 
of writing? Only in a temporal sense, according to Vachek, “– it only 
demonstrates that some language communities have not yet felt the need to 
develop this particular opposition of the marked and unmarked norm” 
(1989: 199). On the other hand, when the glossematicists claim that the 
substance of language is totally unimportant (Uldall 1944), Vachek points 
again to the distinction of unmarked vs. marked, this time to stress that the 
substance of linguistic forms does indeed matter. The marked member 
receives its special functions mainly due to the medium of writing, and 
these are functions which could not easily be fulfilled by the unmarked 
member in its ephemeral medium. 

When Vachek claims that writing has its own norm independent of the 
norm for spoken utterances, he does not wish to say that the forms of 



26 3 – SOME ATTEMPTS TO REJECT THE REPRESENTATIONAL VIEW 

 

language are unrelated. Rather, an “important consequence of the mutual 
functional complementation of the two norms of language is the necessity 
of some kind of structural correspondence of the two – without such 
correspondence the language user would find it extremely difficult to 
switch over from the one norm to the other (admittedly, such switching 
over has to be performed many times by any language user of a cultured 
language community).” (1989: 199) However, Vachek repeatedly stresses 
that such a correspondence does not have to be based exclusively on the 
phoneme–grapheme level. He sometimes refers to ‘logographic’ systems of 
writing to prove his case (e.g. on p. 199). Most often, however, he delivers 
purely alphabetic considerations: he shows that deviations from the 
(supposed) simple phonemic or phonetic principle are not mishaps but 
have clearly been motivated by other aims than purely phonographic, such 
as morphematic correspondences, adherence to foreign graphic standards, 
ambitions to ‘free’ one’s orthography from foreignisms, etc. (references 
can probably be made here to all nineteen papers of the 1989 volume). In 
Vachek’s view, one could never hope for a simple relation on what he calls 
the ‘basic’ level, that is between graphemes and phonemes, because even if 
there might have been such relations in the past, one cannot stop people 
from developing the two norms rather autonomously. The very existence 
of a complementariness of functions will make the norms sufficiently 
autonomous for a development in one of them not necessarily to be 
followed by parallel changes in the other. Since the substances, 
furthermore, are so different, what is convenient in the one case is not 
fitting in the other. The two-dimensional page is much easier to scan than 
the inherently one-dimensional spoken utterance – even with modern 
recording techniques, the spoken norm has not succeeded in doing away 
with its dependence on time, its primary means of structuring sound 
(1987/1989: 94). 

Obviously, Vachek, the Prague linguist, has not accepted the Saussurian 
static system as the model for language. Instead he has taken for granted 
that one of the defining factors of language is the state of change. 
Abstracting away from this is to abstract away unduly from language. 
Vachek’s language norms are dynamic norms. This will allow for different 
movements of the two norms: in the ‘bilingual’, cultured society “a certain 
scribal tradition is bound to develop” which will distance the written norm 
from the spoken (1987/1989: 95). This proposition seems warranted 
because the scribe has the opportunity to explore purely graphical features, 
which may complicate the relationship of his written and spoken norms 
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(note, however, that this complication may simultaneously be 
simplifications of writing or of silent, meaning-oriented reading).  

So far Vachek is unproblematic, but something is missing in Vachek’s 
thinking. If we can develop autonomous linguistic forms in writing, why 
not also in other substances? For instance, I have observed that when I am 
speaking about a place, or institution, or also about a person, I nod in its 
direction (where it is or where he lives or has his office room or was last 
seen by my interlocutor and myself, etc.). The first time I mention it/him, I 
can refer to it/him both by full description/name and by pointing. But for 
the rest of the conversation, the references are often reduced orally to 
pronouns or hardly anything, while my thumb points or my head nods in 
the already established direction. (In this way visual pronouns may extend 
over several oral words and so encapsulate a predicate or quotation.) And I 
dare say that I am not the only one who does this. Compare how lecturers 
and professional speakers place ‘the first thing’, ‘the second thing, and ‘the 
third thing’, or ‘this’ and ‘that’, before themselves initially so that 
references during the rest of the speech can be made precise without the 
spoken utterances being too complicated – often it is enough with an ‘it’ 
and a gesture. (Andersson 1993: 39; similar ‘allocatings’ have been found 
to superstructure deaf-mutes signing; see especially Engberg-Pedersen 
1993).  

Where is this in Vachek’s writings? Before criticising Vachek, a 
counter-question may be justified: does it really belong there, in a 
discussion about language? One might like to say that my gestures are not 
a real language norm; they are just peripheral phenomena accompanying 
speech. To this I must object that I have not claimed these forms to 
constitute an independent norm; but this does not make them peripheral. 
Because of their very substance they will restructure the spoken part of my 
utterance as described above.  

Vachek is right in that substance matters; language is not merely 
abstract form. But why should he divide language into different norms 
according to substance? Since the substance plays a significant role in 
‘languaging’, choice of substance must be included in the norm. But this 
will complicate things for the Prague functionalist, because he is also a 
Prague phonologist with the view that phonemes are as real as letters as 
will be demonstrated a few paragraphs below. He does not want to have a 
lot of ‘unsound’ substance entering the language system. The view of 
language as structured by layers (phonetic, phonologic, morphologic, and 
higher) will be severely disturbed by intruders if the language user chooses 
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among them functionally. Not even his beloved written language is really a 
part of language, but he solved that problem with two independent, 
corresponding norms. 

Clearly, the concept of two independent norms for sound and writing is 
the Prague linguist’s attempt to save the structuralistic view of language.2 
Admittedly, he has been forced to do this by his initially level-headed 
functional approach to writing, because facts spoke unequivocally for a 
rather autonomous status for written language. But he did not follow 
through with his functionalism. He did indeed reveal and reject the 
misconception about writing being merely an imperfect tool for recording 
speech. But when he had done this, he simply settled down with two 
traditional, abstract language systems – albeit with the second of the two 
implemented in his newly revaluated substance of writing. 

Other substances, other writing systems 
To continue: with two norms, language is allowed to evolve in another 

substance than sound and take forms not directly isomorphic with the 
forms allowed by a spoken norm. Then, why could this not happen in other 
substances than writing? In dismissing the glossematic view, by rightly 
stating that substances are indeed important, Vachek ends with “Other 
possible systems, such as the Morse code or some deaf-and-dumb 
alphabets, are based on the system of writing and so cannot be regarded as 
signs of the first, but of the second order (comparable, in a way, to systems 
of phonetic transcription or some shorthand systems which, admittedly, are 
not systems of linguistic signs, but mere technical devices for putting 
down in writing the acoustic system of speech […]).” (1980/1989: 58) But 
surely, a ‘scribal tradition’ could evolve here too. If deaf-mutes’ really 
communicated by hand-alphabets why should they not evolve their 
medium beyond signs for letters? Below, in section 4.2, more will be said 
about deaf-mutes’ signing. It is a common misconception that it is based 
on the alphabet and more scholars than Vachek have ignored it. 

Obviously, Vachek is not interested in other substances. Even more, he 
pays little attention to communication by sound unless it can be thought of 
as regularised by phonemes. And, most striking for a student of writing: 
Vachek hardly treats anything but alphabetic writing and alphabetic 
writing’s relation to spoken norms. It is worthwhile to look a bit closer at 
                                           
2 As Harris points out: “There is nothing in the Saussurean approach which precludes different systems of 
linguistic values coexisting: but they do not on that account merge to constitute some higher-order 
system.” (1985: 181; with further references.) 
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this latter fact, but first a paragraph on sound structure. 
It has already been said that Vachek, the Prague functionalist, is also 

Vachek, the Prague phonologist. Especially illuminating in this respect is 
the paper entitled “Paralinguistic sounds, written language and language 
development” (1981/1989) where the Czech author makes very interesting 
remarks about how so-called ‘paralinguistic’ sounds may be incorporated 
in the language system via attempts to render them in writing. His analyses 
are good but the reader should note the “para-”, which in actual fact hides 
an unfunctionalistic approach to communicative behaviour, since it a priori 
expels some phonetic behaviour to a peripheral status in spite of its 
frequent interspersion in the alleged phonemic speech. Such phonetic 
behaviours are thought not to enter the ‘systemic parts’ of the spoken norm 
before they have been re-spelled in phonemes instead of being mere sound 
emanating from the human vocal tract. Probably, if someone came up with 
a phonological description of the paralanguage used by a language 
community, Vachek would be more inclined to count these forms of 
expression as “actual systemic units” (ibid.: 63; see the footnote in sec. 6.2 
below about prescriptive traits in descriptive linguistics. In actual fact, it 
would not be a difficult task to re-write his paper on paralinguistic sounds 
so as to make it a critique of his apparently writing-based view of speech 
and language.) 

It is now time to treat the nearly total absence of anything but alphabetic 
writing in Written Language Revisited. The last paper of this collection 
refers to some general treatments of writing, mainly Haas (1970, 1976) 
(which will be treated in the present chapter as well). But in all, Vachek 
does not pick up the many illustrations of the relative independence 
between writing and speech that can be found in works like Jensen (1969, 
1st ed. 1935), Gelb (1963, 1st ed. 1952), and Cohen (1958). In his earlier 
Written Language from 1973, Gelb is treated in a footnote (No. 15, 1973: 
37–38), but that brief discussion does not include the multitude of writing 
systems which Gelb analyses and classifies.  

Vachek (1989) does refer a few times to ‘logographic’ writing systems. 
However, one wonders exactly what conception of logography Vachek has 
when in one of the papers he refers to “Chinese, with its pictographic 
principle” (1965/1989: 21). Has he ever seen a Chinese text? Such 
passages are quite naturally something that Sinologists may react against, 
and indeed the Hawaiian Sinologist DeFrancis, who advocates the view 
that no full-blown writing systems are possible unless they are grounded in 
speech, does mention such misconceptions about Chinese as a reason for 
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why he himself should have written a book on writing in general 
(DeFrancis1989: xi). More about DeFrancis’ book will follow later on. 

Vachek is eager to prove the written norm’s independence from the 
spoken norm. He is most convincing in those areas where he is most 
erudite. Vachek’s 1989-collection abounds with examples of orthographies 
not following the one-grapheme-per-phoneme norm. These examples are 
reasonably explained as rational (as rational as the grapheme-phoneme 
principle). In this way Vachek proves his case vis-à-vis the 
phonocentricists. Now, what if the alphabet were not the typical sort of 
writing studied? What would Vachek’s arguments have to look like then? 
To be sure, Vachek would find many ‘examples of independence’ in a 
logosyllabic system like cuneiform, for instance. A brief sketch of some of 
the more salient features of Sumero-Akkadian cuneiform clearly speaks for 
the view of an independent written norm: 

 

• one and the same sign could function as a determinative (i.e. classifier of 
a written word), as a logogram (i.e. word-sign), or as a syllabogram (these 
were often plurivalued like our letter c which can be used for both /s/ and 
/k/); 

• one and the same word could be written, possibly with a determinative 
added, by logograms or by syllabograms or by both logograms and 
syllabograms; 

• in cuneiform, only nouns had determinatives – in contrast with e.g. 
Egyptian hieroglyphic writing where there was a more varied application 
of classifiers; 

• different styles or genres were written with their own specific rates of 
logograms vs. syllabograms. 

 

This is just one example. Similar wilfulness is found in other early 
writing systems. Obviously, writing could have started in any of a 
multitude of different relationships between spoken and written language.  

Vachek not only overlooks this source of arguments but his statements 
concerning the ‘earliest times’ of writing reveal an ethnocentrism: “It 
cannot be denied that in its very first beginnings written utterances were 
hardly more than signs of the second order (i.e. signs of the primary signs, 
i.e. of spoken utterances). In other words, they constituted very primitive 
quasi-transcriptions of the phonic make-up of the corresponding spoken 
utterances.” (1987/1989: 95) to quote just one instance of this theme which 
recurs several times in the 1989 volume. Let us ask, what kind of 
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beginning is Vachek referring to? In fact, it misses the origin of writing by 
a couple of thousand years, at least. Because it is the early Greek writing 
that Vachek is describing. (Maybe it is Semitic writing – but that is merely 
a minor detail here. Further, his description could have referred to syllabic 
writing as well, but probably was not intended so.) 

On the other hand, even if it misses the origin of writing by some 
millennia, Vachek’s “very first beginnings” might do as the initial stage for 
European writing. After all, our writing systems are the off-spring of the 
Greek alphabet. Still, one would like to have an answer to questions why 
writing – originally autonomous, as the cuneiform example showed – 
became a second-order device, because Vachek claims that his (believed) 
initial quasi-phonetic stage “was never to last very long. After some time, 
one can notice that a certain scribal tradition is bound to develop in any 
such community.” (ibid.) Why did writing bother with a quasi-
transcriptional stage at all, so to speak? Gelb and others have discussed 
these issues. Vachek does not even touch upon them, unless we are to take 
spelling reforms of alphabetic scripts to be changes of the relationship 
between speech and writing of the same order as those discussed by Gelb. 

Actually, in the light of the history of writing, the things Vachek 
discusses might seem rather minor and insignificant to some people. Most 
of the orthographic and ‘pronouncic’ pseudo-problems he dissolves would 
anyhow be brushed away by writing theorists like Gelb, the Assyriologist, 
and DeFrancis, the Sinologist. They have seen great divides. And they will 
(would have) hardly change their minds because th in English may 
correspond to both /†/ and /∂/ and even /t/ sometimes. When discussing the 
autonomous status of writing, Vachek often relates to questions of spelling 
reforms and the orthography of English. Much of his life’s work has been 
explicitly devoted to evaluating the premises of actual or proposed spelling 
reforms. The present author is not complaining about this. But when 
Vachek turns his attentions to general linguistics and assumes the role of a 
writing theorist, his ethnocentrism (which includes his structuralistic 
preferences) comes out clearly. He lives in a world where writing is letters 
and speech is phonemes. And the issues which remain concern questions 
whether single letters and phonemes correspond or whether and what 
aggregates correspond.  

In a similar way one must judge those authors which Vachek views as  
his intellectual kinsfolk (1989: 202ff) of which we will deal with the 
Manchester linguist William Haas. 
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William Haas 
In his 90-page monograph Phono-Graphic Translation (1970), Haas 

gives a well-thought characterisation of ‘translations’ between the two 
‘languages’ of speech and writing, especially what it means to convert on 
the phoneme-grapheme level. He dares to call into question a number of 
things which are taken for granted in many discussions. For instance, he 
even tests to what extent qu is a sequence of two graphemes q + u in 
English; despite qu’s correspondence with /k/ + /w/, a quite tenable 
analysis would yield the whole of qu to be one grapheme on distributional 
grounds, just like F is said to be one grapheme in spite of the fact that one 
of its graphical components, I, may occur independently (1970: 46). But all 
in all, Haas little book is an evaluation of spelling reforms. The whole 
work ends with a long discussion of how graphemes can be related to 
sounds and vice versa. It would have been interesting to read Haas’ view 
of the whole-word methods of Doman (1964) and others. Haas’ treatment 
of ‘look and say’ does not indicate that he has any deep insights in the 
matter. He is probably right when he says that “[n]o English word needs to 
be read purely by ‘look and say’ ” (1970: 75) – the spelling of irregularly 
spelled words gives clues to the pronunciation. But the implications of this 
may be nil. A fluent reader or writer may not use them. Deaf readers surely 
get along without them. Of course, the present author has access to Lane 
(1984a) and studies by Söderbergh (e.g. 1971/1977, 1976) and Liberg 
(1990) and it is easier nowadays to judge which roles grapheme-phoneme 
exercises might play in writing acquisition than it was during the sixties. 

In the 70-page essay “Writing: the basic options” (1976), Haas takes a 
broader look at writing than the mere alphabetic variety. However, the 
bulk of this paper is a kind of restatement of old philological descriptions 
(cp. Pettersson 1994: 151). Haas tries to develop his terminology before 
looking at actual scripts. But since he discusses writing, which we may 
presume he is familiar with even before he starts doing his analysis, he 
quite naturally ends up with rather well-known concepts, although he 
dresses them in a new terminology. Further, when defining what 
characterises different script-types’ derivation from the levels of speech, he 
introduces concepts which it is tempting to see as stemming from the 
sphere of spelling reforms and English orthography, that is, as stemming 
from his earlier works such as Haas (1970). While a cross-breed might be 
fruitful in many situations, here Haas merely adjusts the discussion to fit a 
traditional view of the evolution of writing. In this way Haas’ paper is 
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overburdened by elaborated definitional work which in the event produces 
quite traditional notions. However, in the last pages of the paper he makes 
several interesting points about possible nonphonetic conceptions of what 
is often called ‘rebus writing’ in writing theoretical works. I will return to 
this question in Chapter 9. 

It might be fitting to mention a later work by Haas, a paper from 1983 
called “Determining the level of a script”, which also brings in more 
writing systems than the alphabetic. Once again one finds an interesting 
discussion of nonphonological conceptions of phonetic similarities 
(1983:24–26), which we shall have to return to later on. However, as I 
have pointed out elsewhere (Pettersson 1991: 28), in its over-all approach 
to writing Haas’ paper is flawed by the erroneous view that what once 
prompted graphical forms must always be crucial for reading and writing 
those forms and further by the notion that a script has to derive its forms 
always from one and the same of the famous levels of speech – when in 
actual fact the existence of, for example, the form ‘blackbird’ need not 
necessarily be explained in the same way as the forms ‘black’ and ‘bird’. 
(Cf. Öhman, 1987: 31–32, about the different functions of written words 
and written letters in alphabetic writing.) 

To return to Haas’ intellectual relation to Vachek, one should note that 
he has the same view of language as the Praguian, where the generously 
acclaimed binormism of written language users disguises a structuralistic 
spoken language standard which is never discussed. In Haas’ case it shows 
up like in the following example (Haas 1976: 133f): a road sign with an 
arrow and the word Leeds is said to be a written message where both parts 
relate to speech (the arrow corresponds to several phrases, but they are all 
of the same meaning, in this case ‘turn right for’), but only the arrow is 
allowed to correspond to what Haas calls “extralingual ‘things’ ” (in this 
case “the actual lay-out of the roads ahead”). The simple question one must 
put is then, why cannot written Leeds relate to the city ‘Leeds’? Another 
question is, why cannot writing relate to other languages than spoken 
language? To motivate this question, consider the Alaskan semasiography 
depicted in Gelb (1963: 34) where postures of men are drawn: these 
pictures clearly have a relation to ‘body language’ and this relation we 
must suppose to be as fixed as Leeds’ relation to the phonemic level of 
spoken English.  
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Both of these questions reveal Haas to be a structuralist of the same 
order as Vachek. The structuralist, with his monosystematic language, 
definitely prefers speech over gestures. What is more, when it comes to 
written language, Haas several times dismisses the idea of a semantic 
script “of ‘ordinary’ semantic range” (1976: 159) which has not been 
derived from a spoken language (that is, no language-like ideographic 
writing unless it is logographic). Obviously, the arrow of the above-related 
example is not derived, but on the other hand there is no full-ranged 
writing system of arrows. By definition of his terminology, the road-signs 
will be a text which mixes two scripts, alphabetic and arrows. There is 
nothing wrong with such an instrument of analysis, but it will inevitably 
yield mixtures of derived and ideographic signs as mixtures. Then he can 
exclude the one type or the other from his evaluation to test the remaining 
part, and he will find that only one of the script types covers a full 
semantic range, namely the type which corresponds to spoken languages. 
In this way he will end up with a regulation of graphic communication 
which resembles the phonemic standardisation of sound or, to take an 
equally striking parallel, the phonemic standard’s exclusion of visual 
kinetic expression. 

It is indeed true, as also Vachek stresses, that there is a correspondence 
between spoken and written language. It is hard to imagine a society full of 
listening and hearing people where such a correspondence would not 
occur, but on the other hand this does not necessarily make writing 
‘derived’, as Haas puts it, rather than a co-operative device in language. 
Moreover, partitioning writing according to a typical primary-teacher’s 
norm into letters, arrows, numerals, etc. must be questioned as the sole 
standard for discussing writing, even if it should be admitted that such 
explicitly taught principles may be said to underlie some of the ways in 
which writing is used.  

As we will see below, Haas’ ideas are very similar to those developed a 
few years later by authors of general books on writing; below Sampson 
(1985), Coulmas (1989), and DeFrancis (1989) will be treated. The last of 
the three, however, goes one step further and purports to show that writing 
must always rely on the phonetic side of spoken language, and never solely 
on the semantic side.  
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3.3 General works on writing systems 

Florian Coulmas 
It is not only alphabetic spelling-reformers who question Saussure’s and 

Bloomfield’s notion of writing. We turn now to authors of general books 
on writing. Thus writes Florian Coulmas in the Preface of his The Writing 
Systems of the World: 

This book is one response to the disregard of writing prevalent in modern 
linguistics. [… ¶] It was through my concern for non-alphabetically written 
languages that I began to see more clearly that languages are affected in various 
ways by the writing systems used for their visual materialization, and hence that 
writing should not only be accorded a proper place in linguistics as an object in its 
own right, but also be reckoned with as a factor of language change. (Coulmas 
1989: viii) 

That is, writing is an object in its own right, and further, it influences 
(spoken) language. How does this influence come about? The answer is, 
again, that there is a correspondence between the two, or a ‘relation’ as 
Coulmas chooses to call it when he discusses the fundamental 
characteristics of writing: 

[A] conventional relation between graphical sign and linguistic unit is considered 
crucial for writing. The reasons for this assumption are as follows. Language is the 
most elaborate symbolic system that human beings control. While it may be 
possible, in principle, for a group of people to develop a graphical code which is 
independent of their language and which reaches the same complexity and 
expressive power as a natural language and would thus be a genuine written 
language, it is highly unlikely that any group of people would engage in such an 
uneconomical endeavor (developing, as it were, language again from scratch). 
Sooner or later any system of visible signs that grows into a writing system must 
therefore be assumed to be provided with a linguistic interpretation: that is, with a 
conventional, structurally motivated link with a language. (Coulmas 1989: 27) 

The exact nature of the written sign is, however, never clearly given by 
Coulmas. Sometimes it is ‘secondary’ simply because he bases his 
exposition on Sumerian cuneiform and Schmandt-Besserat’s theories 
where impressed signs are described as signs of signs since they stand for 
the so-called tokens (see Appendix in the present work). But about 
Sumerian numerals – which indisputably derive their form and much of 
their function from Schmandt-Besserat’s tokens – he says “the ideographic 
sign developed into a linguistic sign of secondary order” (Coulmas 1989: 
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26) because of its linkage to a spoken word. Here, the ‘secondariness’ is of 
a linguistic nature and not only a historical accident. 

Coulmas, who has written rather much on language policy including 
problems of orthographies, is quite close to Haas, to whom he makes 
explicit reference (Coulmas 1989: note 12, p. 54); perhaps Coulmas can be 
said to place greater stress on the possibility that the levels of language 
may be created by the institution of writing: 

Without pursuing this line of thought any further, it can be stated here (1) that the 
independent existence of the units supposedly depicted by a given writing system 
cannot be taken for granted, and (2) that in mapping language, writing systems, 
scripts and orthographies are as much based on analytic perceptions as they form 
them and the resulting conceptualizations of the structural units of language. 
(Coulmas 1989: 40) 

One may note for the discussion that will follow that when Coulmas 
speaks of the development of the growing relation between writing and 
language, he calls it the ‘phonetisation’ process, but he includes in this 
process the association of signs with spoken words (1989: 26f), that is, 
when ideography crosses over to logography it is an instance of the 
phonetisation process. Gelb, on the other hand, would not recognise any 
true writing system as logographic, but only as logo-syllabic, and 
consequently phonetisation for him means a reliance on the sound 
structure of spoken language (1963: 193–194). Actually, what Coulmas 
aims at is describing precisely the same thing as Gelb, but, notably, he 
seems to have no problem including pure logography in his evolutionary 
scheme.  

Geoffrey Sampson 
A few years before Coulmas’ book, another general and rather 

theoretically oriented work appeared, Writing Systems (1985, 2nd corr. ed. 
1987), written by the then professor of linguistics at the University of 
Leeds, Geoffrey Sampson. Chapter 1 opens with: 

This book is offered in the belief that written language is a form of language. As 
such, it deserves to be treated with the methods of modern, scientific linguistic 
study which have been increasing our understanding of the spoken form of 
language for many decades. [¶] To say that writing has as much claim as speech to 
be treated as language may strike the reader as a statement of the obvious. But the 
fact is that, although the tide is beginning to turn now, for most of the twentieth 
century linguistics has almost wholly ignored writing. It is not necessary to accept 
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all the theories of the French critic Jacques Derrida in order to agree with him 
when he describes writing as ‘the wandering outcast of linguistics’. (Sampson 
1985: 11) 

Soon, however, Sampson makes the picture more complex by discussing 
‘language’ as if it necessarily concerned spoken language. A script is then 
not the means of a written language when he writes “it is crucial in the 
study of writing systems always to keep in the forefront of one’s mind the 
idea that a script is only a device for making examples of a language 
visible” (1985: 21). To understand his reasoning, one has to understand his 
thoughts on semasiography. After treating a seemingly rather advanced 
semasiographic piece (here he relies on bad sources which DeFrancis has 
pointed out at length, 1989: 24–35) which he describes as conveying its 
meaning in a conventional, but non-linguistically derived, way, he 
proceeds: 

There would appear in principle to be no reason why a society could not have 
expanded a semasiographic system, by adding further graphic conventions, until it 
was fully as complex and rich in expressive potentials as their spoken language. 
[…] However, in practice no semasiographic system is anywhere near this 
comprehensive. And that is perhaps not surprising. One can see that it would 
involve a great deal of redundant effort for members of a society to have to master 
two unrelated ‘languages’, one for spoken and the other for written use, when the 
alternative option is available of developing a system for encoding their spoken 
language into the graphic medium. (Sampson 1985: 30) 

On the other hand, this does not mean that the correspondence between 
a language and its written form(s) has to be very close. He takes as an 
example that of written classical Chinese which was used until the 
beginnings of the twentieth century. About this written variety of Chinese 
it is said that when it was read aloud it was incomprehensible even to 
educated Chinese people. Sampson therefore asks: “If writing and spoken 
language can diverge as far as this, are we justified in defining writing in 
general as a system for representing spoken language?” And he 
immediately elaborates an answer which in short runs like this: “[…] The 
kind of English that we use in writing and the kind we use in speech are 
[…] closely related dialects – that is, they both descend from a single 
ancestor-language, which was a spoken language. […]” (1985: 27) 

As already noted, Sampson sees no problems of principle for a 
semasiography to develop outside languages into ‘full’ expressiveness. 
Practically, though, this is the least efficient way to go about creating a 
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writing system. Classical Chinese writing had, by heritage, the same 
semantic power as spoken Chinese – they both descend from the same 
ancestor-language, an early form of spoken Chinese. Structurally, on the 
morphosyntactic level, Classical writing had become incommensurable 
with spoken language. There was no longer a direct link between how 
people spoke and how ancient authors and authorities wrote. Since 
educated Chinese still understood the written, visible manifestation of 
Classical writing even if texts became unintelligible when read aloud, we 
may regard this writing as a highly autonomous system. 

In conclusion then, Sampson sees no hindrances except practical ones 
for ‘non-linguistic’ writing. Why speech took over in the first place 
“remains unclear” (ibid.: 30), but he explicitly rejects hypotheses about 
biological innateness of human language, that is, that structures in the 
brain determine the form of syntactic, semantic, and phonological rules. He 
refers to his Making Sense from 1980 for arguments that “the complex 
structures of spoken languages are as much ‘cultural’ products as any 
other, not biologically predetermined (even though the emergence of 
spoken language no doubt antedated – and may have been a precondition 
for – the emergence of most or all other cultural phenomena).” (ibid.: 14) 

The philologists, the orthographists, and the general linguists 
Let me make a brief comparison between different traditions, or rather 

different inclinations discernible today. To start with, regard the following 
two citations from Gelb: 

[T]he philologists, who believe that writing even after the introduction of 
phonetization was used for the recording or transmission of both idea and sound, 
fail to understand that once man discovered a way of expressing exact forms of 
speech in written signs, writing lost its independent character and became largely a 
written substitute for its spoken counterpart. (Gelb 1963: 11) 

This was taken from the introductory chapter of A Study of Writing. Then, 
on the last pages of his book, in the chapter called “Future of writing”, 
Gelb concludes: 

What we should look for is a system of writing combining the exactness of the 
IPA alphabet with the formal simplicity of a shorthand system. Both theory and 
practice could be satisfied by evolving a full and exact system of notation which 
could be shortened and simplified under certain conditions. The full system should 
contain signs for all the known sounds of the various languages within the limits 
of the IPA alphabet, and the signs should be expressed by forms borrowed from a 
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stenographic system. (Gelb 1963: 246) 

We see that Gelb, the philologist, has the same opinion as the one 
Vachek blames the early students of language for having (Vachek 1989: 
passim). In one way, it is a bit surprising to find the philologist – the ‘man 
of letters’, if anybody is to be called so – to be the most outspoken 
phonophile. And Gelb is not the only philologist with this inclination. For 
instance, David Diringer (1962, 1968), the alphabetophile, views the 
evolution of writing in the same way; that is, the teleological goal is the 
alphabet and no real progress has been made since the Greek invention (for 
more examples, see Harris 1987: 57–74).3  

Thus it appears as if dead-language researchers are very close to early 
general linguists like Saussure and Bloomfield. Dead-language researchers 
can be compared to ‘orthographists’ like Vachek and Haas. The authors 
belonging to the latter group are more clearly interested in language 
emitted from the mouth, parallel to their interest in written language. But 
they distance themselves from the phonocentrism found in the works by 
Saussure and others, and unlike the philologists, they admit the existence 
of writing systems based on the semantic sides of spoken languages.  

Coulmas, with his sociolinguistic inclinations, is a bit further removed 
from the dead languages, and he is at least as ‘semantic’ and ‘non-
phonetic’ as Vachek and Haas. Finally, when we come to general linguists 
like Harris, Hjelmslev, Uldall and Sampson, we should, by Saussure’s 
definition of the subject, be among those in the forefront of spoken 
language research. But we are not. Sampson sees no problems in principle 
for extended semasiographic systems. Harris advocates “a less prejudiced 
inquiry into the place writing occupies in the complex of human abilities 
and activities we now call ‘language’.” (1987: 52) Notably, he does not 
even want to limit language to graphs and phones (ibid.: 99–100). Also the 
glossematicists advocated a wider view of language, which we have seen 
Vachek opposing (cf. “Other substances, other writing systems” above). 
For each of the three ‘camps’ – the philologists, the orthographists, and the 
general linguists –, there is of course some internal divergencies. Putting 
Roy Harris and H. J. Uldall together is excused by the simple label 
‘general linguists’.  
                                           
3 DeFrancis can also perhaps be seen as a philologist in that he deals with (for him) a foreign script, 
though he has been much concerned with its ‘living’ aspects rather than its history; he has been concerned 
with its present-day relation to spoken language (DeFrancis 1989, 1984, 1950) and he has also published 
educational material. At any rate, as already noted, DeFrancis nurtures a phonocentrism far beyond that of 
most linguists. 
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In all, we now have the picture where the script scholars are like early 
general linguists in their insistence on the primacy of speech, while the 
further we move towards general linguists, the more stress is put on 
writing’s own linguistic capabilities. Is this surprising?  

Looking at the age of the philologists (including John DeFrancis), we 
may suspect that they were heavily influenced in their youth by the ideas 
prevalent at the turn of the century. Gelb actually states that his work on A 
Study of Writing began in 1920 (1963: vi; the first edition appeared in 
1952).  

Another contributing factor is probably that those who have taken a 
diachronic look at writing, pondering why we got the alphabet, are easily 
led to the conclusion that the alphabet crowns this evolution, since its 
invention seems, at least from a phonographic angle, to be the last event 
that happened, while semasiographic and ideographic devices are the first 
things utilised by mankind. One should not forget that there are 
philologists (and Chinese) who find no trouble in describing their favourite 
writing as basically ideographic or logographic.  

But then, of course, not all philologists have had the inclination to see 
early writing as transitional stages on the road to the alphabet (the term 
‘transitional scripts’ is used by the alphabetophile Diringer, 1962). Further, 
there are lots of general linguists still hooked on the speech-only idea. 
Sampson remarks: “Some scholars went so far as to suggest that literacy 
contaminated linguistic data, so that even such languages as standard 
French ought to be studied exclusively through the highly atypical 
minority of their adult speakers who are illiterate” (Sampson 1985: 14). 
Naturally, such linguists will not be inclined to write books on writing and 
that is a good explanation as to why modern works on the subject with a 
general linguistic inclination seem so liberal as compared to the works by 
Saussure and Bloomfield. 

John DeFrancis 
The same year which saw the publication of Vachek’s collection Written 

Language Revisited and Coulmas’ The Writing Systems of the World also 
saw the publication of Visible Speech – the Diverse Oneness of Writing 
Systems by the Hawaiian Sinologist John DeFrancis (1989). This work 
strongly opposes the idea of writing divorced from speech. 

While many authors have hailed the Greek alphabet for being simple 
and allowing everyone to read and write, these authors have been 
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Westerners and often they have been Westerners with scant knowledge of 
non-alphabetic writing systems. Consequently, it would be very easy to 
jump to the conclusion that if Western people were more aware of other 
writing systems and other writing principles, they could not possibly hold 
the position of Saussure and Bloomfield, and the alphabet would not be 
regarded as the ultimate goal for the evolution of writing. Coulmas’ 
preface to his monograph (see above) lends support to this conclusion. 
DeFrancis’ preface, by contrast, destroys this picture. Here we have the 
Professor Emeritus of Chinese who has spent a century (well, almost!) on 
studies of the Chinese language, and he is more phonocentric than any 
modern writer, including the alphabetophiles. For he not only rejects a 
pictographic conception of the Chinese writing system, but also 
ideographic, logographic, and even morphemic conceptions. Chinese 
writing is syllabic, and the Chinese characters constitute a syllabary, at 
least basically. In his analysis, all true writing systems are phonographic. 

For more than four hundred years, ever since Westerners first came in contact with 
the characters that make up the Chinese system of writing, descriptions of this 
writing have been distorted by a fixation on its exotic secondary features. At one 
level the system has been misrepresented as “pictographic” or “ideographic,” 
while at a more sophisticated level it has been misrepresented more subtly. 
[…¶…] It is also intolerable that the nature of writing – of all writing – continues 
to be misunderstood in large part because of the misrepresentation of Chinese. 
(DeFrancis 1989: xi) 

However, DeFrancis is eager to admit that the phonetic principle is not 
the only working force in any writing system. As the motto for his book he 
has chosen the following quotation. 

 
There are no pure systems of writing 
just as there are no pure races in anthropology 
and no pure languages in linguistics. (Gelb 1963:199) 

 
But, according to DeFrancis’s book, this is to say that “the poorer a writing 
system is in phonetic representation, the more it compensates, either by 
design or by historical accident, by greater use of nonphonetic devices.” 
(1989:51) Note that this gives the nonphonetic components a secondary 
role even in a script with hardly any ‘phoneticity’ at all. This, in its turn, 
implies: “No script with a zero phonetic component can function as a full 
system of writing. One with only a small percentage can. The phonetic 
operational unit [...] is the heart of the system.” (1989:56) 
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We see that DeFrancis has quoted Gelb (1963) for his motto. Indeed, 
DeFrancis says about Gelb: “His views have greatly influenced my own 
thinking in these matters.” (1989: 61) According to Gelb, “once man 
discovered a way of expressing exact forms of speech in written signs, 
writing lost its independent character and became largely a written 
substitute for its spoken counterpart” as was quoted above. 

In actual fact, Gelb (1963) is not all as phonocentric as DeFrancis is. 
DeFrancis advances the notion that primitive semasiography has always 
been connected with oral information in some way or other (through 
preconcerted use of signs in a message, direct oral explanations, etc.; 
1989: 46). Gelb, by contrast, warns students of writing to derive all forms 
of human communication from speech: “To be sure, almost all sign 
systems can be transferred into some linguistic form, simply because 
speech is the fullest and the most developed of all our systems of signs, 
but to draw on that basis the conclusion that speech forms the back-
ground of all human intercommunication seems a fallacy.” (Gelb 1963: 
10) He speaks against linguists arguing for a naïve theory of writing where 
only phonographic writings are considered: “Where they err, however, is 
in taking for granted the complete identity of speech and writing and in 
believing that as a linguist can operate only with speech symbols, so a 
historian of writing can use fruitfully only speech symbols and should 
relegate visual images or ideas without words to the wastebasket. But 
writing in the widest sense can not be in all stages identified with speech, 
and a student of writing does not necessarily have to be a linguist.” (Gelb, 
ibid.) 

On the other hand, neither Gelb nor DeFrancis is very far from the 
opinions of Coulmas and Sampson – we have seen the latter two stress the 
(practical albeit not principal) fact that writing systems have to be derived 
from spoken language to function as powerfully as speech. Vachek 
believed writing to have been closely linked to speech in its incipient 
phase. And Haas worked out elaborate correspondence rules to make the 
letters of the alphabet match what – as we may suppose – his primary-
school teacher once upon a time taught him they should match. 

Nevertheless, when DeFrancis launches his criticism, not much mercy is 
left for authors who have acted as spokesmen for writing and written 
language. Vachek’s Written Language (1973) is treated on a half-page and 
dismissed as a “rather woolly argumentation” (DeFrancis 1989: 48). Haas 
(1970, 1976, 1983), who tries so carefully to develop correspondence rules 
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between scripts and spoken language and who clearly speaks of writing 
systems as derived from spoken language, is dismissed with the assertion 
that: “[h]is views appear in large part to be a more elaborate and 
sophisticated restatement of the ideas that have led to popular acceptance 
of the notion that Chinese characters represent words.” (DeFrancis 1989: 
52) Sampson is dismissed for the same reason. In Sampson’s work, 
however, DeFrancis has found not only a point of view to oppose but even 
an actual, factual error. As noted above when Sampson’s work was dealt 
with, DeFrancis finds that Sampson has, like many others, relied on a 
tradition about a semasiographic device from Siberia, a semasiographic 
‘system’ which did not stand up to scrutiny (ibid.: 24–35). DeFrancis treats 
this piece as a major cause of Sampson’s belief in the possibility of 
extended communication by semasiography. But in actual fact, Sampson 
clearly speaks of the practical implausibility of such communication. 
DeFrancis takes up a few other primitive semasiographic pieces which 
have been mislabelled by some authors, notably by Diringer and Friedrich 
(DeFrancis 1989: 40). 

Visible Speech contains intricate discussions where its author purports 
to show that only phonetically referring signs can make a writing system 
work. Symptomatically, he attacks a ‘pictographic myth’ where 
semasiography is held to function because the semasiographic signs can 
refer to their meaning through iconicity. For DeFrancis, iconicity thus 
becomes a rival to phoneticity as a working power in writing systems. 
This merely shows his misunderstanding of how any sign system works, 
including spoken language. I have dealt with these aspects of DeFrancis 
before, and here I simply cite my own concluding remarks: “the meaning 
of a picture in one situation does not automatically explain the meaning 
of the same picture in other circumstances. The meaning is 
conventionally given in each situation. […] A system does not have to be 
based on anything; the case is rather the opposite: the very fact that it 
functions – i.e., that it is used – gives the meaning to its various parts.” 
(Pettersson 1994: 137)  

In the present work I will bring up DeFrancis again, however, to 
discuss his (and others’) claims about species-specific speech and the 
allegedly consequent supremacy of speech for human inter-
communication. The dependence of writing on speech, and more 
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generally, of language on medium, will be elaborated on in the next 
chapter.  

3.4 Concluding remarks 
As has just been pointed out, DeFrancis (1989) strikes hard against 

authors whose views are in effect quite similar to his own in the 
perspective of the relationship between writing and speech. His main 
irritation concerns what he thinks is a neglect of the phonetic part of full-
fledged writing.  

In his opinion, “The phonetic operational unit [...] is the heart of the 
system.” (1989: 56) because “the [phonetic] medium is unalterably part of 
the genetic make-up of the species” (ibid.: 7). What if this presumption 
was dropped? Would the assumption that spoken language constitutes a 
sine qua non for advanced human intercommunication (as allegedly 
witnessed by the supremacy of phonography among writing systems) 
supposed by the other authors really be maintainable? After all, if we are 
not willing to see language as a monolithic system but as growing in 
communication, there are indeed reasons to believe that without 
DeFrancis’ presumptions of a predetermined medium for communication it 
would be necessary to discuss the other assumption(s) as well. 

If there is no genetic preference for the oral/aural mode of 
communicating, and the phonetic substance could not be thought of as 
structured in the way alphabetic writing suggests, what would then remain 
of Vachek’s binormism (except as a norm for linguistic studies!)? What 
would become of Haas’ division of writing according to phonetic 
principles? 

What would remain of Gelb’s assertion that “once man discovered a way 
of expressing exact forms of speech in written signs, writing lost its 
independent character and became largely a written substitute for its 
spoken counterpart” (except as a norm for grammatology; WWS p. 3)? 

And similarly for Coulmas’ more or less explicit assumption of the 
secondary status of the written sign: what would remain of it if different 
forms of communication were seen as concurring, not competing, and if it 
were recognised that these different forms are shaped in and by their 
concurrence? And what would remain of Sampson’s assumption that a 
script is “a system for encoding […] spoken language into the graphic 
medium”? 

Actually, not much would remain of these representational views if they 
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could not rely on a more or less unanalysed assumption that what ‘really’ 
counts in human communication is spoken language. Therefore it is 
worthwhile to scrutinise the arguments of DeFrancis even if he rejects the 
views of most works except for Gelb’s and even if a criticism directed 
against DeFrancis’s book would in many of its details not be applicable to 
the other authors’ works. He has, after all, bothered to find a base for the 
prevalent assumption. Discussing his solution will make necessary a 
discussion of the medium-dependency of language. Chapter 4 will be 
devoted to such a discussion, biased towards the applicability of the 
arguments for a theory of writing but nevertheless drawing on many facts, 
including non-grammatological ones. 
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Chapter 4 – The medium-dependency of language 
 

4.1 Introduction 
This chapter contains some discussions on what could possibly be 

delimiting factors for the expressiveness of different kinds of language. An 
intriguing question is of course why speech so apparently dominates in the 
world’s languages. Even if I objected to a representational view in the 
previous chapter, here I will admit some advantages for speech over other 
forms of communication. The chapter will end, however, with the proposal 
that the dominance is more apparent than real, that there is a domination of 
speech in linguistics but not so much in language. 

4.1.1 Background 
The authors reviewed in the previous chapter ascribed to spoken 

language the capability of covering the bulk of what comes up in 
interhuman discourse. Let us list the different authors and how they 
express this thought: 

 
Vachek –– implicitly understood from his neglect of other forms of 

expression than speech, phonography, and logography 
Haas –– scripts “of ‘ordinary’ semantic range” (1976: 159) have been 

derived from spoken languages 
Coulmas –– “Language [i.e. spoken language] is the most elaborate 

symbolic system that human beings control.” (1989: 27) 
Sampson –– “as complex and rich in expressive potential as […] spoken 

language” (1985: 30) 
Gelb –– “speech is the fullest and the most developed of all our systems of 

signs” (1963: 10) 
DeFrancis –– spoken language can convey ‘full communication’, that is, 

can convey “any and all thought” (1989: 5). Only spoken language is 
‘full’ by its own means 

 
The last author was not explicitly cited on his definition of ‘full 
communication’ in the previous chapter, but below this definition will be 
accounted for, as will what the same author defines as ‘partial 
communication’.  
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To start with, it is the phonocentrism fostered by DeFrancis and the 
biological claims presented by him in his Visible Language (1989) which 
will be discussed. As mentioned in the last chapter, his strong assumptions 
really do seem to be necessary to explain the representational or 
secondary status that other authors ascribe to non-spoken forms of 
expression. 

DeFrancis agrees with much of what Gelb says, especially in his 
general outlook. However, whereas Gelb is satisfied with simply stating 
that with the advent of phonography writing lost its independent status 
and became written speech, DeFrancis wants to prove this. Similarly, 
where Gelb merely defines ‘full writing’ to be phonography, DeFrancis 
again wants to prove it. To this end, he needs a neutral definition of 
‘fullness’ of writing. If spoken language is “the fullest and the most 
elaborate of all our systems of signs” as Gelb had it, it would be fair to say 
that spoken language can cover most of our undertakings. Therefore, 
phonographic systems should also be able to cover most of our 
undertakings, since they (are supposed to) mimic speech. Thus, the 
“complex and rich […] expressive potential” which Sampson speaks 
about could be called the “ ‘ordinary’ semantic range” (Haas) for spoken 
and written language. This semantic range is the standard against which 
other systems of graphic communication should be measured, and other 
types of communication should also be tested by it. 

One question about this standard remains, however: just how rich in 
expressive potentials is spoken language? Or, to put the same question 
negatively, what cannot be spoken? We are not talking about taboos now, 
but of what would be impossible to speak about. Sometimes one says that 
one does not have enough words to describe a feeling. But this could be, if 
not an exaggeration, then at least an indirect way of hinting at one’s 
feeling – a hint which, as it seems, really works. Therefore, it seems 
reasonable to conclude that one can use speech to express even the 
inexpressible, and no doubt we will feel sure that language can be used to 
convey any and all thought: think of something inexpressible, talk about 
its inexpressibility, and most people will have understood you. This 
appears not to be the case for other ‘languages’, for instance so-called 
‘body language’. But it holds, mutatis mutandis, for ordinary writing. 
And yet, it does not hold for any kind of writing: the symbols of 
mathematics or the icons of a Macintosh computer could not be used this 
broadly. Such systems do not seem capable of expressing all the thoughts 
which may strike one’s mind. I have objections to this kind of arguing 
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where different linguistic forms are not seen as functioning together, but 
for the moment let it simply be stated that this is the line of reasoning 
which the reader meets in DeFrancis’ Visible Speech, where the following 
definitions are also made: 

 Partial writing is a system of graphic symbols that can be used to convey  
only some thought. 
 
 Full writing is a system of graphic symbols that can be used to convey  
any and all thought. 

DeFrancis (1989: 5) 

DeFrancis further says that the dichotomy just cited applies to all forms 
of human communication. To write this explicitly we can formulate it as: a 
partial means of communication is a system of symbols that can be used to 
convey only some thought; a full means of communication is a system of 
symbols that can be used to convey any and all thought. Then it remains 
for DeFrancis to prove that only phonography, which for him is graphic 
communication based on speech, can be full writing. He tries to do this by 
first arguing that only speech provides a full means of communication ‘on 
its own’, so to speak. That is, all other systems of communication, whether 
written or not, either derive their structure from speech or are simply 
partial means of communication. 

How could speech ascend to such heights among all the forms of 
expression that humans use? Especially, would not gesture language, with 
its ability to imitate what we do, be the primary means of communication? 
DeFrancis cites the final paragraphs of a long article by Charles F. Hockett 
where several works on the origin of spoken language have been reviewed: 

Consider, now, that hand-carrying, hunting, and tools and technology […] gave 
the hands many things to do. As time passed there was more and more to 
communicate about, and an ever larger number of occasions when the hands were 
much too busy to be used even for vitally important semaphor. As a ridiculously 
trivial example, imagine two or three folks gathered around a heavy object to lift 
it; when all are ready, how can the leader’s hand signal “Now!”? So, more and 
more it was necessary for our ancestors to eke out their lives with grunts, and 
more and more it was crucial for the grunts to be specific and unambiguous. 

That could easily have led nowhere (and for many hominid groups doubtless 
did), for in organic evolution there is never any advanced guarantee that selection 
will successfully adapt a species to the environmental and social demands it faces. 
In fact, however, it led to the birth of true language, because here we are. (Hockett 
1978: 300f) 
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DeFrancis concludes:  

Yes, here we are, at the top of the heap, thanks in large measure to the fact that 
full speech enabled our ancestors to out-communicate rivals who had only 
gestures and rudimentary grunts at their command. Speech was a major factor 
leading to the ascendancy of the human animal in the process of natural selection, 
and today speech, supplemented by other modalities, continues to be the primary 
means of communication. All human communication is based on one of the 
several thousands of spoken languages now in existence. (DeFrancis 1989: 8f) 

It can be noted that even if speech is not an “unalterab[le] part of the 
genetic make-up of the species” (ibid.: 7), as DeFrancis wants to have it, 
there could have been an evolution of speech anyhow, which the quotation 
of Hockett actually allows for. One could say that through the millennia, 
speech (i.e. every spoken language) has developed a marvellous 
complexity, every generation of speakers adding a little to the ‘system’ 
inherited from their parents.  

Thus it remains to be seen whether a ‘full’ language (i.e. a ‘full’ means 
of communication) necessarily has to be based on spoken language, and 
especially if it has to be based on the phonetic side of spoken language 
(because this is the specific claim of DeFrancis; if this was not the case, it 
would be merely an accidental fact that only spoken language evolved into 
a full form of communication all by its own means). In the view of the 
present author, the revision of the history of deaf-mutes sign language has 
shown that hearing people’s spoken language did not form the base for the 
full sign language, and this of course speaks univocally against the idea 
that “the medium is unalterably part of the genetic make-up of the species” 
(ibid.). Here I give a brief account of misconceptions of deaf people’s 
ability to communicate, before proceeding with discussions on what 
prevents means of expression from supporting ‘full’ communication if 
genetic explanations are not valid. 

4.2 Sign language 
We saw in the last chapter that Vachek thought that the deaf 

communicate by hand-alphabet. DeFrancis is more informed than this and 
refers to the American Sign Language, ASL. He also issues a caveat 
against judging sign language from superficial observations: 

Apart from the matter of vocabulary, other aspects of ASL, including the 
equivalent of grammatical rules, are also far more complicated than they appear to 
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casual observers. The overall result is a highly sophisticated system that can be 
labeled as rudimentary only out of ignorance or because literal translations into 
spoken language convey a misleading impression of primitiveness, masking the 
underlying complexity. (DeFrancis 1989:16) 

Nevertheless, his partiality to speech leads him astray. He does indeed 
admit that ASL and similar systems are full systems of communication, but 
he views them as being in the main based on speech: “In the first stage the 
system consisted only of some rudimentary gestures, which were initiated 
by the deaf themselves. In the second stage some hearing persons, first in 
France and then in the United States, stepped in and expanded these 
rudimentary signs into a full system influenced by their own speech. In the 
third stage the deaf took over from their hearing allies and further adapted 
the system as they saw fit” (ibid.). 

By now there is a substantial body of literature on deaf history to prove 
this image false. When the Mind Hears by Harlan Lane (1984a) is a very 
detailed account of the institutionalisation of deaf education. Originally, in 
France, some understanding of deaf people’s need to make use of their 
own language was acknowledged, but the tendency to invent signs for 
spoken words and grammatical elements was there from the beginning. 
Later, the so-called ‘oral’ method, by which the deaf are trained to lip-
read and also to articulate and speak, became the standard. This resulted 
in a deprivation of deaf culture: deaf people could no longer become 
teachers of the deaf, deaf pupils were never to see real sign language if 
they did not have deaf parents, teachers used signed variants of their own 
language which the pupils did not comprehend, and oral training usurped 
the school curriculum because producing sound – which was quite an 
unintelligible goal for these pupils (at least for the born deaf) – required 
considerable training. The consequence was that deaf pupils learned 
almost nothing. 

Someone would perhaps like to ask: is there not at least one good 
consequence of oralism, namely that it will be simpler for the deaf to 
acquire the written language? After all, writing is often claimed to be 
based on speech. Whether it is true that writing is a representation or 
whether it is rather the case that children, when learning to read and write, 
learn a spoken dialect that fits the written language they are learning does 
not matter here. It is enough to note that there is a correspondence 
between writing and speech. Unfortunately, having acquired practically no 
language at all, it is not easy for deaf pupils to master writing, whether or 



 4 – THE MEDIUM-DEPENDENCY OF LANGUAGE 51 

not it is presented as written speech: “The achievement of the average deaf 
seventeen-year-old is sixth-grade level in arithmetic (their best subject), 
and fourth-grade level in reading”, Lane (1984a: 399) notes for America, 
and the situation is similar in other countries too (Sacks 1990: 161ff). All 
through his book Lane stresses how important it is that deaf children meet 
purposeful communication and be taught real subjects – and not only how 
to pronounce and lip-read words whose meaning they have only a vague 
notion of. 

Nowadays, ‘bilingualism’ is gaining ground. Deaf and hard of hearing 
children are taught sign language (hearing parents are not left out) and 
written language is taught as a second language (and treated as a written 
language). Lip-reading and articulation are of no primary importance in 
such programmes. And deaf pupils have begun to score as high as hearing 
peers. (See Bilingualism in Deaf Education, eds. Inger Ahlgren & Kenneth 
Hyltenstam, 1994.)  

For this chapter, we may conclude that the false belief that spoken 
language formed the base for sign language can be removed from the 
agenda, and it is time to turn to the main subject of DeFrancis’ work, 
namely writing and its possible dependence on speech. This because there 
are indeed advantages of speech over writing and if one grasps their nature 
it will be easier to see in general the relative advantage of one linguistic 
medium over another. I have written about this before (1994), but now I 
will ponder it at some length, and the discussion will continue in Chapter 
5. 

4.3 ‘Full’ semasiography? 
As was noted in Chapter 3, DeFrancis’ rejection of semasiography is 

coloured by his notion of the representational nature of writing. As 
concerns pictures, and picture writing, DeFrancis devotes considerable 
space to dismissing the possibility of any extensive communication by 
means of iconographic devices (1989:24–47). He attacks the common 
belief that pictures are self-explanatory. As I proposed in Pettersson (1994: 
132), DeFrancis is of course right in that pictures are not understandable 
by themselves – it takes a culture to explain them, namely the very culture 
in which they were produced. But there, these pictures may very well be 
intelligible to a general public. 

However, from this we should not leap to the conclusion that one can 
instantaneously raise a literate culture wherever pictures of some sort are 
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in use. For it will not do to take all our books and other written things and 
supplant the alphabetic words occurring in these works with ‘their’ 
pictures. The literate culture is a new culture and the meaning of a picture 
in one situation does not automatically explain the meaning of the same 
picture in other circumstances, as was concluded in the last chapter.1 If 
something is to be inferred from DeFrancis’ exposure of pictography it is 
that the meaning is conventionally given in each situation. The facts he 
presents do not really refute the possibility of ‘full’ semasiography. 

Furthermore, ‘full’ logographies are also impossible according to 
DeFrancis: 

Neither English nor Chinese writing, nor the writing of any other language, can 
function with graphemes based on any of the semantic levels – discourse, words, 
or even morphemes. For the number of the equivalent spoken items at the 
command of the average speaker of any language is so enormous that the human 
mind has shown no evidence of being able to represent them with graphemes of 
this sort, despite its ability to manipulate them by mouth and by ear. (1989: 55f) 

In an earlier work, The Chinese Language – Fact and Fantasy, 
DeFrancis wrote: “How can the cognitive impact of little two-dimensional 
black-on-white symbols be compared with that of three-dimensional, 
multicolored, multitextured, and otherwise differentiated objects in our 
visual world?” (1984:176; cp. similar arguments against pictography in 
DeFrancis 1989: 45). However, the same critique can be advanced against 
spoken language regarded as sound: ‘How can the cognitive impact of 
little sound units be compared with ...?’2 

The  allusions to selective biological evolution in his later work is 
probably meant to explain this difference in ‘cognitive impact’. But as 
noted above, the explanation given by Hockett does not imply that the 

                                           
1 In a film called Discovering the Human Language (Part One in the The Human Language Series, where 
the language view of the generative school is explained), a few scenes show Jerry Fodor expounding on 
the un-depictable nature of ‘negation’. In one instance he says something like “There is not a giraffe 
standing next to me – how do you draw that?” But the next scene shows a drawing of a man with his arm 
around a silhouette of a giraffe! So that was a way to depict not. Of course, it is not possible to make 
silhouettes of everything we can speak of, but the error in Fodor’s argument is that his point of departure 
is the structure of language; cp. what DeFrancis so insightfully says about ASL and “literal translations 
into spoken language” cited in sec. 4.2 above. (I thank Päivi Juvonen, Stockholm, for giving me the 
opportunity to see this film.) 
2 Proposing a phonemic structure of spoken words does not help because it would be easy to argue for the 
same internal structure of logographic signs in non-pictographic writing systems; the task is simply to find 
some sub-logogram units, allowing for a freedom of the same order as the one which allophonic variation 
in speech represents. For some examples, see Pettersson (1994: 134). It could also be noted that Vachek 
(1965/1989) responded to claims that written language could not be equated with spoken since letters had 
no corresponding structure to the dissociable structure of phonemes into distinctive features. Röhr (1994: 
44f) gives references to featural analyses of graphemes. 
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medium of language became genetically determined. The evolution of 
language will be brought up later in the present chapter, but this section 
will concentrate on the possibility of ‘full’ semasiography.   

When trying to grasp exactly what difficulties human beings, that is we, 
may face when they communicate by graphical means, one must question 
claims that graphs are, on genetic grounds, so useless as compared to 
sounds. After all, we can recognise innumerable persons, objects, and 
actions by merely seeing them. Could not a sign inventory be comparable 
to these things? I think we rush too quickly if we pick out our ability to 
recognise fellow beings by, say, their faces as a proof of a general capacity 
of communicating by visual means: a counter-argument to this parallel 
from someone inclined to bring in the biological evolution of man would 
be that the human brain is adapted to recognise human faces. On the other 
hand, newly invented things like computers or the CD-disc present no 
problem of recognition for us when we have been familiarised with them. 
In such cases the biological evolution of man can play no significant role. 
Should not this also hold for the signs of a writing system however large 
its signary may be? 

In Pettersson (1994: 134) I elaborated a positive answer to this, 
reasoning as follows. Certainly, the real-world appearance of objects and 
actions gives hints as to what they are; we do not see them in isolation. The 
situation where they appear and all the various ‘details’ they are made up 
of show what relations they have to everything else, like how they 
function, how they are used etc. I admitted this but stressed that the case of 
graphemes is comparable to this. Pictograms or non-pictorial graphs all 
have their defining situations: one is the situational frame where the text 
that they belong to appears; another is the intratextual situation, which is 
to say that they appear together with other graphemes. Their meaning will 
be displayed in their employment in actual texts.3 

But my arguments do not support a view where all the words of spoken 
language can be ‘represented’. Rather, my arguments rest upon the notion 
of a written language (including its writing system) as something evolved 
and sustained by the use of it. On the other hand, I can hardly imagine that 
spoken language could represent all spoken words in some parallel but 
arbitrary phonetic form! What the bilingual person has learnt is to 

                                           
3 A difference in recognition abilities and production abilities does not have to concern us here, but it can 
be noted that such a difference holds for spoken language, too. In the written medium this difference may, 
however, be very big, as demonstrated by researchers on Protestant literacy in earlier centuries where a 
‘read-only’ proficiency was the rule; Lindmark (1994), Thomas (1986: 100). 
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express himself accurately in two languages (like Swedish and English, or 
Czech and written Czech). 

It is of secondary importance how graphemes are introduced into the 
semasiographic system. Introducing them by means of oral language is of 
course convenient but sign language would be just as fine. Moreover, at 
some level, ideograms can be explicitly defined by intratextual means, that 
is, by other ideograms solely (this must hold since alphabetically spelled 
words can be defined explicitly in writing). Before that level is reached, 
contextual appearance may give some indication of meaning, just like in 
spoken language and in ‘real life’. Either way, written signs are defined by 
the use one makes of them. Sampson, for instance, makes the remark that 
we pick up much of our vocabulary of less common words directly from 
reading (1985: 182). 

Actually, one of DeFrancis ways to prove the supremacy of speech is to 
note that semasiography in non-literate cultures has been surrounded by 
spoken language in its establishment (cp. also sec. 4.6 about ‘partial 
writing’). This, then, is meant to give the reader the impression that these 
systems, too, are based on spoken language although not overtly on its 
phonetic side. Against such a view one could cite what one of the earliest 
linguists describing sign language has pointed out: “I trust that no one has 
yet observed a child learning to look and point by using an already 
mastered spoken-language pronoun system.” (Stokoe 1976: 511) Rather, 
gesture and brow seem to be what makes it possible for the child to take 
the first steps away from a simple emotive expression in the spoken 
medium to a more ‘intellectually’ oriented conversation. 

Is spoken language therefore to be regarded as inherently based on 
gesture language? This seems strange, since blind children also learn to 
speak. The notion of ‘based on’ is, rather, the problem. As was noted in 
Chapter 3, different sign forms appear in conjunction and this will shape 
all the forms. The thought of a ‘representational’ relationship between 
different forms of expression often provides a poor picture of the complex 
and not seldom fortuitous interrelationships which are involved. 

In sum, the way graphemes are introduced into the semasiographic 
system can be treated as unimportant in the present discussion (in an actual 
case, on the other hand, pedagogical considerations would be of the utmost 
importance), and the conclusion must be that the human mind is really 
capable of comprehending an extensive semasiographic system. 
Consequently, a ‘full’ semasiographic system does not seem to be out of 
reach for mankind. 
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Now, however, it is time to stress an important difference between 
spoken and written language. 

4.4 Language at hand 
Interaction with language (as well as interaction between people) 

consists of the extension of the stock of expressions. Old ‘signs’ are used 
in new ways and are thus given new meanings. New constellations of signs 
are used to provoke further new meanings. Sometimes new signs are 
brought into usage. This holds for writing and sign language as well as for 
spoken language. Therefore, a translation element by element into an 
allegedly basic form of language will not do, since we constantly have to 
interpret the symbols around us – we have to understand them in the 
medium in which they exist. Why, then, is writing secondary to speech 
(and sign language) historically?  

This may appear to be an unanswerable question if we equate the 
expressibility of writing and speech totally. But as we saw in Chapter 3, 
the medium accounts for differences. At the same time, I was not quite 
willing to accept the rigidness of Vachek’s ‘binormism’, especially not its 
exclusivistic account of speech and writing (= phonography). One should 
allow for a continuously ongoing and multi-medially substantiated 
language creation (mentioned above and in Chapter 3) while taking 
medium-dependency into account. The following paragraph notes a 
particularly striking difference between speech and writing. 

Natural language, whether speech or sign language, is at hand all the 
time while writing is not. This fact – but not any alleged superiority of 
aurality as against visual perception – will surely account for many of the 
differences between speech and various writing systems (and, of course, 
for the fact that deaf-mutes invent sign languages instead of writing). Since 
speech is at hand all the time (for hearing people), the spoken language of 
a person will be developed most of the time he or she is in interaction with 
other people. Spoken forms of expression will be easier to establish than 
written ones, and new demands of expressibility will probably first be met 
in spoken discourse rather than in written. 

More generally, the readiness of speech and gestures and other bodily 
expressions will promote their (simultaneous) proliferation, while writing, 
or any other communication dependent on artefacts, will not be that readily 
available. The artefactual means of communication will not appear as often 
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nor be used as swiftly in interaction.4 If, as I hold in the present work, the 
means of communication are established in communication, the constraints 
on interaction5 will heavily shape the means of communication. 

Terminology: introducing corporal and extra-corporal 
Without explicitly defining the terms, I have just been speaking of the 

difference of speech (etc.) and writing (etc.) in terms of ‘natural’ versus 
‘artefactual’. These words could be used as a basis for a terminology: 
natural language would then be language produced by natural means of 
communication, that is, communication without artefacts. Writing is then 
an artefactual means of communication.  

However, one could raise objections as to the aptness of these terms. For 
instance, since language – any language – is man-made, spoken language 
is also an artefact. Further, for a literate person it is quite a ‘natural’ thing 
to express himself in writing. Moreover, tracing a line in sand with one’s 
finger or with a branch which one has found is not to use artefacts; writing 
does thus not have to be literally based on ‘artefactual’ means. On the 
other hand, sand and branches are not with us all the time, so the ‘at 
handness’ excludes more than the use of artefacts. Actually, only the 
bodily means are at our disposal all the time. (An important fact, which 
however is not directly connected with the aurality vs. visuality issue, is 
the fact that the bodily means allow for an ongoing involuntary signalling 
which is important for interaction to take place.) 

Thus, when I refer to the existence or non-existence of ‘at handness’, I 
will in the rest of this work use corporal means of communication, or 
simply corporal language, and extra-corporal means, or extra-corporal 
language.6 Sometimes, however, I will use the terms ‘natural’ and 
‘artefactual’ to emphasise that there is some kind of ‘naturalness’ in the 

                                           
4 A fact which researchers interested in the ‘bilingual’ method in deaf education point to (e.g. Lane 1984a, 
R. Andersson 1994: 95ff, Svartholm 1994). 
5 In recent years, the dialogue has often been presented as the proper context for linguistic expression as 
against an unnatural, decontextualised description of language made within the traditional grammatical 
frame (see e.g. Poyatos 1983, 1993, Kress 1982, and Linell 1982 among the works mentioned in the 
present work). This critique is quite understandable. When it comes to writing, however, I would be 
inclined to accept the existence of single-individual ‘conversation’: the stability of the written text allows 
the writer to become the reader. The producer of a written utterance may not only question his own 
thoughts but even find them incomprehensible. He may therefore ask himself for clarification. The 
conscious reflection upon the written text will no doubt contribute to the growth of both the form and 
function of the written language. 
6 The spelling is not meant to signify any specific deviation from Poyatos’ (1983; see sec. 4.6 below) use 
of ‘corporeal’, ‘organismal’, or ‘organic’ and ‘artifactual’ or ‘inorganic’ although it is true that our aims 
are different. (I do not, by the way, treat the artefactual languages which do not involve the production of 
durable ‘utterances’, such as drum languages; D.J. Umiker 1974; cp. the previous footnote.) 
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one and some kind of ‘un-naturalness’ in the other. (The term ‘body 
language’ for corporal language would of course be misleading since 
‘body language’, in its ordinary use, does not refer to vocal expressions nor 
to sign language. It is generally understood that body language does not 
contain verbal expressions but is constituted by involuntary emotional 
expression; such limitations do not affect corporal language.) 

Finally, it should be recognised that insisting on an absolute watershed 
between corporal and extra-corporal language will not be fruitful in many 
situations, because just as gestures may co-function with speech, so may 
concrete things as well: 

When I utter ‘This book is amusing’, I am referring to a particular book, but 
instead of giving the title of the book, I show the book to my addressee. This 
showing of the book is a part of my use of symbols. The indexical expression ‘this 
book’ indicates the book as being a part of my utterance. (Segerdahl 1996: 41) 

I do not want to object to Pär Segerdahl’s conclusion that “the entity fulfils 
a function in language” (ibid.) but to understand differences in, for 
example, size of vocabulary of semasiographies versus spoken languages, 
the ‘at handness’ of corporal language as compared to the extra-corporal 
means is illuminating. The corporal means are with us in all kinds of 
communication and are consequently adapted to all sorts of activities. 

 

A suitable medium for the articulation of thought (Sampson 1985) 
We saw earlier, in Chapter 3, that Sampson (and Coulmas, too) argued 

for the practical (albeit not principal) impossibility that a people would 
develop a pure semasiographic system of the same expressive potential as 
their spoken language: 

One can see that it would involve a great deal of redundant effort for members of a 
society to have to master two unrelated ‘languages’, one for spoken and the other 
for written use, when the alternative option is available of developing a system for 
encoding their spoken language into the graphic medium. (Sampson 1985: 30) 

But as he goes on, he must admit that possessing two languages is quite a 
commonplace among the peoples of the world: 

However, one must be wary of pressing the ‘redundant effort’ argument too hard. 
There are many societies whose members do indeed regularly master two or more 
spoken languages, often unrelated ones; the near-monolingualism of English 
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society is not very common on a world scale. Possibly, therefore, the explanation 
for why we do not find semasiographic systems that are comparable in expressive 
power to spoken languages is that, for some reason that remains unclear, speech is 
simply a more suitable medium than visible marks in which to develop a 
comprehensive system for the articulation of thought – so that a general-purpose 
written communication-system can function only by encoding the elements of an 
existing spoken language. (Sampson 1985: 30) 

With the above remarks about the effects of having the means for the 
articulation of thought readily ‘at hand’, Sampson’s puzzlement is 
hopefully resolved: if it is acknowledged that language is bred in use, 
linguistic forms must always be shaped in a substance and most often so in 
the medium most readily at hand, which simply is speech (or corporal 
language).7 

4.5 Full corporal forms 
Surely, some important problems are not addressed by the discussion on 

‘language at hand’ because it does not take into account the difference 
between various corporal means of expression, for instance between sign 
language and spoken language. If the deaf develop sign languages, why 
has the hearing and seeing majority not developed a gestural language 
which is as comprehensive as their spoken language? Sampson’s 
‘redundant effort’ argument is here really unconvincing, since we do a lot 
of visual signalling simultaneously with our audible speaking. Why was 
only one medium exploited for ‘full’ communication? 

In this section I will discuss these things by comparing the different 
modes of expression with each other. But let it be said at once that I do not 
think that this way of discussing the matter can solve the problems. In 
Chapter 3 I spoke against the monomedial view of natural as well as 
written language. Section 4.6 and 4.7 will pursue this criticism further. 
Nevertheless, a monomedial view does not arise out of nothing, and in the 
following chapter where the phonetisation of writing is discussed, I will 

                                           
7 I have the feeling that Sampson thinks of ‘developing a comprehensive system’ as a millennium-long 
process. It is true that he says that “the complex structures of spoken languages are as much ‘cultural’ 
products as any other, not biologically predetermined” (1985: 14) as cited in Chapter 3. But this merely 
limits the process from millions of years to millennia. The fact that one can easily trace a millennium-long 
history behind any of today’s spoken languages (including creole languages if one wants to include their 
‘parent’ languages in their history), does not mean that it takes more than a generation to develop a 
functioning language. The ‘comprehensive system’ must be seen against what is to be comprehended. 
Language is made of available substance. These include already existing linguistic ‘material’, a fact which 
will mask the essential inventiveness of the communicative acts. (I think Claude Hagège is quite to the 
point when he prefers the term ‘language building’ instead of ‘language change’; 1993: 10). 
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make reference to the present section. 

Perception types 
We could extend our meditation on our communicative capabilities to 

bring in smell, taste and touch also. This would actually be to follow in the 
footsteps of Gelb who, in a broad outlook on communication in his A 
Study of Writing, remarked that the types of production are legion and that 
it is better to classify systems of communication according to perception 
(1963: 2). Admittedly, smell, taste and touch fall a bit outside a treatment 
of phonography with its reference to the audible and visual, but for the 
sake of completeness I will make a few remarks immediately below. 

Certainly, it should be obvious that we recognise many different smells 
and that a certain smell can evoke distinct memories. However, I do not 
know of anyone who has proposed a ‘full smelling system’, as it were. 
What is more, if it is to be a corporal system, full or partial, I doubt it will 
be fully under voluntary control and the speed of production of the 
substances might be limited (and also their dispersion and reception, as 
Studdert-Kennedy once noted when pondering “Language by hand and by 
Eye”; 1980). Probably, it would not be a medium as swift as speech. Taste 
seems also to fall short in comparison with speech. (And, to be very 
exhaustive: heat perception might become as discriminative as smell and 
taste, but corporal excitation of ‘heat signals’ is as limited as in the 
previous two cases, I guess.) 

Touch, on the other hand, seems to be potentially as useful as sight and 
hearing, since the deaf-blind learn special touch languages.8 These 
systems, however, have been developed by persons who have developed 
their linguistic capacities in the visual and aural medium. Therefore they 
provide no evidence that sound is not the only medium in which one can 
develop a full-fledged language without the aid of another, already 
established, ‘full’ language form. However, there is a feature most 
important for the present discussion: the tactile means is not ‘at hand’ to 
the same extent as visual and aural means, since the interlocutors have to 
be in close approximation to each other (they have to be ‘at hand’ in a very 
literal sense). Because of this one can suspect that the fact that speech 

                                           
8 It seems as if even pure vibration patterns could be learnt in ‘innumerable’ quantities: “a deaf child I 
grew up with, in London, fifty years ago, […] could identify countless pieces of music by placing his hand 
on the sounding board of the piano (his mother was a piano teacher)” (Sacks 1990: 161). Of course, here 
one could propose a phonemic structure facilitating recognition, namely the notes. But in any event, the 
conclusion relevant here is that vibrations do not have to be audible to be distinguished extensively. 
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seems to prevail all over the world is not caused by some innate incapacity 
of the human race for developing language in the sensorimotor medium but 
simply is a result of physical constraints on this medium. 

In sum, the reasons for the neglect of smell, taste, and touch in the 
world’s languages seem not to rest on constraints on our linguistic faculty 
but rather on purely physical ones. On the other hand, the question why 
gesture, mien, and body position seem to be ‘partial’ and far from full-
fledged will require a more elaborate discussion. 

Lopsided evolution of language 
Naturally, an existing predominance of speech may make parents behave 

monomedially more or less consciously to make the child aware that one 
does not always have to point etc. to convey a certain message. But this 
state of today’s communication will not explain how the human species 
ever became speech-biased (thus, works like Carter 1975 or Bruner 1975 
will not concern us here). To pick up the discussion from the section on 
deaf-mutes’ sign language, we can start by noting that it is not at all 
impossible to argue for the advantages of a gestural language; I present 
two points here: 

• Gestural language easily lends itself to iconic mimicry and “[m]ore of 
what we talk about every day has to do with the things we see, touch, and 
encounter than with the sounds we hear, the odors we detect, or the tastes 
we savor. Life is, foremost, a visual experience that takes place in space” 
(Lane 1984a: 213); and further, “[s]o much is man a seeing animal moving 
in space that he often conceives nonspatial matters in spatial terms […, 
e.g.,] the future is ahead of us, the present here, and the past behind” 
(ibid.); thus, our expressions seem preadapted to visual rather than spoken 
realisation. Finally, many relationships expressed by prepositions and 
pronouns in spoken languages are much better explicated in three-
dimensional space (ibid.; see also Engberg-Pedersen 1993 which I referred 
to in Chapter 3). 

• There have been reports that infants acquire sign language more 
quickly than speech (syntax, especially: two-words sentences; see Stokoe 
1976). This does not seem unlikely. The little child will see its hands while 
expressing itself and will be able to exercise better control over them than 
over the speech organ. One may object that the child hears the movements 
of the speech organs and that this hearing is as much a means for 
exercising control as seeing is. True, but since the infant can see his hands 
almost all the time he is awake, I am inclined to believe that he, very soon, 
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will have a better command of his hands than of his tongue (allowing for 
different speeds of mastering pitch and tongue). 

One could further note that darkness is actually not an absolute limit for 
sign language. From a volume of original papers on deaf education, 
collected by Harlan Lane (1984b), one learns that deaf people may very 
well communicate in darkness through manipulating each others hands 
(Nota bene: rather than trying to trace each other’s signing, they sign for 
each other!); Saboureux de Fontenay seems to write about finger spelling, 
while Pierre Desloges writes about more proper sign language (Lane 
1984b: 27 & 39). The former points out that also the deaf-and-blind can 
communicate in this fashion. 

As a matter of fact, it is not the case that the spokesmen for speech 
neglect gestures. Hockett (1978), for example, emphasises how powerful 
sign language is because of its instant access to iconicity, and he admits 
that there is no straight forward explanation of how and why gesture-
based conversation could be supplanted by speech. Even before 
Darwinism people could imagine that ‘early man’ had not always had a 
language (see e.g. Donald 1991, Ch. 2; Aarsleff 1976). They could see the 
origin of language in generalisations of grunts accompanying e.g. 
pointing. In the twentieth century, there have been speculations about 
which natural processes might have resulted in phonemes, words, etc., 
like the following remark about handicraft transformations (in the sense 
of generative grammar): “The cognitive grammars of tool-making and a 
transformational syntax are similar in a meaningful sense. The ‘same’ 
neural mechanisms may underl[ie] both cognitive grammars.” (Ph. 
Lieberman 1976: 671). 

Now, the supposed development and evolution of an innate grammatical 
categorisation does not concern us here since it does not answer the 
question why seeing people switched to spoken language. Further, since I 
am inclined to the all-interpreting human being, I do not think we have to 
account for a first birth of spoken language. As far back as we may 
account for human beings, there has been speaking and gesturing and 
other forms of communication. But if we take it for granted that the 
spoken form of communication dominates throughout the world, we may 
still wonder why for instance sign languages develop (almost) only where 
there are a lot of deaf persons. Hockett (1978) gave one explanation 
where external factors played an important role. I will return to his 
account in Chapter 5. Here I will concentrate on purely medium-internal 
factors. 
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To start with, Oliver Sacks, in a book on sign language (actually 
inspired by Lane 1984a), says about the “buzz of conversation that is the 
background of ordinary life” that this is a source of information which the 
deaf child in a hearing environment lacks (1990: 29; see also Svartholm 
1994). This is an explanation why they lag so far behind in general 
understanding of diverse matters. Perhaps the same circumstance can be 
used to argue that hearing children get more linguistic training in speech 
than in sign (gesturing) since they will be able to hear more than they are 
able to see even if signing were performed as much as speaking in their 
surroundings. Admittedly, I said above that manual language must be 
easier to learn than speech for the infant. However, the child is not an 
infant all through childhood. When it has mastered the basics of spoken 
language, it will perhaps have the opportunity to learn so much more of 
such linguistic forms than of visual language.9 

It might be even more important, though, that spoken stimuli will be so 
narrowly received, via one channel only (especially when not directed to 
the child). This may make children familiar with one-channelness, at least 
with this particular one-channelness. A pure gestural or manual or facial 
channel is not so easily obtained accidentally: when the child sees the 
interlocutors he also hears them. 

Obviously, a multimedial experience will give a sort of competence in 
the constituent single channels. On the other hand, it is not always that one 
recognises a communicative act if it has become ‘thin’ (monomedial, 
oligomedial) – children, especially, may not react properly or at all unless 
addressed en face, that is, unless the adult uses the whole of his corporal 
resources to communicate with the child. But when a child finally 
understands a meagre way of communicating, this child will be open to 
two influences in addition to the one highlighted by Sacks, which was that 
they will receive a lot of information which is not specifically directed to 
them. The first influence is that this rich source of language examples 
perhaps contributes to the child’s linguistic competence in the ordinary 

                                           
9 But do not hearing children to deaf parents acquire both types of language? Yes, but two parents, of 
which at least one is deaf, do not provide much background chatter but do a lot of signing. Further, the 
child has to master signing to be able to speak to the deaf parent(s). But our concern here is how the 
general oral bias evolved. Deafness seems to be such a marginal case that it cannot possibly have 
influenced the evolution of how fully functional people communicate. (One interesting point should be 
made: since sign languages evolve wherever there is some percentage of deaf people of the population, 
one must admit that it is meaningful to discuss the evolution of spoken language from the developmental 
point of view in spite of the short time scale of the latter perspective (one to three generations) rather than 
to discuss the question in terms of the evolution of our species.) 
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sense10 and thereby gives oral language an advantage over the less often 
observed (received) gestural language. The second kind of influence is 
even more important for the present discussion, namely that this undirected 
but rich source of language examples will, by its mere existence, teach the 
child to behave monomedially, at least in speech.  

I have just given one possible reason, based on physical facts, why 
speech is favoured at the expense of other media for communication: every 
(hearing) child is incidentally taught that speech is self-sufficient. 
Therefore there is no immediate reason to think speech has a certain 
genetic advantage that excludes the possibility of ‘full’ communication not 
based on speech.11 

Certainly, there could be other ‘non-genetic’ explanations. I do not 
intend to exhaust these types of explanations, but shortly I will mention 
one other candidate. Probably there is an energy-conservation gain in using 
the tongue instead of the limbs. This could be argued in favour of speech – 
the assumption then being that energy-minimising will in the long run be a 
winning factor. (The Swedish phonetician Björn Lindblom has many times 
discussed how spoken language/s is/are structured by effort-economising 
principles; e.g. Lindblom, 1990, sec. 3.1, and Lindblom et al., in press, sec. 
2.1.) 

On the other hand, there are lots of things in human culture that should 
be avoided if we wanted to save our physical efforts. Using speech to 
chatter is perhaps better than manual movements, but to stop chattering is 
even more effortless. Here one might counter-argue that chattering is most 
necessary for group cohesiveness.12 At any rate, it is obvious that ‘limiting 
effort’ is a principle hard to define when it comes to social institutions like 
language. It has some applicability when it comes to the distinction 
between corporal and extra-corporal communication, since the artefactual 
means of communication are indeed not always readily available. Like-

                                           
10 Of course, if we take it for granted that language is learned in communication, it is enough that 
discourse topics are encountered in spoken form and only in spoken form. For there will be little reason 
for the child to question the format. He will simply not know of any other way of expressing his thoughts 
on these topics than in the oral form (it has to be admitted that a child’s ‘thoughts on a topic’ may often be 
limited to simply reiterate repeatedly what he has heard – then, of course, no change of medium will be 
possible). 
11 There could be an argument for genetic monomedialness which does not presuppose the supremacy of 
speech: one could attempt to propose that language could go along any channel but it will be determined 
early in infancy which is to be preferred; later, only language in the same medium can be acquired. But 
this hypothesis is easily rejected, since it is a well-established fact that hearing children of deaf parents 
will learn both the sign language of their parents and the spoken language of the surrounding community. 
12 This seems to be one of the points made by Robin Dunbar (1995; not available to me) according to an 
article by Lindblom (1996). 
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wise, efforts of learning are hard to ‘minimise’: e.g. the sound [r] would be 
totally aborted if two-year-olds were to vote on the question but this sound 
prevails generation after generation in many languages.13 

Habitual blindness  
Setting energy-economy aside, I have still made some allowance for a 

supremacy of proliferation for the spoken forms in the constantly ongoing 
language evolution. To this one could add the possibly restricting 
influence that any existing language has on the development of new 
language forms, whether or not in the same physical medium as the already 
flourishing language. For established forms of expression will be ‘at hand’ 
as much as involuntary or otherwise novel expressions. Compare clothing: 
people’s outfitting is to some degree dependent on climate but in large part 
due to fashion.  

Moreover, for linguistic expressions, this ‘excluding’ effect is not only 
due to the ‘at handness’ for the ‘speaker’. What is obvious from the story 
told by Harlan Lane (1984a) about the neglect of the actual and working 
language of the deaf, is that we have a tendency not to see signs that really 
are there, and therefore we will not exploit them. In this way we actually 
prevent communication from evolving along channels that are not 
commonly utilised, and they thus continue to be ‘lateral’, side issues when 
it comes to human intercommunication by conventional systems of signs. 
When we have become accustomed to one way of speaking, of 
communicating, it will be a bit difficult to quite spontaneously discover 
other means of communicating. However, this is not a proof of the inherent 
supremacy of speech. For this ‘acquired blindness’ is observable also 
within speech: if we have learnt one spoken language, say Swedish, we 
will have difficulty learning phonemes and prosody of another language, 
like Finnish or English. Such difficulties do not prove the supremacy of 
Swedish over Finnish and English.14 

To speak from my own experience, from the (still ongoing) raising of 
two daughters, I think it is obvious how much is spoiled through my own 
Swedishness and also by their mother’s Finnishness. One of the first things 
that is spoiled – but I might be wrong, not on the point that it is spoiled, 
but that it is one of the first things – is the use of clicks. Clicks are 
                                           
13 The spread in Western Europe of an uvular r sound provides a particular striking demonstration of the 
power of social values (this also holds for its origin, if we are to believe MacQueen, in press). 
14 Of course, when a person has discovered another people’s linguistic means, it may be significant if he 
continues his own way of expressing (an accent may show group identification: ‘I am still Swedish 
although I speak English’; see Anward 1993). 
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phonemes of several African languages (Ladefoged 1993: 135), but not of 
Swedish or Finnish. Nevertheless, as yearlings, both of our children 
produced clicks and showed real interest in experimenting with clicking 
before any attempts were made to exploit other articulations (except for 
‘something labial’ plus [a]). But now the spontaneous clicking is almost 
gone, and they never developed discrimination in the click space in the 
way they have done in the vowel or consonants spaces.  

To take another example where my oldest daughter, at the age of three 
and a half, came in to me to tell of what they just had done at 
kindergarten that day. Her eyes were like saucers because of everything 
she wanted to say. And of course, at that age her language faculty was 
not yet fully elaborated so she had to use a lot of effort to explain what 
had really happened, what happened first and what happened then, who 
was there at all and who took part in the first action but not in the next, 
and so on. But instead of following her rather complicated web of thens 
and ands I came to, quite by accident, study her postures, especially how 
she went about using her arms and hands. She was standing rather still, 
but the whole time she was working with her arms as energetically as 
with her mouth. If I had not heard her but only seen her like on an old 
silent film, I could have gotten the impression that she was speaking the 
sign language of deaf-mutes. This is not to imply that she actually said as 
much with her limbs as with her mouth – no, I do not believe that, 
although for a careful observer (and ‘continuous observer’ who, over a 
long time, has had time to learn her behaviour) there would as likely as 
not be information to be gathered from all her gestures. But even if her 
arm language was not as communicative as her mouth, I see no reason 
why this abundance of bodily signing could not be exploited and 
linguistically developed in another situation, in another family, where 
there is no hearing father who is deaf to sign language. The very fact that 
I was sitting still – hands on book – and encouraged her only by eye 
contact and some ‘yes, yes’ and ‘oh, really’ and by sometimes filling in 
missing parts (this only orally, of course), must in the long run drain her 
sign language. Many other times, probably always, she has been waving 
extensively, but often I hardly notice it. My filling ins, which are often 
called expansions in the literature on language acquisition, are typically 
oral and will develop her spoken language, but nothing similar is given to 
her gestured language. At least not by me. In kindergarten they have 
several songs which are meant to be accompanied by specific series of 
gestures. The youngest children, those who can hardly speak, find it easier 
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to imitate gestures than sung words. While this trick of the kindergarten 
teachers may promote the children’s ability to gesticulate, it may also 
restrict it to special events like singing. Anyone who has raised children 
knows that children are very imitative, so I strongly suspect that my 
behaviour promotes not only oral activity but also gestural inactivity. 

I am not sufficiently well-versed in the developmental literature to give 
general references to literature in English on this topic. In Swedish I have 
found that Söderbergh (1988) express similar views. For the gradual 
replacement of sensorimotor morphemes by spoken words, a standard 
reference is Carter (1975). David Lewis in his The Secret Language of 
Your Child (1978/1980) aimed at revealing to parents and other grown-ups 
the very fact that small children, which by standard measures have not 
acquired language yet, actually communicate with each other. In his book, 
it is shown how facial expressions and gestures make up an intricate 
symbolism that can convey feelings and attitudes among children. It is 
even pointed out that children who do not learn to master this language 
will be socially handicapped, unable to cope with other children. Lewis 
devotes the last chapter to how one can help the aggressive or anxious 
child to a better interaction with peers. 

Despite the credits of Lewis’ work, my reader might like to ask if a 
reference to it really is fitting in the present work, which attempts to show 
that ‘full’ communication is not predetermined to be speech. Is a child’s 
language ‘full’, and especially, is his ‘secret’ language ‘full’? As a matter 
of fact, Lewis discusses these things in his first chapter. He notes that body 
language provides a full means of communication for children. That is, the 
question of ‘fullness’ is set in a functional context. 

Of course, Lewis is aware that when an individual develops a grown-up 
language, there is a marked shift from visual to audible language. This 
puzzles Lewis, because if the first language is body language, then it is 
strange to find that speech dominates in adulthood. Naturally, if spoken 
language dominates among adults, this shift in an individual’s behaviour is 
not strange as I have explained in this subsection. But the historical shift 
(if there ever was one) from gesture to speech appears as most puzzling. 
For a literate society where many activities hinge on written documents, 
people’s adaptation to the phonographic norm may provide a part of the 
explanation. But in linguistics it is a generally held belief that all societies 
in the world, however primitive they may be, have ‘full’ spoken 
languages. Thus, one might still be puzzled by the (possible) historical 
shift. 
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Above I attempted a ‘physical’ explanation, that is, an explanation 
which does not rely on any assumption that developed communication has 
to be speech for genetic reasons. However, I agree with Lewis when he 
points out that the silent language is not stamped out by verbal language, it 
has merely “been driven underground, deep into the recesses of our 
unconscious mind” (1978: 27f / 1980: 23). Below, some important 
qualifications of the apparent dominance of speech will be made. 

4.6 The inclination to subordinate the non-spoken 
Before dealing with the corporal forms, this section first takes another 

look at the belief that it is the representation of speech which makes 
writing ‘full’. There is a close parallel between how the relation between 
phonography and semasiography is presented and the belief that speech is 
the dominating form in ordinary communication. In both cases there is a 
tendency to count co-functioning as subordination. 

DeFrancis’ ‘partial writing’ 
If writing theorists acknowledge the existence of semasiographic 

systems for certain limited areas of application (which they all do), then it 
is often the case that these systems are presented as ‘secondary’ or 
‘supplementary’ writing systems. Phonography, on the other hand, is 
treated as the standard form of writing. Such presentations of the world’s 
writing systems make the ‘primacy of speech’ appear as most natural. In 
DeFrancis (1989) this is expressed in the distinction between ‘partial’ and 
‘full’ writing, and it will be shown here that unwarranted notions enter his 
discussion. 

DeFrancis discerns two types of partial writing: 1. symbols at airports 
and railway stations, road signs, numerals and mathematical symbols, 
which are all used in connection with ordinary writing; and 2. indigenous 
people’s semasiography which manage to convey only limited pieces of 
information (1989: 20ff, esp. 22–24). The latter has already been 
mentioned above (at the end of sec. 4.3). 

For the first category, he pictures the relation between the partial 
systems and the full systems as such that the former “should be considered 
as part of full writing systems” (ibid.: 24). That is, the partials are taken 
advantage of to simplify the expression of various things which in 
principle could have been written by employing the full systems only. This 
notion of simplification is obviously in conflict with the medium-
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dependency argued for in the present work and I will return to it below. 
For the moment, let us pause a while to think the relation over from a 
logical point of view.  

It seems to be so very self-evident to DeFrancis that the partial is a part 
of the full. But this does not follow from the meaning of ‘partial system’ 
and ‘full system’. These were not defined in relation to each other but in 
relation to how much of ‘any and all thought’ they could express. There is 
actually no reason to analyse the one type as being part of the other; 
certainly, we should allow for the co-functioning of them, but as soon as 
we try to subordinate instead of co-ordinate, we have to justify our type of 
description. We should not pretend that a particular choice is innate to 
graphic communication as such. 

In Appendix it is described how Sumerian logograms were added to an 
already existing numerical notation. Historically, then, it does not appear 
as unjustified to say that the ‘full’ Sumero-Akkadian cuneiform writing is a 
part of the book-keeping notation – a part which made the book-keeping 
capable of expressing love, law, and hymns, to be sure, but a part which 
was an augmentation to a book-keeping device still the same. (A curious 
fact about Sumero-Akkadian writing is that even in later phases where the 
logograms were interspersed with many syllabograms, numbers were still 
almost exclusively written by numerals and not spelled out syllabically. 
The book-keeping origin of the script thus held its sway over the whole 
script.)  

In conclusion, written expressions must be analysed in the form they are 
written. Selection among different writing systems in their actual 
employment must be seen functionally, which is similar to what Vachek 
points out about the difference between written and spoken expressions 
(cf. Ch. 3). We should not, however, succumb to Vachek’s (or Haas’) 
partitioning of communication. To be sure, teaching the use of digits could 
be kept apart from teaching letters. But as linguists, analysing actual 
communicative performance, we should not believe that teachers’ 
principles are intrinsic to living people’s usage of graphs. Rather, people 
will use the graphs to form linguistic signs according to their continued 
experiences of written, and other, communication. Or, to chose a more 
careful formulation, it must be regarded as more unprejudiced to suppose 
that they do. 

Now, to return to what was postponed above – that is, that in the 
employment of full systems the partials are used to simplify the 
expression of various things – it must be recognised that such a 
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simplification is, functionally, a ‘meaningful’ switching between graphic 
systems. It might even be a necessary switching in some situation under 
some general demands like ‘writability’ or legibility. Road signs look as 
they do because they have to convey information under two constraints: 
due to motoring, they have to be quickly recognised; and because of the 
polyglottal nature of the stock of possible drivers, they have to be 
international. (The latter demand is of course not very prominent in the 
U.S.A. – although road signs are now international – and this is probably 
one of the reasons why the Hawaiian Sinologist DeFrancis can make such 
a plea for phonography – in his country phonography does work pretty 
well.) 

However, with DeFrancis’ definition of ‘full’ writing we may of course 
say that the phonographic system can convey the two thoughts that ‘we 
must not drive faster than 70 miles per hour’ and that ‘this is probably not 
best expressed by phonographic means’. There were, after all, no 
demands concerning legibility in his definition. But it is still possible to 
question the primacy of speech in his account of writing, even when speed 
of perception is not crucial. Mathematical notation provides an 
illuminating case. 

Translating all formulas of a mathematical paper into phonographic 
text would make the text very hard to read – not in the sense of 
identifying individual signs and series of signs, but in the sense of 
grasping the content, the semantic structure, of the text. Also, the 
construction of proofs and the solution of equations is very much 
facilitated by the notation.15 One may well pose the question whether 
mathematics, physics, and engineering would not be very different 
without it. That is, mathematicians would simply not think in the way 
they do, if it was not for their notation.16 Therefore it must be correct to 
say that if phonography, or rather a phonography (i.e. a specific actual 
system), is to be regarded as ‘full’ by the definition of ‘full writing’ as a 
means to express ‘any and all thought’, then it is so not by dint of its 
‘base’ in oral language, but by dint of its leaning on several ‘means’, 
including speech but also including its own orthographic conventions, 

                                           
15 Similarly in computing: if we try to add a few numbers by writing the numerals under each other to 
facilitate addition by units, tens, and so on, it is quite an easy task, but if we instead wrote these numbers 
down alphabetically with the word ‘and’ between each, computations might as well be performed without 
writing – if they could be performed at all. (Also for reading I think we are most of us a bit like the 
Sumero-Akkadians: large numbers, perhaps all numbers, are easier to read in numerals than in letters.) 
16 In Swedish we have Pehr Sällström (1991) – a work that discusses several types of notation as well as 
graphic notation as a means of thinking. 
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mathematical notations etc. 
Alphabetic text may help the novice into the higher mathematics, but the 

mathematical content was developed in the medium of mathematical 
notation, not in the phonographic medium later used to explain the 
notation. Mathematical notation can in this respect never be called 
‘secondary’ to phonography. Of course, a pedagogical view may assert that 
the notation has to be explained and then preferably by the already 
available linguistic means, like a phonographic system or a spoken 
language. These, then, must consequently be primary linguistic means in 
this pedagogical view. But this constitutes no absolute relation between 
mathematical notation and phonography. To compare, the present author 
ought not to regard Swedish as inherently primary to English just because 
he happened to (start to) learn English through his previous knowledge of 
the Swedish language. That is not how the English language functions. 
Most probably, it is not even a good description of how English presently 
functions for me. 

As concerns musical notation, diagrams, and maps there seems to be 
little reason to let them be “considered as part of full writing systems”, as 
DeFrancis had it, even if they may be interpolated in ordinary text. On the 
contrary, the legends of diagrams and maps are probably always best seen 
as subordinating phonographic – and numerical – systems under these ‘iso-
graphic’ means. But this subordination holds, of course, only for text 
within the legends. 

In sum, DeFrancis’ notion of ‘partial writing’ cannot conjure away the 
arbitrariness of the secondary status ascribed to non-phonographic writing 
vis-à-vis phonographic writing. This notion of a secondary status of what 
is not ‘full’ can be found also among people speaking against the primacy 
of speech, as I will now show. 

Counting languages per medium 
Let me recapitulate what was said in Chapter 3 about the 

Glossematicists, especially Uldall, and the Prague structuralists, especially 
Vachek. The Glossematicist claimed that everything can be used as a 
linguistic medium (actually, he gives flag-wagging and dancing as possible 
media), “if they fulfil the single condition of providing a sufficient number 
of units to express the units of content” (Uldall 1944: 16). That is, every 
medium of interest should mediate a ‘full’ language (to keep to DeFrancis’ 
terminology). I presume that a particular medium was felt too handicapped 
if it was not regarded as full. I suppose there was a feeling of ‘extra-
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linguisticity’ and secondariness if a medium could not mediate a system on 
a par with (spoken) language; compare DeFrancis’ treatment of the relation 
between ‘full’ and ‘partial’ means of communications. All this, then, 
resulted in the Glossematicists proclaiming that the medium does not 
matter – which Vachek rightly objects to.  

Vachek further observes that since matter matters, there will be a 
complementary relationship between media. That is, when studying a 
literate culture the linguist must account for the possibility of writing 
intruding functionally (meaningfully) into the linguistic behaviour of 
people. Writing cannot be seen as a mere representation of speech. 
However, he takes care not to mix the two media he recognises (which are 
speech and writing); he sees two separate systems (‘norms’ in his words) 
which each employs only one of the media. Of course, it is his 
structuralistic premiss that everything in a language (like spoken Czech or 
spoken English) is interconnected in a monolithic system with its 
concomitant premiss that language is mediated through one channel only, 
that makes him resolve the problem of the intruder by postulating two 
separate systems. Unfortunately, this dichotomy into speech and writing 
does not make the border between what is regarded as linguistic and what 
is regarded as non-linguistic less absolute than before; it is merely drawn 
somewhere else. Thus this dichotomy will be as hampering as the view 
which he criticises where Language is Speech and writing is nothing 
(linguistic). 

The real problem here must be the tendency to count languages 
(‘norms’) per salient physical structures (speech, writing, flag-wagging, 
gestures). Such accounts can, of course, often be defended, but they should 
not be elevated to absolute paradigms for linguistic description. As I said 
in Chapter 3, since the substance plays a significant role in 
communication, choice of substance is part of our expression. Also, about 
DeFrancis’ ‘partial writing’, I said that different forms of writing co-
function, as I said in Chapter 3 against Haas’ analyses. This can be said 
about corporal means too, as indicated several times already and as we will 
see in what follows. 

The multichannel reality of corporal language 
The quest for fullness must not only be relativised by allowing for what 

actually could be ‘any and all thought’ for a specific group of people at a 
specific point in time as Lewis (1978) did, but it should also include the 
recognition of the interdependency of different means of communication, 
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as was noted above for phonography vis-à-vis other graphical means. What 
about speech in relation to the other corporal means? 

Obviously, speech most often occurs together with mien, gestures, and 
other visual and sometimes tactile bodily movements. Further, there is 
more vocalisation than is traditionally accounted for as speech. Over the 
last few decades there has been a lot of research about these other corporal 
means of expression.  But this does not mean that the majority of linguists 
have abandoned their preference for purely oral language. As one author, 
Lennart Andersson (1994), reports, deaf people can be astonished at the 
questions asked by linguists about their language: 

I believe that an important cause for deaf people’s astonishment at the questions of 
the linguist is that their language is a visually–gesturally organised language, 
while the theories from which the linguist puts his questions presume that 
language is vocally–auditively organised, also when one constructs linguistics 
from a visual artefact of such language, namely writing. (Andersson 1994: 31; my 
transl.) 

As he goes on, Andersson tries to imagine what would happen if 
visuality was the basic conception of language instead of letting vocal 
events and auditive perception be seen as the central and ‘obvious’ facts of 
language. Of course, very soon he finds that traditional linguistics has 
neglected many real facts about language, although he recognises that in 
later years there have been some studies on audio/visual aspects of spoken 
language.  

Moreover, Andersson points to circumstances which make it hard to 
divide the visual channel temporally. He finds for instance notions like 
assimilation or suprasegmental features unfit for explaining co-occurrence 
(ibid.: 34). The visual channel has an inherent multidimensionality, and, as 
he claims, if one tries to incorporate the auditive channel in the analysis as 
well, it will be natural to see even this channel as multidimensional: 
prosody may no longer appear as ‘suprasegmental’, etc. 

Andersson gives many more thought-provoking comments on what a 
visuality-based linguistics would be forced to consider (and capable of 
considering). Here, however, it must suffice to conclude that traditional 
linguistics has overlooked much of what actually belongs to 
communication by ‘speech’.  

In the last few decades there has been a steadily increased awareness of 
the limitation of traditional research on spoken language; see for instance 
the historiography in Poyatos (1993: 1–9). Fernando Poyatos will return in 
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the next chapter where some remarks of his concerning gestures and 
pictography will be discussed. Poyatos is one of those researchers who 
place heavy stress on “the multichannel reality of discourse in space and 
time”, and he is very aware of the shortcomings of traditional language 
description as he discusses “[l]anguage within its total context: the fallacy 
of the ‘linguistic’ approach” (1983: 175). Researchers on nonverbal 
communication, however, seem to some extent to reduplicate the 
traditional division between grammarians’ language and ‘the rest’ by the 
mere dichotomy verbal  – nonverbal, where the latter comprises both 
vocal expressions not counted as belonging to language proper and visual 
movements. (It should be admitted that the nonverbalist may stress that 
the nonverbal signals can be as verbal as what grammarians have 
traditionally accounted for; Poyatos refers to this discussion 1983: 66ff). 
In any event, Poyatos work is a most ambitious attempt to account for all 
kinds of kinesic expressions17 as well as culture itself as a form of 
communication. 

I find a ‘total’ approach to communication appealing, although when I 
use the formula ‘total language’ in the present work I will not include for 
instance clothes or architecture, but I do use it in a more common notion of 
communication. My use definitely includes all forms of corporal 
expression, and for the literate cultures, it also includes writing (in ‘all’ 
forms). I am naturally aware that there are more ways of intentional and 
unintentional signalling, but I am not sure I manage to keep the fresh and 
permissive attitude of Poyatos.18 

Now, even for corporal language it can be rather hard to discover all the 
signals we actually emit and perceive, as Lewis (ibid.) remarked. Above, 
I indicated the difficulties of reacting to signals not used by ourselves. 

                                           
17 The more extensive treatment of paralanguage was postponed to the 1993 volume referred to in the 
beginning of the paragraph. Both Poyatos (1983) and (1993) contain extensive reference sections to the 
literature on nonverbal communication (of which I have read only a small fraction). In this connection it 
could be woth mentioning the ‘integrationalism’ of the writing theorist Roy Harris (1987; cf. also 1995). 
18 A remark on autonomy: I have complained above that authors who dare to propose other language 
forms than speech have a tendency to see different means of expressions as isolated systems. Now, with 
the generous notion of a ‘total language’, as just discussed, it may seem as if there is no risk for 
isolationism. But there actually is. Because this ‘total language’ may be seen as a totally autonomous 
system. The mere fact that we allow for the co-functioning of vocal, gestural, and written means does not 
in itself guarantee that we see language as intimately linked with human affairs. I have tried to indicate 
this intimate link by saying that language is born in the very use of it. Admittedly, if we regard language as 
born in communication, we may still nurture a rather autonomous view of language: it may seem as if 
language (even the ‘total’ one) is developed in itself only. But that is not how I think of the continuous 
development. To understand the communication that takes place in a certain situation is to understand that 
situation. (Of course, with a very broad sense of ‘total language’, encompassing virtually everything, the 
two senses of language development will coalesce.) 
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However, what researchers on conversation and nonverbal means of 
expression have been revealing is that we actually react to and emit 
ourselves many signals which we are barely conscious of and which have 
hardly been regarded at all in traditional language description. For 
instance, the just cited author, Fernando Poyatos, tells of his growing  
awareness that he himself and people around him were using signals which 
fell outside traditional accounts of what constitutes language (1993: 122) 
– he had to make some conscious efforts to discover all this unconscious 
signalling in spite of the fact that he had all the time reacted to it, really 
understood it but not been conscious of its physical nature. It is not hard at 
all to find an explanation for this neglect in grammatical descriptions of 
language – there the objects under investigation have been sentences as 
isolated entities. The interactive nature of language has not been 
considered.  

In sum, it is a most interesting demasking that has been accomplished in 
interactive communication studies, and notably, many researchers 
nowadays prefer the video camera to the tape recorder when doing field 
work. Even where sound has definite advantages over sight, as in darkness, 
we must assume that much of the power in speech in such situations is 
derived from forms that were developed in broad day light – a fact which 
makes it necessary to take into account all the nonverbal means used to 
establish this power if we are to evaluate the relative merits of speech 
versus the other types of corporal expression. 

(This fact also makes it understandable how field linguists and 
anthropologists manage with their phonocentric description of natives’ 
languages: a spoken language often has a certain degree of autonomy 
despite its visual heritage. Moreover, since one must acknowledge the 
creative nature of any linguistic interaction, one could say that these field 
workers establish a ‘new’ language by their mere interaction with the 
natives – this is not meant to be provocative but merely to be an 
explication of the logical entailments of the position I have taken in this 
work.) 

4.7 Writing as the norm for linguistics 
I have written about different ways of communicating in this chapter and 

finally also about how hard it may be to be conscious of all the modes of 
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expressions there are, indeed even to be conscious of the modes that we 
react to and use ourselves. Speech has been found not to be so omnipresent 
in human intercommunication as many linguists have thought. And even 
where it is present, we have to reckon with a whole set of other 
‘languages’ sharing in the total expression. Nonetheless, some very 
important questions have not been raised yet – questions which are highly 
relevant from a grammatological point of view.  

The champion of the primacy of speech will naturally ask how 
linguistics could end up in such an oral chauvinism, how could learned 
men through the centuries have been so wrong? No doubt the rejection of 
the ‘letter-linguistics’ of comparativism led early structuralists to their 
militant emphasis on spoken language (confer, e.g., Saussure’s degradation 
of writing, 1922: 45f / 1983: 24f). Later, however, their own and their 
followers’ ways of doing linguistics have been claimed to be ‘written 
language biased’ (Linell 1982; this formula will be discussed more in 
Chapter 6). It has been revealed that their notion of speech relied on 
notions intimately linked with the analysis of written forms. Such a link, 
furthermore, may easily be found in earlier periods too, as the structuralists 
were very conscious of.  

One should observe that the claimed written language bias in linguistics 
could explain the spoken language bias in linguistics. For if linguistics is 
grounded in writing, and this writing is phonographic, whether syllabic or 
alphabetic, the phonocentric view is easily explained – it is simply a 
rationalisation of school teacher’s principles for writing.19 The mere fact 
that one bases linguistics on ‘a visual artefact’, as Andersson had it, that is 
writing, does not entail an emphasis on visual corporal language so long as 
writing is seen as a representation of speech. 

However, for the champion of the primacy of speech, this explanation 
will not do. He may admit that writing in the old world has surely been 
closely linked with literate spoken dialects of the literate nations; but, as he 
will counter, allowing for a writing-dependency of linguistics (as of all 

                                           
19 Including second-order effects like the heritage of structuralism and comparativism from philology (the 
study of texts). For philology, the important corporal language form was the pronunciation of writing. 
When comparativism began to be interested in dialects, the varieties of living languages, they threw away 
the old texts but kept the philological frame for language, the letters. When structuralism aborted the 
letters they still kept the same conceptual frame for language. (In view of all this phonocentrism in 
language studies it should be said that Poyatos, 1983 and 1993, points to an already existing rich source of 
nonverbal studies, namely how novellists and playwrights have treated these features. However, this 
source easily reinforces the dichotomy between the verbal and the nonverbal because it is precisely in the 
texts we encounter the base for it, namely, the difference between what is expressed by letters 
(graphemes) and what is expressed by words.) 
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sciences), why was writing linked with only a part of the ‘total’ linguistic 
expression? And why was that part speech and not, say, gestural language? 

In this chapter I have admitted some physical advantages for the 
proliferation of speech over other corporal means. Could they explain the 
world-wide use of phonographies in original civilisations like those of 
Sumer, China, Maya…? Or do we in spite of all my arguments in this 
chapter have to postulate an unalterable bias towards spoken forms when 
human communication develops to be ‘full’ (‘advanced’)? In the following 
chapter I will discuss the relation between artefactual and corporal 
language. For the sake of simplicity, I will start by assuming the primacy 
of speech among the corporal forms (simply ignoring everything but 
speech). I want to show that the corporal language associated with a 
written language is very much a new language – a linguistic means born in 
conjunction with the use of the writing system. Then I will extend the 
discussion to a see how gestures compete with speech as correlates to 
writing. 
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Chapter 5 – Establishing a pronunciation of writing 
 

5.1 Introduction 
The last chapter ended with the question why there is an intimate 

relation between ‘full’ writing and speech. Could not, early in the 
civilisation of mankind, writing have acquired a ‘gesticulation’ as likely as 
a pronunciation? This chapter deals with the problem by splitting it into 
two parts: one about how writing and speech came to correspond to each 
other (as if speech is the only natural means to consider) and the other 
about why writing mingles so monomedially with speech of all the natural 
means of expression. Between these two discussions, there is inserted a 
section about the requirements of the spoken language associated with a 
writing system.1 

5.2 The ‘representation of speech’ as speech’s representation of 
writing 

If there are some cars parked in a line – let us say they are of the same 
model – and we ask someone how they are parked, this person would 
answer something like ‘First there is a black Ford, then a red one, and then 
a green Ford at the end.’ If the cars are rearranged and the question asked 
again, he will reply just ‘The order is green, red, black.’ In another 
situation the first answer might be ‘First there is a car, then a bicycle, and 
finally a bus has parked at the end of the line.’ But after a rearrangement 
the next answer will be ‘The bus, the bike, the car’, and after some 
additional turns of this game ‘Bike, car, bus’. In yet another situation, we 
might hear ‘A Model T Ford has stopped at the beginning of the line. And 
then a limousine has parked behind it. And finally there is a hearse.’ If we 
ask the person to repeat the order, he will not answer ‘Black, black, black’ 
nor ‘Car, car, car’, but still very abbreviated ‘Model T, limo, hearse’, for 
instance. 

Thus, the pronunciation is not fixed for each sign (i.e. vehicle), but in 
each context, we will surely shorten our way of speaking about each item. 
In this manner we will achieve a certain pronunciation of the cars. And we 

                                           
1 This last discussion could perhaps have appeared in Ch. 8 instead, where assumptions about language 
structures and phonographic principles are tested. But the list presented there contains statements related 
to the alphabetic conception of languages, while section 5.3 of the present chapter deals with incipient 
phonography and draws directly on sec. 5.2. 
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will have achieved this pronunciation without having striven to park the 
cars in such a way, that the ‘reader’ of them has to pronounce a certain 
sentence. 

Imagine, then, the mnemonic systems of early Sumer in Mesopotamia. 
There was accountancy keeping by small clay tokens of varying shape and 
size (see Appendix). A system which by 3500 down to 3000 BC was 
superseded by clay tablets bearing markings made by a stylus – all this to 
keep account of goods and to specify distributors of the goods, or 
something similar. The system was also used for sealed contracts. Here, 
scholars agree that the writings on the tablets were not written speech 
although a few sign uses might have been motivated by homophony. The 
accepted view is that the signs refer to what was to be remembered rather 
than indicating certain words to be read aloud. Now, these kinds of simple 
administrative texts ‘flourished’ for centuries – well, actually for 
thousands of years, but for several hundreds of years they seem to have 
been almost the only thing written.  

It is unlikely that a fitting terminology was not developed by the clerks 
handling all this written information. By ‘a fitting terminology’ I mean the 
kind of short-talk demonstrated in the car-parking example earlier. For the 
clerks, there was the need for talking not only about items of goods but 
also about items of writing. We do not have to suppose that there were 
specific words that were written down, not even when there seems to be a 
correspondence in later texts between the Sumerian spoken language and 
the written forms. That the early texts – contracts and administrative texts 
– were mnemonic notes rather than morphemic writing should not lead us 
to think that clerks had to read them in the following manner: ‘there is the 
sign for ten animals, I see five of them; and then there is the marking for 
single animals, I see four of them’. It was probably too circumstantial to 
speak like this for the scribes when looking through a whole bunch of 
tablets. Instead they shortened the reading to focus only on the signs (since 
the fact that one was looking at the tablet was obvious) or on the factual 
circumstances described by these: ‘five ten-animals, four one-animal’. 
Note that since the script was self-bearing in the contexts where it was 
used, one could as well get along with a rendering of the signs, rather than 
an explanation of them, even if they did not syntactically match spoken 
utterances originally. 

One might also argue that the use of sign lists promoted a sign-by-sign 
rendering and a standardised, signed-based short-talk. Standardised sign 
lists existed from earliest pictographic times in Sumer. The only way to 
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render a sign list is sign by sign (or item by item; the Sumerians listed sign 
groups). For such a rendering there is no content, no meaning, no 
semanticity outside the mere description of which sign follows on which 
sign. The description of sign order could of course include a detailed 
description of the graphic shape of each sign, but that does not change the 
conclusion that the use of sign lists promoted, as much as did economic 
texts, the sign-by-sign rendering and thus a standardised pronunciation of 
the individual signs (or sign groups). 

This shorthand way of speaking about things is observable even in the 
alphabetic writing of today when we are reading abbreviations like I.B.M., 
or P.S. and TV for postscript and television respectively. Admittedly, not 
all big-letter words belong to this class: PC, I.B.M.-ish for ‘personal 
computer’, does not belong here, because pee-see was launched as the oral 
(nick-) name of the computer in question. In many other cases also there is 
an immediate recourse to the abbreviated form when the long form has 
been agreed on. From real and made-up abbreviated forms of the 
acronymic kind, we may try a daring hypothesis that alphabetic spelling by 
alphabets where simple syllables serve as names of the letters, as in 
English, will in the long run drain the language of phonetic complexity: 
may be in some remote future, English will have only /i:/ as a possible 
successor of /p/ and of many other consonants as well… This seems 
exaggerated no doubt, but it is nevertheless a fact that people do speak, or 
at least try to speak, as they write or think they should write. (Housholder 
1971 discussed spelling-pronunciations in his chapter “The primacy of 
writing”, see esp. pp. 252f.) 

To continue with the shorthand talk, it should be emphasised that the 
shorthand talk works for things other than letters of the alphabet. That it 
works for the alphabetic letters is, after all, hardly surprising: each 
alphabetic sign already possesses an oral standard rendering, namely its 
‘name’ (of course, it has one or a few other standard renderings too, 
namely what is normally called ‘its pronunciation(s)’, like the /p/ for p). 
However, the shorthand talk works in situations where each item does not 
already have a specific oral correlate. That is what the car-parking example 
was meant to show. I would say, it is hard not to develop a certain speech 
style in many situations. 

After the car-parking example, I presented a purportedly Sumerian 
scenario, using early Sumerian writing as a prototypical virgin writing 
system; writing not yet influenced / polluted by speech, that is, by a 
phonographic principle. It was noted that because the script already had a 
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meaning in the context where it was used, the early Sumerian scribe could 
get along with a rendering of the signs.2 Let me pursue this question of 
how the Sumerians may have rendered written text orally. 

After a while, the Sumerians might have established a spoken correlate 
to their writing. They would then be able to speak in that way even when 
not reading a tablet. The utterances thus produced could therefore be 
directly written down without being reformulated to fit the written 
language. Actually, one could say that they were already instances of 
written language. But, admittedly, unlike the signs of the alphabet, there is 
nothing that warrants the thought that the signs of this system were 
considered to have a pronunciation. It is possible to sketch several ways in 
which the signs came to be regarded as inherently possessing one or a few 
spoken correlates, even if they were not originally thought of in that way 
(which is what I have presupposed): 

(C) One way would be that the children of the scribes learned the 
writing-derived speech style before they learned to read and write, and 
then, when learning to read and write, they might have misinterpreted the 
relationship between writing and speech and got the impression that 
writing was used to record speech (or, at least, that there should be some 
kind of one-to-one correspondence between writing and speech).  

(E) Further, it could have been Egyptian traders, who heard the 
Sumerian speech as distorted and on the whole unintelligible Egyptian, 
who got the impression that the Sumerians were recording speech – they 
thought they could imagine some intelligible parts in what they heard, but 
the division into signs cut across these intelligible parts, forcing the 
Egyptians to a phonetic interpretation. To proceed along this line, we 
would then have a hieroglyphic writing that was phonographic from the 
very beginning (cp. sec. 7.2 and 7.4), and then, we may speculate, the 
Mesopotamians borrowed this way of writing (esp. this view of writing) 
into their own cuneiform writing (into their own writing practices). 

Or, the established reading format itself of the Sumerian texts made the 
Egyptians think that the Sumerians were somehow drawing what should be 
uttered on a given occasion. Then, since they actually did not know the 
Sumerian language for reading aloud, they went about designing their 
own phonography.3 This, again, may have had consequences for the 
                                           
2 The additional paragraph on Sumerian sign lists seems to go beyond what is typical for incipient 
phonography if we are to take the absence of such finds in other areas as indicating an actual absence in 
past times. While standardised sign lists must be taken to promote a sign-oriented way of speaking about 
the texts, nothing in this chapter hinges crucially upon such a device. 
3 That is not easy for the illiterate, but we do not have to construe the Egyptian traders as being as 
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development of phonographic aspects of the Mesopotamian system. 
(A) A hypothesis similar to the first alternative in (E) could be formed 

around Sumerian loan-words in Akkadian, namely that the Akkadians 
thought of Sumerian compounds as single words while they had to accept 
the Sumerian ‘spelling’ with several signs for each word. E.g., Old 
Akkadian ekallum, ‘palace’, from Sumerian egal with the same meaning 
where it was written É.GAL (i.e. ‘house.big’) which to an Akkadian might 
have served as a source of inspiration to a syllabic notion of speech and 
writing. Compare the speculations about Greek vowel writing as a 
misconception of West Semitic weak consonants (see Chs. 7 and 8). We 
should allow for the possibility that the Akkadians could have started to 
write syllabically without actually writing Akkadian, that is, when they 
wrote Sumerian. 

Perhaps it is best to make the following note on pictography. The 
Egyptians, to compare (A) with (E), had to invent symbols for their 
syllables, but from the mere fact that these syllables (consonants) were 
given pictograms depicting homonymous things one cannot draw the 
conclusion that hieroglyphic writing started as an iconographic logography 
– as is the standard assumption – rather than as the logosyllabic 
(logoconsonantal) system that we know of. To be sure, the pictograms 
followed earlier traditions for depicting, but there is no way to tell if 
hieroglyphic writing in an early stage was not as phonographic as in the 
better-known stages (it could even have been a purely phonographic 
system that through the use of pictograms as signs after a while came to 
partly rely on iconographic–logographic principles).4 

To sum up, in (C), (E), and (A) we have some not too far-fetched 
models of the origin of an ancient notion of a relation between writing and 
what is spoken. But just like today, when we still cannot write down 
everything an Englishman says (because there simply is no correspondence 
between certain ways of making sounds and English writing), it was 
mainly the language derived from the oral rendering of writing that was 
written down – to use a sequence of syllabograms to write down a thought 
instead of a logogram, was as much a way of ascribing a pronunciation to 
that idea (to that logos) in the context of writing as an attempt to record 
how people sounded when they uttered it.5 As Sven Öhman explains: “the 

                                                                                                                            
ignorant as Claude Levi-Strauss’ Nambikwara chief (1973: 296ff). 
4 Treating hieroglyph-looking pictures (pot-marks) as directly ancestral to the hieroglyphs themselves, as 
Arnett (1973) does, seems unwarranted because unity in use cannot be taken for granted but rather should 
be demonstrated. 
5 We may further note that if someone writes down what a literate person – anyone of us –  tells him, this 
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pronunciation of an alphabetically written word must be seen as a phonetic 
code – not for a segment of a genuine, spontaneous utterance – but for the 
written form itself.” (1987: 33)6 

The ever-present speech will be used in all kinds of situations. But this 
does not mean that the speech used in a certain situation is not coloured by 
the specific facts pertaining to that situation. And this should not be 
understood as if a certain subset of speech is chosen for that situation, but 
rather as that a certain ‘subset’ is developed in that situation. As a 
‘language’, or mode of communication, it is not a sub-set of anything 
previously existing since it did not exist before its creation. Of course, the 
words used are in most cases a subset of a previously existing word stock 
in the way the car-parking example suggests, but how they are to be 
understood is situationally dependent (see Segerdahl 1996: 70ff. For early 
writing, esp. cuneiform, and literary languages, Michalowski  notes: “one 
must assume that some of these literary languages were adaptations of 
living tongues, but were never originally spoken by any speech 
community” 1990: 61). 

To say, as has been done above, that it was mainly the writing-derived 
language rather than ‘ordinary’ speech that was writable or at least easily 
conceivable as writable actually reverses the representational relationship 
often assumed (e.g. by Gelb 1963: 11). It should be obvious that there can 
be and can have been situations where the only intelligible meaning of 
‘representation’ is where speech is thought of as the representing device. 

In the foregoing chapter it has been claimed that the ‘at handness’ of 
natural means of expressions gives speech certain advantages over writing. 
It has been claimed that communicating is not to use a prefabricated 
linguistic system or paralinguistic system or even both types of systems 
simultaneously. Communication often enough – and in one sense always – 
includes the establishment of linguistic forms (the establishment of forms 
of expression, of meaning). Therefore the ever-present speech is likely to 
be adopted and adapted to all kinds of situations. As remarked by Harris: 
”the development of graphic signs which are in essence independent of 

                                                                                                                            
will be very easy because we speak a would-be text that we imagine, especially if we know that someone 
is writing. This is a rather queer way of speaking: instead of expressing our thoughts in natural language, 
we tell each other how we would have expressed ourselves if we had been writing and not speaking! But 
however queer this way of speaking is, the tendency towards it among literate people is very strong. 
6 Öhman continues: “This phonetic (not written) code is indirectly associated with the spoken language, 
which gives writing a mnemonic element” (ibid.), and sketches the mutal influence of written and spoken 
language by a three-level model: written language  <—>  educated spoken language  <—>  ‘free’ spoken 
language (ibid.: 35). An author who has extensively discussed this relation from the very earliest writing 
to the development of the German written language is Feldbusch (1985). 
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verbal communication is often masked by the ease with which such signs 
may, if necessary, be supplied with an appropriate verbal terminology for 
purposes of discussion” (1986: 151). This is not to deny that spoken 
language will be a plentiful and bounteous source for new 
communicational devices. Still, I think it is fair to count not only 
ideography but also phonography as a linguistic means acting on its own 
accord (as a part of total language, of course). Moreover, and as has 
already been indicated, also for a phonographic writing system we have to 
reckon with the imitative character of speech: 

It should be noted that extensions of a phonographic writing system to cover more 
areas of human life and human thought (or define new ones) could often have 
been made without the phonetic aspect playing any crucial role – the fact that a 
phonographic principle could have been used to motivate new graphic forms (like 
words) does not explain why these new forms were used at all. Now, although we 
have to reckon with the possibility that the phonetic aspect often did not play any 
crucial role in extending the use of a phonographic script, it was always possible 
to read the extensions aloud (thus writing feeds back to the literati’s form of the 
spoken language even in cases where there was no specific earlier speech model 
for the written expressions). [… Speech] is always at hand and can thus ‘tell’ 
about any text, written or imagined. Through phonography we can most easily rely 
on this swiftness, this litheness, in writing (but since not even the most faithful of 
phonetic orthographies mirror the whole of speech, people will surely, 
simultaneously with the development of oral writing, reduce the notion of what an 
utterance is). (Pettersson 1991: 37–38) 

In conclusion, the ‘at handness’ of spoken language makes speech as 
much imitative as grounding. It is truly a most often occurring semiotic 
form but it is not the principle founding form for communication, not even 
for communication by phonography. 

5.3 The origin of Sumerian writing and spoken language 
As concerns the common assumption about the rebus as a necessary 

prerequisite to spark the phonetisation process (cf. rebus in the 
terminology section in Chapter 2), it is seen from the three hypothetical 
sketches (C), (E), and (A) that this assumption must be questioned; it is not 
even clear that the rebus was required to furnish a systematic phonography 
with its phonograms (Olson 1994 is a recent work arguing that writing 
practices may be accidentally reinterpreted to yield new writing principles; 
see Ch. 6). 

From the thoughts presented in the last section about the 
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interrelationship between writing and the speech used in connection with 
it, we may derive two further corollaries, namely about the role of 
monosyllabism and pidgin jargons in the establishment of phonography. 

 

Monosyllabism 
“Syllabic signs clearly originated from word signs. This is a relatively 

easy matter in preponderantly monosyllabic languages, like Chinese or 
Sumerian, where the choice of monosyllabic signs from monosyllabic 
words is easy.” Thus speaks Gelb (1963: 110), and similar statements have 
been made by others like Haas (1976: 181, 1983: 26) and Daniels, who 
devoted a whole study to the question of “The syllabic origin of writing 
and the segmental origin of the alphabet” (1992a). In the work referred to, 
Daniels points not only to Chinese and Sumerian, but also to Maya, and he 
is quite convinced that the monosyllabic structure of these spoken 
languages is what made it possible for their speakers to invent writing, that 
is to say full writing, phonography. (This could be an argument against the 
independent rise of phonography in Egyptian writing since hieroglyphic 
phonography is rather heavily based on signs for the two-consonantal root 
morphemes, which may often have been disyllabic; see Gelb ibid.: 111.) 

My own feeling is that the monosyllabic claim may be a vacuous 
proposition. Two things complicate the picture. First, as concerns the 
monosyllabism in the referred cases, we must remember that it is not the 
entire (root-) word stock that is monosyllabic (that Chinese has such a 
monosyllabic appearance may very well have been caused by their writing 
system, that is to say that the monosyllabism came after the script’s 
phonographic nature was established; Kennedy 1951: 165). This means 
that it matters which words were monosyllabic: which syllables occurred 
in monosyllabic words and were these words easily writable when there 
was yet no phonographic principle available?7 Secondly, and in accordance 
with the thoughts presented in this chapter, there seems to be no real 
                                           
7 Admittedly, there are a lot of non-phonographic means of establishing written words. To start with the 
least likely, people could simply agree on using an arbitrary sign for a word (or concept) they feel in need 
of in writing. However, the reluctance to introducing entirely new and arbitrary sign forms seems, judging 
from the history of writing, to be as great in writing as in spoken language (where, I suppose, it never has 
occurred until recently when people have started to play around with the letters of the alphabet – but then 
the new forms still build on the old phoneme inventory). Iconographic pictography could instead supply 
the signary with appropriate forms for concepts which in some sense were easily depictable. There could 
be more or less noniconic forms in use before writing and these could then be utilised in writing (see 
Appendix). Further, juxtaposition of already established sign forms to indicate new meanings is also a 
method (see Harris 1992 for an interesting theoretical discussion). Simple re-employment of already 
established forms for new meanings is also conceivable. 
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reason to suppose a fixed relation between early signs and the spoken 
languages surrounding their use (for the plural on ‘language’, see the next 
subsection). 

Clearly, establishing a way to speak about these scribblings made it 
easier to use them, and I would like to suggest that shorthand talk included 
not only the abstraction of single words out of expressions (as in my car-
parking example), but as likely salient syllables out of these words or 
expressions. What I want to say is that it seems likely that when ‘a fitting 
terminology’, as I called it, evolves it may very well be preponderantly 
monosyllabic.8 This in turn means that, ultimately, there is no prerequisite 
for the spoken language(s) surrounding an ideographic system for this 
system to develop to full writing in Gelb’s and Daniels’ sense (i.e., to 
embrace non-semantic principles for the construction of written forms on 
the basis of oral forms). 

Sumerian Mischsprache  
This far I have been elaborating the hypothesis that there could be 

spoken styles directly modelled on written records without any previous 
phonographic relationship. It should be emphasised that the plasticity of 
spoken language as demonstrated in the car-parking example is not 
confined to direct modelling on sequences of graphic signs; rather, a fitting 
terminology could simply be a language (jargon) which fits the ongoing 
doings (the whole activity, not only the rendering of graphs). Pidgin 
languages constitute a parallel. As a matter of fact, given the possibility of 
a linguistically autonomous book-keeping device, and given the ease of 
speech to adapt to describenda, and furthermore given the society of fourth 
millennium Mesopotamia with the rivers, trade, and formation of cities, 
there is no reason to believe that one particular language held the scene. 
This amounts to saying that Sumerian is a creole very much born together 
with writing (cp. the quotation in sec. 5.2 from Michalowski 1990; see also 

                                           
8 As concerns accountancy, this most obviously happens with number words in enumerations. I can grant 
this for Swedish, at least. Akamatsu (1993) writes about a flourishing game in Japanese advertisement: 
numeral names are truncated so that (parts of) telephone numbers yield Japanese phrases. To what has 
been said about spoken language, it could be added that serial articulation in deaf signing may be 
simplified by reducing the number (rather than the manner) of articulation; this happens with words 
expressed by manual or mouth-hand alphabets (Engberg-Pedersen 1993: 43ff). King (1994: 112–114) 
claims that the monosyllabic Mixtec day numbers and day names bear hardly any resemblance to ordinary 
Mixtec words for numbers and day signs, and he argues that they were used as a (limited) syllabary. If 
Inca’s quipu was not ‘phonocordic’, the structure of their language Quechua (Daniels 1989: 31, n.11) is 
not necessarily the cause: according to Ascher & Ascher (1981: 20f) there was no established meaning of 
colours of the quipu – thus, it must have been hard to establish a ‘sign-by-sign’ speech to the quipu cords; 
it must have been hard to ‘speak quipu’ as it were. 
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Goody 1977: 99). 
A somewhat weaker hypothesis (as concerns the originality of the 

Sumerian spoken language) is that Sumerian is a creole but writing was not 
one of the surrounding ‘languages’ and played no part in the formation of 
Sumerian. Such a proposal is to be found in Høyrup (1992) who bases his 
creole hypothesis on the archaeological data suggesting plant economies, 
which is just the conditions that have brought about so many pidgin and 
creole languages of the modern age. Høyrup believes writing to have been 
inspired from pidgin (ibid.: 30–33). As he himself explains, his theory is in 
sharp contrast with older theories speculating on the affiliation of 
Sumerian to the known language families of the world.9 While I can see no 
possibility of refuting on factual grounds the one-sided reliance on spoken 
languages found in Høyrup’s paper (because the evidence is so weak in 
any direction when it comes to five-thousand-year-old languages), I may at 
least express the thought that this one-sidedness of his idea is far from 
being in sharp contrast with the older theories. 

Concluding remarks 
Of course, these two discussions do not present anything more true than 

did the original hypothesis about writing and its pronunciation. 
Admittedly, with yet another more or less likely scenario of incipient 
phonography, it will be harder than before to make persuasive judgements 
on what actually happened once upon a time. But this admittance is not 
tantamount to saying that we understand less than before. I think my 
discussions actually yield a better understanding of the process(es) of the 
phonetisation of writing. 

5.4 A certain relationship between text and speech 
In the discussion so far held in this chapter it has been taken for granted 

that speech is fit for the un-making of the artefactual nature of writing, 
although there are – as was pointed out in the previous chapter – other 
corporal means which could be used. This section will discuss the question 
why writing acquired a pronunciation but not a gesticulation. As I will 

                                           
9 Such theories have often been connected with the idea that the Sumerians arrived in southern 
Mesopotamia at a certain date. No doubt there were reed boats, but clinging to the invasion theory is to 
fall victim for the temptation to see the unity in Sumerian writing as revealing the Sumerians as a totally 
homogeneous group instead of seeing the notational system as a kind of lingua franca. (There is another 
aspect of the invasion hypothesis, namely that it would be possible to find, inter alia, a proto-Euphratic 
substratum in Sumerian; cf. Daniels, 1989.) 
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show, it is reasonable to think that speech is more fit than other natural 
means because of the physical properties of speech and writing. That is, no 
presumption of genetic preferences is needed to explain this particular 
‘primacy of speech’.10 I will also make a special evaluation of the 
relationship between the visual means of expression to show why the 
possibility of iconic relationship between gestures and writing does not 
make gesture a more suitable companion to graphs than does speech 
(although I will recognise the possibly large reliance on body––graphic 
correspondences in the different Mesoamerican writing systems). 

To start with, some notes on terminology are needed. Consider the 
following quotation from Vachek: 

[O]rthography denotes a set of rules that serve for the transposition of spoken 
utterances into written utterances. […] we miss a counterpart of the term 
orthography itself, i.e. there is no term to denote the set of rules that serve for the 
transposition of written utterances into spoken utterances. In practical textbooks 
the term “pronunciation” is fairly common which, however, is hardly satisfactory 
from the linguistic point-of-view, as it is generally used by the linguists as a 
synonym of “articulation.” Besides, the term is unsuitable for the given purpose by 
its lack of the component “ortho-,” which undoubtedly is desirable in a term 
denoting a set of normative rules. (Vachek 1948/1989: 15; see also 1989: 167–174 
about ‘spelling’) 

Actually, there is more wanting than what Vachek asks for. First of all it 
can be useful to make clear the distinction between the ‘ortho-
pronunciation’ of Vachek and an unreflecting but actual speech norm for 
reading aloud (that such speech habits could exist is hopefully indicated by 
my car-parking example). Secondly, one could acknowledge the term 
‘gesticulation of writing’, just as authors on sign language use Signed 
English for manual forms of written English.11 Finally, there ought to be a 

                                           
10 Of course, the ‘proofs’ put forth in this section will have the tentative character of the discussion earlier 
in this chapter. After all, these matters deal with the earliest stages of writing, and its hardly likely that an 
old clay tablet or hieroglyphic inscription should turn up which turns out to describe exactly how the 
special relation was arranged between writing and speech. Even if an old text dealt with it, like the 
Sumerian “Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta” (Komoróczy 1975; Vanstiphout 1989), we would not be 
able to know what the sign which is generally translated as ‘speech’ really stood for (the sign is KA 
‘mouth’ in “Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta”; as a pars pro toto it could have referred to total language, 
or if it stood for speech only, this could be due to an already established pronunciation of writing and an 
ensuing emphasis on the spoken part of total language). 
11 Signed English is an ‘ortho-gesticulation’, an ‘ortho-signing’, of writing (which makes the alphabetic 
phonography into a signography). It is defined mainly on the word level. ‘Hand-alphabets’ and the 
‘mouth-hand system’ are also ‘ortho-signing’ of writing but put the letters (phonemes) into sign. Real sign 
language rendering of writing can be thought of as translations (Ahlgren & Ozolins 1983, Ahlgren & 
Hyltenstam, eds., 1994), but, of course, a manuscript can be written so as to better fit to its interpretation 
into (a certain) sign language. (Personal communication, Catharina Kylander Unger.) 
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term in general for the expression of writing in natural / corporal language. 
‘Corporalisation of writing’ would be such a term. Henceforth I will use 
corporalisation as a parallel both to norms for reading aloud, whether 
explicit or not, and to phonetisation, although the latter is used in reference 
to the process (historical and semiotic) of establishing a graph–sound 
relation in an originally ideographic script. When Gelb and others talk 
about the ‘phonetisation of writing’, we can now discuss the 
‘corporalisation of writing’. This, however, is only to limit the discussion 
to the question of how the corporalisation was restricted to a mere 
phonetisation. 

Hockett’s stone age man goes to É.DUB.BA 
Some authors explain the dominance of speech over manual forms of 

communication by the freeing of the hands and the brow if only the mouth 
and the ears are used in the communication. Perhaps such an explanation 
seems convincing at first sight, but it actually begs new questions. 

Hockett (1978), who was cited in the beginning of Chapter 4, attempted 
an explanation based on a labouring primitive man (others have launched 
similar explanations; e.g. Steklis & Harnad 1976: 452). The primitive’s 
hands were locked by the heavy task he and his fellows were executing. 
This made it necessary for him to take recourse to the mouth for even the 
very primitive message which Hockett has him be in need of delivering. 
But if lifting heavy stones promoted oral language there could have been 
other activities which promoted manual language. One must ask if the 
mouth is unoccupied when a primitive man works. When he was 
sharpening the spear point stones, which are the only artefacts that remain, 
the answer is yes. But of course, stone age man did not sharpen stone 
edges all day. To fasten the stone on the spear some kind of string was 
needed; knotting could at that time as well as is the case nowadays include 
a firm bite in one end of the string. Further, the making of the string could 
have included hours of chewing on some woody straw or stiff strip of 
leather. Even today food is prepared by women chewing some of the 
ingredients for several hours – not in the industrial society, but here we are 
literate and thus we have adapted our business to the fact that our mouths 
are occupied by articulating our thoughts as if we were constantly 
writing/reading in our phonographic script! If (some of) these utilisations 
of the mouth do not exclude a simultaneous use of the mouth for speaking, 
then we also must reckon with the possibility that (some of) the manual 
activities actually do not exclude a simultaneous signing. 
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So there is no reason to believe that a medium selection, which is 
initiated by tool-making etc., should exclusively favour spoken language. 
What these arguments show is, though, that in some practices there might 
very well be a ‘primacy of speech’. 

Similarly for the Sumerians: when they impressed their clay tokens or 
styli in their clay tablets, it could be argued that speech and facial 
expressions but not gestures were easily made accompanists of their work. 
And when reading, one hand had to hold the tablet, thus making 
gesticulation less convenient. In such a specialised environment with 
definite demands on the body, pure speech may be the only prevailing part 
of corporal language. 

I want to elaborate this a bit further, because it might be felt that at least 
some remains of other types of corporal language might ‘pollute’ the 
phonetisation even if spoken language is the most convenient medium for 
corporalisation. For instance, children probably learn more than mere 
oral sign-rendering when they become literate.12 The children will imitate 
both audible and visual traits of adults’ reading aloud. But the writing 
principles are only speech-related (even in logographies, by definition). 
Thus, there is a need to differentiate between explicit writing principles 
(which link writing to spoken language through the established 
pronunciation of each sign or sign combination) and actual 
corporalisation.  

The question will then be: could the exclusiveness of speech in writing 
principles be explained (physically)? We could start by elaborating the 
remarks on the development of corporalisation. This development was 
described as if it were spontaneous and unconscious, and let me therefore 
start the quest for the exclusiveness of speech in conscious corporalisation 
in this end. 

As for a spoken lateralisation of corporal language, section 4.5 pointed 
to the ‘broad-casting’ phenomenon inherent in speech. Again, the 
Sumerians: there was no point in reading the tablet aloud or corporalising 
it in any other way for somebody nearby because he could have read it 
himself, while a rather remote fellow perhaps could not keep his eyes on 
the person reading the tablet aloud and hence he was also unable to see 
accompanying gestures and facial expressions. A solely speech-based 
corporalisation could thus be established. It could be noted that this 
                                           
12 By ‘oral sign-rendering’ I mean reading from a strictly ‘segmental’ point of view (where ‘segmental’ in 
its turn should be understood as ‘phonemic’ for alphabetic systems, ‘syllabic’ for syllabographies, and 
‘word-by-word’ for logographies). 
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specific corporalisation, once established, was also usable in proximate 
situations in spite of its redundancy. 

The discussion in Chapter 4 emphasised especially the transference of 
linguistic behaviour between generations. Therefore, let me suggest that 
perhaps the early schools, É.DUB.BA, which we know existed in Sumer 
some time after the invention of writing (Sjöberg 1975), promoted this oral 
rendering of signs: imagine the boys on benches or on the floor, everyone 
bent over the clay tablet in his palm, trying to copy what the school-father 
chants slowly and clearly; if the chanting included mien, posture, and 
gesture, the boys would not see it since they were so very concentrated on 
the act of writing.13 Finally, when a ‘full’ pronunciation of writing has 
been established and become the normal corporalisation, processes like 
those sketched in (C), (E), and (A) above may start (in the C-case, the 
children will be a third or later generation).14 That is, the literate culture in 
question begins to nurture the notion of a special relationship between 
speech and writing. 

Here we reach a stage where phonocentrism rules corporalisation. An 
intriguing question is by which linguistic means this explicit reference to 
spoken language is first made. If there were no original border between 
spoken, especially verbal, language and the rest of total language, why 
should there be some kind of meta-linguistic expression hinging on such a 
division? Children, to take that prototypical type of proto-literate beings, 
may indeed be unaware of the distinction we make between the different 
physical media as the following example shows. 

My oldest daughter had learned how to speak but she mixed speech 
with ordinary gesturing, like pointing, without realising that the two 
media did not always allow for co-occurring expression; thus in bed, 
lights out, she could cry “It hurts here!”, “I want to have the blanket 
here!” and the like. It was not easy to argue for a lateralisation of medium 
employment; such attempts from her parents were met with angry 
repetitions of the original infelicitous expressions. Sometimes I rather 
traced her arm to see (i.e. ‘see’) where the hand was (and sometimes I 

                                           
13 Obviously, prosody will probably not be related to individual signs because pronunciation of signs in 
sequences will resemble the pronunciation of these signs in isolation or in the standard sign lists. The 
appearance of the sequences will guide the reader to the right (to an acceptable) rendering of the sequence 
as an utterance, but nevertheless, the signary will not contain prosodic markers. 
14 One should also note that there is a strong affinity between most scripts, that is to say that the notion of 
the special relationship between speech and writing does not have to be reinvented many times. I hold it 
likely that any illiterate, whether explicitly informed about the phono-graphic relation or not, who 
witnesses an act of reading aloud or dictation will get this notion (but of course the notion of speech may 
be different). 
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traced the wrong arm, misinterpreted her request, and caused very angry 
responses). 

On the other hand, the champion of the general (or genetic) primacy of 
speech must admit that the language that developed around the use of 
speech in writing may have promoted such a meta-linguistic ability. And it 
should further be admitted that such meta-linguistic comments may have 
developed also in other situations. What the above example actually shows 
is the everyday need to develop such meta-linguistic comments. The 
situation suggested by the cited example would be the parents’ need to 
remind children of ‘proper’ language use. Other situations would suggest 
an ability to request silent language (during a hunt, for instance). There is 
no need for an elaborated terminology for this; ‘good language’, ‘bad 
language’, or ‘proper’ versus ‘improper’ is enough, when the situational 
requirements have been understood by the child. That is, when the literate 
culture in question begins to nurture the notion of a special relationship 
between speech and writing (as was said above), it does not have to be an 
explicit or conscious exclusion of other corporal means.15 It might just as 
well be a plain demand for ‘proper’ language. 

What I am trying to say is only that even before the invention of 
writing, there were monolateralising abilities. We must reckon, therefore, 
with a certain preparedness for the meta-linguistic needs of the art of 
writing. 

As writing was put to service in more and more human enterprises, the 
‘demand’ for monomedial expressions was extended (which did not 
directly entail the extinction of gestures – and prosody – but these did not 
count). The same argument would of course apply when a ‘fully 
exploited’ writing system was adopted or adapted by an illiterate people; 
the new people simultaneously adopt the phonocentric view of what is 
writable. 

Now, someone may ask whether phonocentrism could not dominate a 
society even before it becomes literate: by happenstance, a culture may 
nurture such ideas, and when writing comes about, its signs will be 
monomedially associated with this prestigious part of corporal language. 
An example of pre-literate focus on oral language would be the demand of 
correct recitation of the Vedic hymns in ancient India. Indeed, I admit that 
this could very well be the reason in some cases. But then the reason 

                                           
15 To believe so, would be to assume that pre- and proto-literate peoples had a developed dichotomy 
between form and meaning; see sec. 6.4.2 below. 
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would be a matter of ‘style’ or ‘fashion’, and the general and genetic 
primacy of speech would not at all be proved by this.16 However, I have 
striven in this section not to take too much for granted but rather to point 
out the special character of the situations where we can indeed count on a 
primacy of speech for convenient communication (and any known example 
of pre-literate phonocentric traits, like the Indian, could have been 
influenced by foreign literate cultures). 

A note on etymological ‘proofs’ 
In this connection it could be noted that seemingly medium-determining 

words like ‘language’ from Latin lingua ‘tongue’, cannot be taken to show 
a general monomedial nature of language. Such an expression could be 
merely a pars pro toto (which it definitely is even for spoken language) or 
it could be influenced by written norms (cf. the footnote above about 
Sumerian KA). In the latter case, it does not have to refer to an actual 
lateralisation – except in writing – but only to a supposed and thus 
nurtured lateralisation. Whence the phonocentrism I bemoaned in the last 
chapter. 

Finally, let me show how etymological evidence may be selectively 
chosen by authors deceived by the phonocentrism of our culture and our 
descipline: 

An indisputable fact about language is that it is currently a phenomenon intimately 
and almost inextrincably linked to the medium of speech. Almost all language is 
spoken language. Most orthographies are derived from phonology, or are at least 
one-to-one with the words of a spoken language, and even in the brain, linguistic 
functions seem to be closely bound with, if not identical to, speech functions. In 
fact, it is virtually impossible to find a medium-neutral general term for the 
function in question, because “language,” “linguistic,” “glossogony,” and so on, 
are all etymologically linked to (the) “tongue”. (Steklis & Harnad 1976: 445) 

It is a pity that Steklis and Harnad did not consider the term 
‘communication’. Further, words like tell, tale, and in Swedish tal 
(number or speech), tala (speak), förtälja (tell), tälja (tell or carve, cut), 
which probably originate in the use of counting-sticks, and Latin putare 

                                           
16 This ‘vogue’ theory has some support in the fact, noted in a previous footnote, that most scripts – and 
thereby possibly their writing principles – show close affinities; that is, if only some very early script, like 
the Sumerian or Egyptian, became surrounded by a phonocentric view of language, then the rest would 
follow automatically. Gelb (1963) embraced the idea of a monogenesis of phonography, but the proofs 
concerning China were very weak, and, of course, Maya writing was not considered a phonetic system in 
those days. Although the general claim of a monogenesis of phonography was premature, in the following 
chapters I will speak in favour of a similar view when it comes to alphabetic writing principles. 
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for cut > count > consider (=judge, be of the opinion)17, suggest that 
(counting-) scripts might have been the source of much speech. And 
among the linguistic terms used in science, we have grammar, 
grammarian, grammatical, etc. So why should not lingua be a word 
originally used in connection with communication by writing? One could 
moreover note the ethnocentrism in using words from the Greco-Latin 
sphere – other languages may yield other etymological connections – but I 
shall not eleaborate this point any further. 

How a graphic system could indicate gestural language 
At the beginning of this section I promised an evaluation of how 

writing as a visual medium co-operates with visual corporal language.   
 Poyatos, whose multi-channel approach to communication was 

mentioned in Chapter 4, has touched upon the question of why writing was 
given a pronunciation and not a gesticulation – or, in his words, why 
writing, originally depicting visual things more than spoken words, came 
to represent verbal language but not kinetics (1983: 287). Hopefully, the 
discussion above provides a tenable explanation for why there may be no 
‘kinemes’ indicated, only ‘phonemes’, in a corporalised writing system. 
Still, Poyatos’ assertion that writing originally depicted visual things and 
his implication that this ought to have made writing represent gestures 
rather than spoken words, both call for a comment. 

John S. Justeson (1986: 442f) mentions that arm and hand postures 
provided a source for the iconographic precursors of writing among the 
Olmec (who were the predecessors of the Maya). In this iconography arms 
and hands are sometimes shown in postures suitable to greet a lord etc. In 
this way, complex concepts could be denoted sign by sign in a writing-like 
manner. If parts of the human body thus served as a model for the graphic 
form of the inscriptions, one may venture that a corporalisation of an 
inscription could include gestures.  

Another Americanist, John Monaghan (1994), argues that the human 
body was “a basis for the encoding of information” and that the body 
played “an important role in the performance or ‘transmission’ of 
Mesoamerican texts” (ibid.: 91). Referring to a study on hand gestures in 
Mixtec manuscripts, he conjectures that complex combinations of manual 
signs and arm positions would have allowed for an elaborate gestural 

                                           
17 This is not without demur, however. I have consulted the Swedish etymological dictonary by Hellquist, 
3rd ed (1948). 
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vocabulary. (Mixtec and Aztec writing is not phonographic, in contrast to 
the much older Maya script; for the latter, see Ch. 9.) 

In spite of obvious instances, however, gestures are generally little 
represented in pictographies. As a matter of fact, it is not difficult to find 
reasons why real systems do not meet Poyatos’ belief. First of all, the 
kinetic element is lost when the acting part of the body is depicted. 
Secondly, all material objects are equally well, if not better, represented 
by depicting them rather than the gesture used for them in corporal 
language. Thirdly, it is not obvious on what part of a total expression a 
sign should draw. When the thing is present, it is perhaps referred to in 
natural language by a spoken it and a pointing finger. That is, neither the it 
of the spoken part of the total expression nor the pointing finger of the 
gestural part is depicted, but the thing itself (compare the quotation of 
Segerdahl in sec. 4.4 above: “the entity fulfils a function in language” 
1996: 41ff). 

Now, to discuss the representation in the other direction: the 
corporalisation of written utterances. To start with, we may note that the 
indication of things (and actions) is clearly not insurmountable for gestural 
language – rather, as we saw in Chapter 4, gestures have a clear advantage 
over speech in this respect. To continue, in pictography, pictures of 
different kinds of things will of course be drawn in different ways so as to 
suggest the kind. Manual imitation of these appearances would thus be 
easy – the pictogram itself suggests the gestural corporalisation. (The 
iconographic appearance of a pictogram may of course also facilitate a 
vocalisation of the sign because one recognises what is depicted and 
knows what it is called in spoken language). We may further think that 
also linear (i.e. non-pictographic) signs may be imitated, at least by the 
literati – this spelling-gesticulation would constitute a parallel to the 
spelling-pronunciation so frequent in phonographies. Indeed, it has often 
been said that Chinese of distantly related dialects may use the finger to 
draw characters to solve problems of word identity. So for reading, the 
visuality of the graph may be thought to support a correspondence between 
gesture and graph. 

In the same vein, however, one may speculate that in the act of writing, 
the very act itself usurps the gestural part of any accompanying natural 
language expression. This holds not only for the linear signs but also for 
pictograms: the outlining of the pictograms usurps the gesturing. Thus, 
again, the act of writing will be accompanied by speech only. And, again, 
a next-generation argument would suggest that this process sparks the 
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notion that writing in general is connected with speech – that is, also in 
reading.  

More problematic for Poyatos’ presumption is the following, though. 
The stylisation of pictograms may lead to their becoming unrecognisable 
by mere shape. Outlining (and other gestures) will not be directly 
interwoven in the reading and writing acts since they are no longer 
suggested by the text. And they may, as likely as not, never be 
reintroduced. 

A process similar to that of stylisation, namely conservative spelling,18 is 
also what makes spelling and pronouncing difficult in phonographies (i.e., 
if one still tries to write or read according to the phonographic principles). 
All phonographies tend to be logographised when they mature. If spoken 
language changes with time (including reading aloud) people often prefer 
to stick to the old spelling. This in spite of the fact that the original simple 
phonographic principles are still regarded as the basis of the writing 
system. Obviously, the identification of the word is more important than 
the instruction of how to say it.  

Both iconography and phonography often give way for this 
institutionalisation of the graphic word. In conclusion, there is not much of 
an advantage for visual natural language in the mere fact that writing is 
also a visual expression. The point is that writing is not a representation of 
any form of natural language, which is what Poyatos assumed as much as 
the phonocetric authors have done. 

Rebus interpretation of ancient writing systems 
Finally, and in spite of what has just been argued, it could be worthwhile 

to ponder on what an ancient ‘kineography’ or ‘corpography’ might look 
like to us today. After all, the Mesoamerican cases indicate that a writing 
system might be paralleled by gestural expressions (Monaghan 1994). But 
if a kineography is to develop, we must allow for non-iconic signs related 
to gestures: phonographies have to work without iconic signs, and the 
same may be the case for the kineography, because of the autonomous 
status of writing as explained in the last few paragraphs above. So the 
question will be: how would a non-iconic kineography appear to present-
day decipherers? 

Let us stay in Mesoamerica, and simply presume that the Maya, as the 
                                           
18 The similarity of the two processes consists in the growing reliance on the written form itself for the 
identification of the written units in the written language. (Unfortunately, I have not read Leroi-Gourhan’s  
study on the relationship bewteen picture, gesture and language 1964.) 
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successors of the Olmec, played upon more than spoken language in their 
writing. What are the possibilities that the rebus readings, which the 
decipherers have employed when interpreting the Maya script, could find 
gesture-based parallels? To answer this, one would have to have a 
description of the totality of Maya Indian ways of expressing themselves. 
For the Maya communication at the time of the conquest, I guess that the 
alphabet-biased Spaniards could easily have missed non-phonemic facts.19 
Present-day linguists, with their tape-recorders, may be normalising data 
only slightly less. At any rate, I have not heard of any non-phonetic rebus-
reading attempts for this script.20 

The rebus reading-principle itself must also be scrutinised. To do this, I 
will allow myself a little excursion to the Chinese writing system for a 
parallel to the argument I will present. A Chinese character indicates its 
syllabic reading by a rough suggestion of its value by another character 
which is included in it.21 Tone is perhaps not indicated accurately as often 
as phonemes.22 At any rate, since phonemes are rather badly represented, 
one could as well see it as if the whole of the syllable is approximated by 
phonemes and tone. To leave the Chinese example for the more general 
discussion: if a total language expression is to be indicated by such a 
(rough) homorganic (= parallel to homophonic) device, it would be very 
probable that some traits are not quite paralleled in both expressions. But 
nevertheless, for many of the ‘parts’ of the total expression there would be 
a matching. This amounts to saying that a monomedial method of rebus 
decipherment would be successful for many signs. 
                                           
19 This blindness concerns not only transcription of natural utterances but also the categorisation of 
human activities: according to Monaghan (1994: 90) the early Spanish compilers of Indian dictionaries 
did not see the connection between Maya words for ‘dance’ and ‘pray’. Similar connections between oral 
and bodily acts are found in the Mixtec vocabulary where ‘dancing’ is a kind of ‘singing’ (ibid.). 
20 There are some facts that could speak for a more elaborate use of gestures among the Maya. Johnson 
(1991) reports of a wide-spread Maya Sign used by deaf villagers (and also of hearing people in a village 
with a ‘high’ percentage of deaf people, ~3%). See also Oliver Sacks (1990: 33); note that Perlmutter 
(1986: 517) has misunderstood this as a very recently invented sign language. Another case would be 
Stross (1974): several of the 416 Tzeltal (Maya) meta-linguistic commentaries which Stross lists take 
notice of the speaker’s posture; however, Stross reports a “lack of elaboration of gesture among the 
Tzeltal” (1974: 226). As for the use of gestural signing in America we have the Plains Indians’ signed 
lingua franca, but the age of this is unknown. Even the Eskimo picture writing in Schmitt (1980), where 
signs show gesturing men, may betray an American emphasis on more vivid expressions than the Old 
World’s pictograms do. But I leave this to others to judge. Aboriginal Sign Languages of the Americas 
and Australia (Umiker-Sebeok & Seboek, eds., 1978) and Sign Languages of Aboriginal Australia 
(Kendon 1988) provide glimpses of phono-ex-centric worlds, as do Writing without Words: Alternative 
Literacies in Mesoamerica and the Andes (Boone & Mignolo, eds. 1994). 
21 Thus a Chinese character is (in most cases) a graphic composite PS, where P and S are other characters; 
the P indicates (often in a very imprecise manner) the pronunciation of PS, and the S the semantic field. 
The P may sometimes itself be a composition of the form phonetic + semantic. 
22 This one may infer from DeFrancis’ four degrees of phonetic correspondance between the P and the 
whole PS character (1989: 109f). 
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In effect, the last paragraph strongly suggests that the mere existence of 
successful phonetic interpretation of old logographies does not really 
preclude that in ancient times one drew upon kinetics besides drawing 
upon speech. In Chapter 9 there will be a similar argument for 
ideographies in general (see especially the subsection 9.2.1.1). 

5.5 Summary 
Chapter 4 concluded that we have to reckon with a phonocentrism 

biasing common notions of what constitutes the human linguistic faculty. 
It was even asserted that phonocentrism has been nurtured by our 
phonographic presumption about what is writable. The present chapter has 
therefore dealt with the question of how the phonographic notion could 
come about in a linguistic environment which was originally multi-medial 
and, by assumption, had no special preferences for speech. 

Section 5.2 made no difference between natural language and speech, 
but merely presented a few more or less imaginative ways through which a 
corporalisation by spoken means may be established. Notably, the spoken 
correlate to writing could have been derived more or less directly from 
writing – an already established independent language. Of course, 
‘independent’ should be qualified according to the discussion about the 
impossibility of strict ‘one-channelness’, because writing should be 
included in our account of the total language (even if we by definition in 
earlier chapters excluded writing from the ‘natural’ or ‘corporal’ 
language). Speech, as much as writing, grew in concordance with other 
meaningful signs. 

This conclusion led to the qualifications in section 5.3 of theories 
concerning the nature of the language in which an original (esp. the 
Sumerian) writing system is born. It has been claimed that only 
monosyllabic languages provides a base for ‘full’ writing (logosyllabo-
graphies). But in section 5.2 it was noted that shorthand talks – which 
could include monosyllabifying processes – easily evolve to ‘tell’ about 
things which humans deal with. In principle, therefore, every language 
could be used as a starting ground. Further, a theory that spoken Sumerian 
was a pidgin / creole, was ‘augmented’ by the hypothesis that Sumerian 
borrowed also from the book-keeping notation. 

In section 5.4 it was demonstrated that just as in the quest for the 
fullness of writing dealt with in Chapter 4, a reasonable answer to the 
question why writing was linked so ‘one-channelly’ to the total of natural 
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language might be found in the physical constraints of writing, speech, 
gestures, postures, facial expressions: it was easier to add speech (both 
articulatorily and perceptually) to the act of reading and to the act of 
writing than to add gesticulation etc. Writing engages a large part of the 
body, but not mouth and ear. It was also noted that the meta-language, that 
is the explicitly formulated writing principles, could be thought of as 
growing in the linguistic habits which have evolved around (the use of) 
writing. 

Further, section 5.4 also dealt with the perhaps surprising fact that a 
visual medium like writing does not pay more attention to other visual 
media (esp. gesture language) for expression of meaning. It was proposed 
that the non-representational nature of writing (as of all forms of 
communication) explains why visual languages have no advantages in the 
corporalisation of writing. But it was finally admitted that a present-day 
phonetic decipherment may actually mask an ancient correspondence 
between the writing system in question and the whole of its users’ corporal 
language. 
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Chapter 6 – Writing and Linguistics 

 

6.1 Introduction 
The aim of the present chapter is to illustrate the fundamental role that 

writing plays and has played for the adoption of the concepts commonly 
employed in the language sciences. How the knowledge of writing entails 
a grammatical view of language has become a popular topic for many 
authors in the last few decades, and their areas of speciality may be 
linguistics, pedagogy, or psychology, or, equally likely, phonetics, 
philology, or anthropology. I will not attempt an exhaustive review of the 
literature on this topic. Rather, the chapter centres on two main themes, 
namely the overall view of language and the alphabetic conception of 
speech; the literature referred to is selected merely to illustrate some 
specific points. 

In the previous chapters I noted that an author like Poyatos (1983), who 
tried to go beyond the scope of linguistics, actually relied on traditional 
concepts of linguistics in his analyses of human communication. The same 
difficulty of moving the analysis away from the traditional conception of 
language will be displayed in the first part of the present chapter which 
will deal with two works that stress the influence of writing on linguistics. 
The first work, by Per Linell, has the telling title The Written Language 
Bias in Linguistics (1982); the other is The World on Paper by David 
Olson (1994) and covers much more than linguistics. Although these 
works have the same basic outlook as the present one, the discussions 
below will seek out the divergencies because there are some insights to be 
gained if we, as an application of the ideas presented in the previous 
chapters, read them rather critically, leaving their merits aside. 

The second part will take up many arguments for the thesis that the 
educated Western view of speech is alphabetically biased. The 
unnaturalness of the phoneme-sized unit will be discussed extensively, 
including the conceptual split between form and meaning and the origin of 
phonetics. The chapter will conclude with a discussion around claims 
made by Esa Itkonen (1991), who contrary to opinions expressed by Linell 
for example, stresses the non-importance of writing on linguistics both for 
the phonology of Panini and for grammar in general. 
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6.2 Per Linell’s The written language bias in linguistics (1982) 
Per Linell has seen writing as fundamentally structuring our thoughts on 

language. In 1982 he published a monograph with the striking title The 
Written Language Bias in Linguistics. This was in the spirit of the time, as 
can be seen from other works of that period, for instance Gunther Kress’ 
Learning to Write (1982/1994). Kress discussed speech and writing in 
general, how the lipservice paid to the primacy of speech actually masked 
a writing-derived view of what counts as speech (ibid.: 17ff), and he also 
discussed specific topics of how norms of writing had influenced the 
linguists’ view of what the prerequisites for literacy are, especially the 
concept of the ‘sentence’ – he saw the sentence as a unit of writing, not of 
ordinary speech (ibid.: 71ff). 

Linell finds writing-influences on all levels of the linguistic description: 
grammar (the concepts of word, sentence, grammaticality; the neglect of 
prosody), phonology, semantics, language acquisition, etc., as well as in 
the overall theory of language. 

In this book the modern linguist’s view on language is discussed from a rather 
unusual point of view. It is argued that our conception of language is deeply 
influenced by a long tradition of analyzing only written language, and that modern 
linguistic theory, including psycholinguistics and sociolinguistics, approaches the 
structures and mechanisms of spoken language with a conceptual apparatus, which 
– upon closer scrutiny – turns out to be more apt for written language in 
surprisingly many and fundamental aspects. I will refer to this situation as the 
written language bias in linguistics. (Linell 1982: 1) 

He is against the view of a language suggested by grammar books, 
namely the closed, monolithic system; instead he argues that “languages, 
as well as speakers’ competences in them, are open systems into which 
new elements can be introduced without becoming fully integrated.” 
(1982: 51) He presents a host of good examples where the written 
language provides the standard for the analyses. For instance, sentences 
which in writing look ambiguous are said in the generative literature to 
be ‘disambiguated’ in speech; Linell remarks: “it would seem natural to 
talk about ambiguation in writing, rather than disambiguation in 
speech” (ibid.: 73). The moral is that linguists tend to take the written form 
as the primary form even if they pay lipservice to a ‘primacy of speech’. 
And if we do not take the timeless, decontexualised written form as 
primary, we will endanger the whole grammatical conception of language, 
because such a rejection “raises the question of whether sentences can be 
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considered well-formed in themselves, i.e., as independent formal 
objects” (ibid.: 80).1 

Writing bias  (graphic bias) 
I agree with Linell in large. Still, I cannot but point out that he has the 

inclination to see writing as emphasising pre-existing levels in natural 
communication. “The structure and use of written language is of course 
largely derived from the properties of spoken language” it is declared in 
one place even if the succeeding paragraph states that “the difference of 
the two media have important consequences” (ibid.: 31). I will not go into 
this matter because there is a more fundamental question about an analysis 
of the influence of writing in linguistics. 

The very term ‘written language bias’ is hardly suitable to cover all the 
things Linell brings up. Certainly, there has been a written-language bias in 
the language sciences: one has seen written utterances as the norm for 
spoken ones. This has concerned both word order and word choice as well 
as pronunciation: one should speak so that the orthographic rules generate 
acceptable written words and sentences from what is spoken. However, 
since Linell plays on the static nature of written texts and how this has 
provided a conception of language as based on static entities like the stock 
of words and grammar, a more correct term for the bias in question would 
have been the ‘writing bias in linguistics’ (writing here equals Schrift).2 
Regard the following four quotations, for instance, which are meant to 
contrast “speech communication” with “communication by written texts”: 

“Speech is a dynamic, ephemeral behavior distributed in time; it proceeds 
continuously” (p. 5) 
“Speech behavior has many features of continuous movements (rather than a chain 
of successive states).” (p. 6) 

                                           
1 More could be said about the normativity of the traditional practices in linguistics: Linell finds for 
instance that modern so-called descriptive linguistics still keeps features of the old prescriptive 
grammatical works: “The hidden normativity shows up at different levels. For example, anyone who really 
pays attention to the full variability that actually characterizes spoken language, may well be amazed by 
the fact that many of the actually occurring structures have not been described in the usual grammars, not 
even in modern grammars compiled by ‘descriptive’ linguists. The most important reason for this is 
probably the fact that the structures in question are not accepted in written language. Hence the most 
natural reaction is to regard such structures as ungrammatical or deficient. (The history of language 
cultivation is full of examples.) But once some such structure is attended to and described by some 
linguist as part of spoken language, it is thereby assigned another status; it becomes recognized as part of 
the language in question and thereby, as it were, legitimized. This phenomenon – quite frequent in modern 
linguistics – clearly shows the normative function of the descriptive practice.” (1982: 60) 
2 Moreover, Linell often plays on the static nature of not only written texts, but also pictures and 
diagrams. Therefore one might consider whether a term like ‘the graphic bias’ would not be the most 
appropriate label on all the skewed approaches to language which he illuminates. 
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“A written text and its component parts (letters, words, sentences, paragraphs etc) 
have the character of objects; they are persistent and static” (p. 8) 
“The written text is made up of discrete symbols, i.e. letters (at least in print) and 
(graphic) words” (p. 8) 

No doubt, there is a difference between the speech signal and a written 
text, but should not “speech behaviour” be contrasted with the act of 
writing or something like that? Then the difference between speech and 
writing (between spoken language and written language) may not appear 
as fundamental at all. If we consider language to be something in use and 
not to be a piece of paper, then written language is not static. An act of 
writing is, as little as an act of reading, static. They are both as ephemeral 
as speech. Furthermore, Linell links ‘dynamic’ to ‘continuous’ and perhaps 
rightly so, but as for the products of the acts of writing and speaking a 
comment is needed. Grammatically, both writing and speech are discrete; 
the grammarian simply analyses what is spoken as chains of phonemes, 
words, and sentences. Someone might argue, that the suprasegmental units, 
like question intonation, are both grammatical and continuous. But supra-
segmental units could be said to exist also in writing: underlining is 
definitely suprasegmental and also continuous, and italicising is carried out 
segment by segment (letter by letter) but embraces likewise a sequence of 
consecutive segments and is therefore clearly suprasegmental. In the latter 
case, it also seems all right to speak of a continuous feature; the 
italicisation reaches unbroken from the first letter italicised to the last letter 
italicised in a sequence of italicised letters. And as a parallel to the above-
mentioned question intonation, we should note that a question mark turns 
the whole of a sentence into a question. So all suprasegmental units appear 
to be continuous. Hence, in this respect, too, we see no difference between 
writing and speech.  

Considering the misapplied oppositions between static and ephemeral, 
and between discrete and continuous, one might find it not implausible that 
Linell’s form of ‘written language bias’ will strike worst when we try to 
analyse written language. 

 

Phonographic bias 
In any event, what strikes a ‘total linguist’ most is Linell’s identification 

of ‘original’, or ‘ordinary’, language with spoken language. That is, written 
language is opposed to spoken language when Linell seeks through the 
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realm of linguistics for the effects of the ‘written language bias’. One 
example of this has already been given in the quotation above of the 
opening paragraph of Linell’s book. Another example is the following 
conclusion: “a theory of written language cannot, and should not, be 
entirely identical with a corresponding theory of spoken language” (1982: 
11).  

To be sure, Linell tells his readers that non-written communication is 
executed interactively and is situationally bound, and that non-verbal 
means of expression including gestures do matter and are a part of the 
communicative actions. It is worth noting, though, that he does not use the 
term ‘non-written communication’, but ‘spoken language’ or ‘speech’.  

If we let traditional, writing-based grammar define language, then non-
written communication will of course appear as speech plus various non-
verbal acts. But this view of corporal communication as divisible into 
speech and ‘extras’, really language and non-language, is in itself the most 
profound result of a written-language based linguistics, of a linguistics that 
originally was a device to deal with instruction in writing: to allow for the 
split of natural language into ‘language’ and non-verbal means is to allow 
for a written language paradigm which is a direct product of our writing 
system being phonographic, i.e. indicating pronunciation. 

Keeping to Linell’s ‘bias’ terminology, we could call this ‘the 
phonographic bias’ in linguistics. For old-fashioned philology, allowing 
for this ‘bias’ was of course not a detrimental allowance – language 
science was dealing with written remains, and a writing / phonographic 
‘bias’ was desirable. Even more, it seems rather superfluous to call it a 
‘bias’ when it is simply a ‘basis’. 

Naturally, in a general linguistic science which has begun to claim that 
its area of interest is actual, interactive communication between people, 
this phonographic basis is perceived as uncomfortable and undesirable. It 
remains to be seen, however, just how much of it will be aborted. 

 

Concluding remarks 
We have seen that even an author who attempts to reveal ‘the written 

language bias in linguistics’ may divide communication into language and 
paralanguage in a way which seems to revive the very bias under analysis. 
On the other hand, perhaps it is overly zealous to demand that the 
terminology used should be capable of discarding a millennium-long 
tradition in one single formula. After all, when contrasting writing with 
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speech, the latter term may stand as a pars pro toto for the whole of natural 
expression. Linell’s monograph shows a concern for the multimedially 
‘spoken’ language, and even more so do later works by the same author; 
see, e.g., Linell (1988). This latter work by Linell appeared in a volume, 
The Written World edited by Säljö (1988), with several other papers 
discussing related subjects. Thus, the impact on linguistics of various 
aspects of writing was a decade ago not a new subject although certainly 
heinous or at least unwelcome in many circles, as it may still be. 

I have tried to go one step further by highlighting the use of the terms 
speech and spoken language in the ‘revolutionary’ literature (the works of 
Poyatos, Linell, etc.). I have questioned if the basic assumptions have 
changed, even if the focus admittedly has changed from as it were 
monologic speech / writing to situated discourse. If we look at the other 
main trend in the critical approach to writing, namely the literacy–orality 
debate, that is, the impact of writing on culture, it is noteworthy that Brian 
Street claims in his contribution to The Written World “that the supposed 
shift from divide to continuum is more rhetorical than real: that, in fact, 
many of the writers in this field continue to represent literacy as 
sufficiently different from orality in its social and cognitive consequences, 
that their findings scarcely differ from the classic concept of the ‘great 
divide’ ” (Street 1988: 59). 

6.3 David Olson’s The World on Paper (1994) 
David Olson in his recent The World on Paper (1994) attempts to sketch 

how people came to be aware of words, as fixed entities, through 
logographic rebus writing, and how, through employment of such scripts to 
new languages, the notion of syllables was born, and by the indication of 
vowels of syllables, the notion of both phonemic vowels (rather than 
syllabic) and consonants was developed.  

Olson’s book is more far-reaching than this as he sketches how not only 
a linear view on utterances was born through the use of writing but also 
how the art of interpretation was furthered by this development, and how 
the conceptual separation between what was said and what was meant led 
to the development of the scientific thinking of the enlightenment. Olson’s 
book is actually an attempt to come to terms with the bold assertions by 
earlier authors on literacy and orality. The assertions of a fundamental 
difference, a ‘great divide’, between literate and oral society are well-
known, and there is no reason to go into detail here; Olson devotes his first 
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three chapters to ‘demythologising literacy’ (to borrow the title from the 
first one), scrutinising the many forms these assertions have taken. 
Although this is interesting reading, it is enough in the present context to 
recognise the standpoint of authors such as Heath (1983) and Street (1984) 
for whom “there may be no one literacy and no single set of implications” 
(1994: 10) and that of Carruthers (1990) “who asserted that writing 
something down cannot change our mental representation of it” (1994: 16). 
To all this Olson says “the failure of earlier theories of the implications of 
literacy comes from their assumption that literacy has its effects through 
advances in ways of writing, that is, the form of the script; in contrast I 
shall argue that conceptual implications arise from the ways of reading” 
(1994: 18). 

It was said above that some of Olson’s claims are far-reaching, and it is 
advisable to limit the present review to those parts of Olson’s book which 
deal with problems related to linguistics proper. Section 6.3.3, though, will 
give a glimpse of the larger scope which is Olson’s. 

6.3.1 The development of grammatical concepts 
In Olson’s view the development of different writing systems led man to 

see, to hear, language as structured in various ways; syntactically, 
syllabically, phonemically. That the written notations were pronounceable 
(possible to read aloud) made it possible to see writing as a model for 
speech. This view of a dependence of our speech conception on writing is 
of course not entirely novel, but in Olson’s Chapter 4, “What writing 
represents: a revisionist history of writing”, we get a presentation of the 
whole development from word to phoneme including a revaluation of 
rebus writing – here rebus writing is seen as connected with the starting 
point for logography (1994: 75) by contrasting with a state where signs are 
not considered to have any specific pronunciation, while most authors have 
seen rebus writing as a starting-point for phonography (syllabic writing, or, 
in Egypt, consonantal writing). 

But if writing is to provide a model for speech through its 
pronunciation, an account of how writing came to acquire a pronunciation 
is needed. Initially Olson elaborates on the concepts presented by Harris 
(1986: Ch. 5) where the origin of writing is explained by the shift from 
mimesis by artefacts, like one pebble – one sheep, to more arbitrary 
artefactual signification including separation of qualifier and qualified. 
Olson calls this ‘acquiring a syntax’. After examining a certain specimen 
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of early Sumerian pictography where numerals and pictographs together 
denote specific quantities, he says: “Thus this elementary script has a 
syntax and could be taken as a precise model for an oral utterance.” (1994: 
73f) A ‘total linguist’ like myself has to ask why it is a model for an oral 
utterance. Olson adds: “But there is no reason for believing that such 
graphic signs yet represent a particular word or words in a natural 
language. The tablet described above could be read out in any language 
much as the Arabic numeral 4 can be read out as ‘four’ or ‘quatre’. It is not 
essential to claim, as do most theorists, that syntactical scripts now 
represent speech; it is equally true that such a script is now a language.” 
(ibid.: 74) This is as unorthodox as Vachek’s claims. However, just as in 
Vachek’s case, the entailing freeing of language to be of any substance is 
never reached. Just like Poyatos (1983), Olson’s view of language – 
throughout his book and in spite of many insistences to the contrary – 
seems on the whole to be the ordinary grammatical one: syntactically and 
phonemically structured and augmented with paralinguistic peculiarities 
and kinetic deictics.  

As already mentioned several times, Olson stresses the point that people 
did not have our concept of the ‘word’ before they had writings which 
could provide a suitable model for speech. I cannot quite see why 
‘acquiring a syntax’ is brought forth as the prime model for speech. Not 
even if we take it for granted that speech in itself possesses a syntax is 
there any urgent need for a syntax. What is needed is writing’s acquisition 
of a sign-based standard for its oral rendition. In the foregoing chapter it 
was hopefully demonstrated that there is no syntactical requirement for 
that to occur (for the point of view presented there, the ‘rebus’ will play no 
logically necessary role although factually it might have had a decisive 
role in the phonetisation of writing). In that chapter the phonetisation (or 
corporalisation) of writing was conceptually split into two notions: that of 
early writing as ‘having a pronunciation’ and as ‘rendering speech’.3 This 
split makes it possible to discuss the first steps of the grammatisation of 
corporal language, including the formation of the ordinary ‘serial’ 
language conception where utterances are seen as series of linearly 
arranged components, and hopefully also to understand the phonocentrism 
of this grammatisation. At any rate, Olson, a few pages later, makes 
provision for the kind of rendering of writing which was presented in the 

                                           
3 Further conceptual splits could be indicated through inserting parentheses as follows: ‘(regarded as) 
having a pronunciation’ and as ‘(capable of) rendering speech’. 
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previous chapter; even if still presupposing the importance of a syntax for 
a writing system, he concludes: 

Such scripts are logographic in that the tokens now represent the major 
grammatical constituents of the language, namely, words. But, to repeat, it does 
not follow that the inventors of such a script already knew about words and then 
sought to represent them in the script. The opposite may be true. The scribal 
inventions dictated a kind of reading which allowed language to be seen as 
composed of words related by means of a syntax. Writing thereby provides the 
model for the production of speech (in reading) and for the introspective 
awareness of speech as composed of grammatical constituents, namely, words. 

The possibility that graphic systems with a syntax can be read as expressions in 
a natural language is what makes the written form a model for the spoken. Of 
course graphic schemes can always be verbalized or talked about; but only when it 
becomes possible to differentiate the activity of describing what a picture shows 
from reading what a text says, can the graphic structure be seen as a model for the 
syntactical properties of language. 

Not all graphic features need be verbalized and not all verbalized differences 
need appear in the script. The decisive factor in the elaboration of the script will 
not be the verbal models (for as we have noted such models are not available prior 
to writing) but rather the attempt at a functional, unambiguous representation 
(Gaur, 1984/1987; Harris, 1986). […] 

(Olson 1994: 77) 

Olson further advocates the view that it is the transmission of writing 
from one people to another which leads to new writing principles, to new 
kinds of writing systems. This was noted even by Isaac Taylor: “As a rule 
it is found that the advance from one stage in the development of writing 
to the next is only attained by the transmission of a graphic system from 
one nation to another.” (1883: 39) Gelb also stressed this – as he saw it, 
the new people skips the burden of irregularities and utilises a principle 
already present but used only sporadically in the old system. Olson, on the 
other hand, emphasises the novelty of the new principles: the old writing 
system (logographic or phonographic) fitted the old language fairly well, 
that is, knowing how to read texts aloud in that language was fairly easy; 
when used in a new linguistic environment, this writing system was 
reinterpreted to ‘fit’ the language of the new people; and a new relation 
between visible signs and audible signs emerged (a new model for 
language had come about). 

To a great extent, Olson’s account of the history of linear models of 
language is the Gelbian history of writing systems but interpreted the other 
way round. I incline strongly to this reversed interpretation myself, but as 
will become obvious in what follows I do not think Olson really embraces 
all the implications of this reinterpretation. Furthermore, Olson presents a 
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detailed historical outline which will not be brought up here (it is only a 
few pages long), but immediately below I make some remarks concerning 
his treatment of philological data. 

 It might be well to mention that the chapter on “What writing 
represents” contains dubious presentations of philological data, and it is 
often not clear that they really illustrate the conceptual development in 
question. Admittedly, my own historical sketches in Chapter 5 did not give 
any precise answers to questions like Where? and When? although it 
seems reasonable that a conceptual development, which runs parallel to the 
history of writing systems, should be traceable in the written remains. 
Olson, on the other hand, gives very precise suggestions, but his 
presentation appears, when it comes to details, to be rather confused, as 
witnessed by the following examples. 

Linear B is said to be the first writing system exclusively based on the 
syllabic principle (p. 82). What about Linear A, and are not Linear A and B 
writings accompanied by iconographic pictograms? Further, if the CV-
syllabic Linear B “was apparently abandoned because the Greek language 
has complex syllable structures” (ibid.), one must ask why Olson 
advocates the view that people’s conception of speech is writing-derived. 
Rather, should not Linear B simply provide the model of Greek for the 
Mycenaean Greeks? Note that the Greek alphabet came half a millennium 
after Linear B had ceased to exist; see Chapter 8 below. 

Canaanite  alphabetic / consonantal  cuneiform is used to exemplify the 
rise of phonographic scripts ensuing from the Semites’ adoption of the 
ancient Sumerian script (p. 79f), but then (p. 80f) the reader is told that the 
first syllabary was the result of this adoption, and indeed, Sumero-
Akkadian cuneiform is syllabic (logosyllabic), not alphabetic. Most 
remarkably, the relations between alphabetic or consonantal systems and 
the Sumero-Akkadian system is not really dealt with, nor the relation 
between Egyptian and West Semitic consonantal systems (the latter 
systems are commonly held to be the ancestors of the Greek alphabet).  

If the history of the development of different scripts is to provide us 
with the history of the development of models of language, the evidence 
has to be inspected more closely and the methods of inference will 
constantly have to be at the centre of the discussion. 

6.3.2 Writing and grammar 
The reviewed chapter ends with: “I suggest that while writing provides a 
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reasonable model for what the speaker said, it does not provide much of a 
model for what the speaker meant by it, or more precisely how the speaker 
or writer intended the utterance to be taken.” (1994: 89) It points to 
another history, namely the history of reading, which the better part of 
Olson’s book is concerned with. The following chapter concentrates on 
“What writing doesn’t represent: how texts are to be taken” (Ch. 5) and 
how the recovery of intentional meaning has been dealt with historically. 
His basic premiss is that writing becomes a model through which language 
is seen. Now he points out that “the model provided by the script tends to 
be taken as a complete representation of what was said” (1994: 91) so that 
the ‘verbal form’ of an utterance comes to be seen as the whole message. 
Then, Olson identifies the missing parts with Austin’s ‘illocutionary 
force’.4  

Seeing writing as representing pre-existing semantic structures is 
problematic. Remember what was said above, where Linear B and the 
alphabet as models for Greek were dealt with: in contrast with his own 
general claims that people’s conception of speech is writing-derived, 
Olson sees Linear B as an unfitting model for Greek. Obviously, he takes 
the later alphabetic conception of Greek, that is the conception still 
prevailing, as the only tenable one. Now, the same tendency to take our 
present-day models as reality itself shines through also in the chapter on 
what writing does not represent (as well as in subsequent chapters).  

To explain why illocutionary force is not present in texts, Olson 
searches for an answer in the evolution of spoken language – in his 
view, the ‘verbal’ or ‘syntactical’ part of language (I mean the part 
which writing is seen as modelling) does not cover this aspect. Of 
course, one has to admit that intonation is not directly modelled by 
scripts and that much intention is conveyed by intonation, but the 
equation of the expression of intention with the non-written non-verbal 
is not well-founded. Ancient texts may have been sufficiently well 
understood by the intended reader. It has to be realised that the very 
distinction between ‘what was said’ and ‘what was meant’ is a product 
of the evolution of interpretation and should not be sought in the 
prehistoric evolution of spoken language.  

Later in his book Olson actually tries to reveal a history of interpretation 
when he deals with the history of reading. But often enough he does not 
                                           
4 “In the theory of Speech Acts (Austin, 1962) a distinction is drawn between the locutionary act – what is 
said or asserted – and the illocutionary force – how the speaker intended what was said to be taken – as a 
statement, a promise, a command, a declaration or an expression of feeling.” (Olson 1994: 92) 
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regard himself as a product of this history. This ambivalence of Olson’s is 
perplexing. The statement “the model provided by the script tends to be 
seen as a complete representation of what is said” (p. 91) becomes 
particularly accentuated when paired with a statement like “[g]rammar 
evolved to express propositional content; writing systems, to the extent 
that they model the grammar, preserved the grammatical and lexical 
aspects of an utterance” (p. 113). One must wonder why it never struck 
Olson that his division of language into grammar and non-verbal 
expressions is precisely a result of a view where the script is seen as a 
complete representation – especially since the etymology of the very word 
grammar is so telling. 

However, it should be admitted that Olson has a point when he sketches 
a development of the ways people have tried to recover the ‘intended 
meaning’ and sought ways to express the ‘intended meaning’. The means 
of reading and writing have changed, in some respects even made 
progress, through the centuries. So let us allow for the circularity found in 
a passage like: “A listener, then, judges illocutionary force of indirect 
speech acts by non-verbal clues, clues inaccessible to readers. As writing 
represents only the grammatical form of an utterance,5 alternative means 
must be devised for signalling how the utterance is to be taken.” (1994: 
131) My discussion about ‘language at hand’ explains why intention is so 
easily expressed in speech: the interactive nature makes the listener 
contribute to the conveyances of meaning (Olson has at least one passage 
about the interactive nature of natural language as the explanation why the 
intention is carried over more fully in speech than in writing; p. 180). 
Obviously, what writing represents or models, or is taken to represent or 
model, has little to do with this communicative success. If written 
communication could be executed as swiftly as eyebrows can be raised, as 
eyes can be screwed up, as a body can be bent back one inch, to say 
nothing about all the vocal means used in telephoning, then one could co-
write with one’s readers to the extent that they would be able to follow 
one’s written discourse in the same way as happens when one speaks.  

Now, writing is not this swift a medium and is seldom executed in an 
interactive mode. Inventing devices for showing illocutionary force is 
thus an interesting part of the evolution of writing. (Olson uses the 

                                           
5 This very formulation shows Olson to have the opposite view to mine; instead of ‘writing represents 
only the grammatical form of an utterance’ my view is that ‘grammar represents only the writable form of 
an utterance’. 
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formula ‘devices for representing the illocutionary force’ where I say 
showing; I see mental entities which bear on (a) language as parts of 
(that) language; there is no need to suppose an inherent split between 
form and meaning.) Olson admits that “[s]ome such devices exist in all 
languages” (1994: 113) and could thus be used by the grammar-
imitating system which he tends to see writing as, but I say it is equally 
important that new forces may be felt and developed during the use of 
writing; thus the question about illocutionary marks in writing is 
precisely which forces are shown in writing and how.  

With this proviso, I agree with the following conclusions: “Readers 
must learn an important set of concepts and they must learn to use often 
subtle clues to infer how the writer intended the text to be taken. […] 
When children become conscious of these clues and share them within an 
interpretative community, they will have acquired a hermeneutics, a 
science of interpretation.” (1994: 137) 

6.3.3 Reading and the scientific revolution 
Lastly and briefly, I offer a short summary of how Olson views the 

development of Western scientific thinking as related to notions of 
reading. The hermeneutics mentioned above has had a history; there has 
been a shift “from reading between the lines to reading what was on the 
lines” (1994: 143) between the Middle ages and the Renaissance according 
to Olson.6 We are told that early in the present millennium the search for 
the literal meaning of the Bible started. Part of this endeavour included 
collation of facts. This led further to a concern for the correct or original 
form of the text.7 Eventually, the Protestant movement rejected the 
preferential rights of interpretation which the church had had for such a 
long time. “The significance of Luther’s move was to treat written texts as 
autonomous representations of meaning.” (ibid.: 154) While Luther might 
have been a rather naïve exegete (ibid.: 155f), Olson gives other examples 
                                           
6 In the foregoing chapter, he has said that “the notion of literal meaning may be unique to traditions 
deriving from Aristotle.” (1994: 139) Surely, many readers will wonder what ideas of a relation between 
text and meaning have been around in other literal traditions, especially the Chinese and the Indian and, as 
far as one can know anything about it, the Babylonian, but Olson gives his readers nothing on this point. 
This is not to imply that he should cover more. Olson connects a lot of facts and a lot of theories of other 
authors and that is well and good. But there is lacking at least brief hints on other traditions than the 
Occidental. 
7 “Carruthers (1990) celebrates the importance of memory in the Middle Ages and at the same time plays 
down the role and significance of writing. But in so doing she greatly underestimates the role of writing in 
the evolution of a modern concept of literal meaning and in the desire to purify and restore texts to their 
original form, a major legacy of the Middle Ages to the modern era.” (Olson 1994: 152) 
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of a growing consciousness of the differing audiences of the Bible, 
namely, the ones intended by the prophets and the audience oneself was a 
part of. “What was involved was a new understanding of and a new ability 
to analyze the meaning of an expression so that that meaning could be used 
as evidence for determining how the author intended his listener or reader 
to take that expression.” (ibid.: 158) Olson alludes to Saenger’s 
discussions (inter alia 1991) about the shift from oral reading to silent 
reading when he attempts an explanation why earlier readers failed to 
make the necessary distinctions: “the tone of voice was a critical part of 
reading even if it had to be added” (ibid.). Thus, during the first 
millennium, illocutionary force was always present, as it were.8 

Then Olson connects the late medieval interest in what evidence the text 
itself could provide with the awakening interest in natural science. The 
early modern scientists strove to make true observations instead of ‘mere’ 
interpretations of what they saw, sometimes expressing their task as 
‘reading the Book of Nature’.  

While the metaphor was old, the “correct” way of reading, the methodical or 
mechanical or “algorithmic” way of reading according to the textual properties 
themselves, was new. For when that method of reading was applied to Nature, it 
turned the writings of the ancients into mere commentaries on the real text, the 
Book of Nature. As such they may be either criticized or set aside completely 
while one reads the Book of Nature for oneself. (Olson 1994: 171) 

In his final chapter, Olson recognises briefly that there have been other 
theories linking Protestantism and the new science, presenting causes like 
puritanical values or a high level of literacy. “My hypothesis was that the 
categories evolved for reading the Book of Scripture were equally 
appropriate for ‘reading’ the Book of Nature.” (1994: 269) 

Olson also explains that his proposals are different from Finnegan’s 
(1988) who does not find the properties of the scripts themselves to 
explain the literate mind (just as Olson does not) but rather seeks it in 
control and use. He continues: 

My proposals are also quite different from those recently offered by Donald 
(1991) who suggested that symbols and artifacts have their impact on cognition by 
extending memory. I have argued, rather, that the cognitive implications of 
cultural artifacts are a product of the new concepts invented in dealing with these 

                                           
8 If Olson had really adhered to the ideas of historical development and invention of concepts, then he 
would not have had to explain why the distinction was not made before it was invented: it simply did not 
exist. And the interpretation of the facts presented by Saenger (1991) makes one wonder how Aristotle 
could ever invent Aristotelian logic (see the last footnote but one). 
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symbols and artifacts. Our graphic systems not only preserve information but also 
provide models which allow us to see our language, our world and our minds in a 
new way. (Olson 1994: 258) 

As a conclusion I would like to add the following. I found that Olson 
did not scrutinise linguistics down to its very foundation in the art of 
writing but rather stopped half-way, content with the analysis that writing 
represents the part of language which linguistics usually represents. 
Nevertheless, the argument that new notions grow together with new 
artefacts is by Olson convincingly applied to a variety of fields covering 
much of Western culture.  

After this broad overview, we will now go back to linguistics and 
inspect our notions about what is considered to be the very smallest 
segment of speech, namely the phoneme. The thesis will be that people’s 
ideas of speech are heavily influenced by familiarity with the alphabetic 
writing principle. 

6.4 Phoneme-sized units and the pronunciation of letters 
It has often been pointed out that nonliterate people can barely hear 

speech as sound – rather, they are ‘trapped’ by the meaning of an 
utterance. Even if they can discuss ‘bits’ of speech (e.g. Goody 1977: 115), 
they are unlikely to come up with a segmental analysis that does not pay 
attention to semantics but only to phonetic forms. There has been reported 
a certain sensitivity among nonliterates (in nonliterate societies) as regards 
syllables, but it is also true that the skill to play about with syllables is 
improved when people are taught how to master writing (often syllabic 
writing systems). And extensive segmentation below the level of syllables 
is impossible without some sort of ‘alphabetic’ training, as will be argued 
in the present section.  

On the other hand, we know that phonography has not always existed. In 
particular this holds true for the alphabet – and the alphabetic writing 
principle. How, then, could phonemic segmentation principles ever come 
into writing? The following chapter will discuss possible answers to this 
question, while the present section will bring forth some clear indications 
of the ‘unnaturalness’ of the phoneme9. One could say that there are two 
                                           
9 Or ‘phoneme-sized unit’ as I will often write since it is the sound snatch rather than the systematic entity 
that is to be found in actual speech. ‘Segment’ is used by many authors, but I will be rather cautious about 
using this word in this sense, since it is good to have a general term for ‘segmentation’ of speech, whether 
phonemic, syllabic, or morphemic. Often I use ‘subsyllabic’, but this is, admittedly, equally a misnomer 
since splitting into half-syllables (like peek as pee + eek) is not what is at issue here (note that pee and eek 
are themselves syllables). 
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kinds of evidence for this unnaturalness, namely, the one already hinted at 
and, further, the fact that all ‘subsyllabic’ phonographies seem to be 
related to each other; they belong to the same tradition of writing 
principles, or, I would even dare say, to the same tradition of language 
notion. This uniqueness of subsyllabic writing principles clearly indicates 
that phonological awareness does not come all by itself, but is a notion 
that has developed under some culturally specific conditions. Especially 
the former kind of evidence will be discussed in this section, while section 
6.5 will discuss one possible counter-example to the second kind of 
evidence. 

6.4.1 Alphabetic training 
Interestingly, young children in literate societies may not have the 

profound difficulty in segmenting speech mentioned initially in this 
section. However, one has to be careful when reading earlier reports on 
this subject: such reports, which claimed some degree of phonemic 
awareness, did not pay attention to the fact that even pre-school children 
may have had some experience of writing (Valtin 1984b: 229, 234, 236, 
241). Among educationalists and psychologists there has been a growing 
questioning of the possibilities of an innate capacity for apprehending 
phonemic structure. There are those, like myself, who say that phonemes 
are not real units of a person’s use of language; phonemes are merely a 
convenient way of describing linguistic utterances. Then there is the less 
decided, but equal in effect, notion where the phoneme is thought of as a 
real unit but where it is admitted that it is not possible to develop 
phonological awareness unless one is explicitly trained to do so, for 
instance through the acquisition of alphabetic writing (e.g. Lundberg 
1994). This idea has come from the mere fact that illiterate people in 
illiterate cultures cannot perform or understand phoneme segmentation, 
and neither can literate Chinese who have not been acquainted with 
alphabet-like writing. 

Well-known studies here are those of adult illiterates in Portugal by 
Morais et al. (1986) and Chinese literates by Read et al. (1986). Morais’ 
group has found that ‘ex-illiterate’ adults were very much better than 
illiterate adults at different kinds of segmentation tasks involving letter 
sounds, while the advantage for the ex-illiterates was somewhat less when 
the tasks involved syllables or rhyme. Read’s group summarise their 
experiments as: “Chinese adults literate only in Chinese characters could 
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not add or delete individual consonants in spoken Chinese words. A 
comparable group of adults, literate in alphabetic spelling as well as 
characters, could perform the same tasks readily and accurately. The two 
groups were similar in education and experience but differed in age and 
consequently in whether they had learned an alphabetic writing system in 
school. Even adults who had once learned alphabetic writing but were no 
longer able to use it were able to manipulate speech sounds in this way. 
This ‘segmentation’ skill […] does not develop with cognitive maturation, 
non-alphabetic literacy, or exposure to a language rich in rhymes and other 
segmental contrasts. It does develop in the process of learning to read and 
write alphabetically.” (1986: 31f) 

It is worthwhile to dwell on phonetic analyses in ancient Chinese 
scholarly works. Traditional Chinese lexicography made use of the fǎ nqiè 
spelling, which to some extent emphasises syllable-initial phonemes, to 
explain pronunciation. However, it is reasonable to assume that the very 
fact that the Chinese never employed this spelling technique for ordinary 
writing10 made them continue with a non-phonemic view of language. 
(One may further notice that the analysis of the syllable-initial phoneme 
was brought about after the introduction of Buddhism in China, that is 
after Indian alphabetic syllabographic writing started to influence Chinese 
scholars.11 This illustrates the uniqueness of the sub-syllabic writing 
principle.) 

Mann, in the same volume of Cognition as Morais and Read, claims on 
the other hand to have found “that many Japanese children become aware 
of phonemes by age whether or not they have received instruction in 
alphabetic transcription” (1986: 65). However, the well-performing 
children who were able to explain their strategy on the test explained that 
they used either what Mann calls a ‘character substitution strategy’, i.e. 
they used knowledge about the Japanese kana syllabic chart, or what Mann 
calls a ‘phonological strategy’, “i.e., making [ki-pi] into [ki-i-pi], and then 
deleting [ki] to yield [i-pi]” (ibid.: 85). For the former strategy one must 

                                           
10 See DeFrancis, 1989: 119, 228. 
11 As early as the Han dynasty, Chinese authors could indicate that a certain character should be read like 
another (more familiar) character. About the f ǎ nqiè notation, Roy Andrew Miller says: “The basic 
principle inherent in the manipulation of the Chinese script along these lines is already found in the ‘read 
like’ notations of Han glosses, and therefore is thoroughly Chinese, but for the f ǎ n-ch’ìeh system of 
notation, a rather more sophisticated analysis of the typical morpheme of the language into two discrete 
segments is a necessary prerequisite; and it is this analysis that appears to have been achieved in large 
measure thanks to the nodding acquaintance that Chinese Buddhists were able to make with the Indic 
linguistic tradition, in the course of translating the Buddhist canon from Buddhist Sanskrit and other Indo-
European languages into Chinese.” (1975: 1233) 
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bear in mind that the kana syllabic chart is phonemically arranged where 
each row represents a vowel and each column a consonant. For the latter it 
is probable that no real phonemic analysis had been performed but only 
syllabic and rime-syllabic. Mann’s finding that (what she thinks is) 
phoneme awareness increases with age remains inexplicable, but it also 
remains to be investigated exactly how kana is taught.12 

Another influence of alphabetic writing concerns which phonemes are 
heard when people listen ‘segmentally’ to speech. Research reports 
univocally suggest that a person who has learnt to spell will be rather 
heavily influenced by the written forms of words when judging which and 
how many sounds there are in words. As Harris (1986: 98) remarks, this 
was noted even by Hermann Paul: “Every German who has not enjoyed a 
training in the physiology of sound, is convinced that he writes as he 
speaks.” (1890: 38). I remember a conspicuous example of this which I 
happened to hear once: one student was demonstrating to his friends that 
he could talk backwards, and when one of the others asked how difficult it 
was, he said that for short words it was quite easy for him and then he gave 
the example bord ‘table’ which he immediately reversed to drob. This 
story is best told in writing, because otherwise the reverse of bord would 
not be drob: there are no [rd] in Standard Swedish, even across word-
boundaries the letter sequence r+d becomes a retroflex stop [Î], while [dr] 
occurs as often as dr in writing. In actual fact, one may say that he reversed 
the spelling but not the pronunciation. His mates noted his fault as little as 
he himself did. One further thing needs to be pointed out here, namely that 
even if bord was pronounced four-phonemically, as it indeed is in 
Southern Sweden [bu:Rd], the reverse could not be simply the four 
phonemes in the reversed order (like [dRu:b]) because this would not 
reverse the pronunciation of each phoneme; the releases of /b/ and /d/ 
surely would have to occur before the stops if we are not simply 
pronouncing drob rather than saying bord backwards.  

How much influence spelling norms exercise on people’s speech and 
their notions of speech has been brought up in Chapter 3 when Vachek and 
Haas were discussed. However, since my work is not concerned so much 
with precise details of different orthographic norms but more with different 
phonographic principles (i.e., how writing is related, in a principled way, 
to spoken languages) I will not treat this subject any further (except where 
                                           
12 According to a recent and highly readable paper by Bertelson & de Gelder, 1994, they, as well as 
Morais, have discussed Mann’s paper; I have not read these two discussions, but see references in note 4 
of their paper. 
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spelling bears on the analysis of more general principles) although there is 
a vast literature on this subject.13 

What is more, if, contrary to my opinion, an innate capacity for 
phonological awareness is taken for granted, a spelling-biased view of the 
phonetic structure of words could be taken to show that the believed 
awareness becomes skewed when one learns the conventional way of 
writing one’s language. That is, the biased view would not necessarily 
have to be taken as speaking against a spontaneous rise of phonological 
awareness. Perhaps the literature on how children’s awareness of language 
structure grows with their ability to read and write is more revealing: one 
really gets the impression that the better part of our language awareness is 
a metalanguage developed as a means for discussing writing; see literature 
reviews in Valtin (1984a&b), and most of the works referred to in this 
chapter, especially Olson (1994) (which was discussed above, although not 
on this topic). The works of Morais et al. and Read et al. are more to the 
point than alphabet-influenced people’s judgements.  

Several studies since the 1970s have tried to measure the influence of 
writing principles. And it is not always the alphabetic bias which is 
examined, as is witnessed by a collection like  Scripts and Literacy. 
Reading and Learning to Read Alphabets, Syllabaries and Characters 
(eds. Taylor & Olson 1995). Several contributors deal with questions of 
how different types of writing systems function for one and the same 
reader, including the interplay between L1 and L2 orthographies. Even 
blind people’s braille system is used, in fact, to test whether visualising 
spelling is necessary for alphabetic-based phonemic skill (it wasn’t).14 

There is yet another case which might seem related to my quest. Some 
researchers on ‘early reading’, where infants are taught to read by 
recognising word images, have reported that the children themselves 
‘break the code’, that is become aware of the letter-shape – letter-sound 
relationships. I am not wholly convinced of this, because these infants are 
brought up in a very alphabetised culture, getting so to speak ‘subsyllabic’ 
                                           
13 And although such works sometimes relate to my questions, like Derwing (1992) who goes all the way 
from children’s beliefs that there are more sounds in pitch than in rich (as reported by Ehri 1985), over 
Read et al. and Morais et al., to Linell (1982) where the whole art of linguistics is seen as being writing 
biased – Linell’s work has been treated above, but I will treat neither pitch nor rich. 
14 Scholes (1995). The braille system used by the subjects (aged 14–18) employs whole-word and part-
word signs (often simply abbreviations of one or several letters). From the study of Read et al. (1986) one 
might think that sound manipulation of the more logographically coded words would be less skillfully 
performed, but this was not the case. But this is no surprise since the readers were alphabetically trained 
and furthermore probably knew the ordinary spelling of the abreviated words. (Robert J. Scholes has, by 
the way, contributed extensively to the research on phonological awareness, often in collaboration with 
Brenda J. Willis; for refs., see reference list in Scholes 1995 and other works referred to in this chapter.)  
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notions also outside the overt reading acts.15 In Pettersson (1995) I 
analysed a case of autonomous code-breaking and found for instance that 
the mother made the following statement: “what most adults do when they 
hear that a child who has begun to talk does not master a particular sound: 
they pronounce the sound separately and ask the child to do the same” 
(Söderbergh: 1971/1977: 14). What should be doubted here is that parents 
in non-alphabetic cultures ‘pronounce sounds separately’.16 The two 
alternatives still open – namely that code-breaking is either autonomous 
and made possible by mere knowledge of alphabetically written words, or 
not totally autonomous but rather relies on also other factors which are 
typical of how speech is regarded and treated in an alphabetic culture, as 
indicated in the quotation – both hinge on the presence of the alphabetic 
writing principle and consequently the phoneme-sized unit still appears as 
unnatural. Therefore, the ‘autonomous code-breaking hypothesis’ does not 
have to concern us here. 

More relevant are the claims sometimes heard that word-games in oral 
societies show that such people can – unconsciously – handle phonemes. 
But that is a misinterpretation: rhyming, for example, could be seen as 
utilising identity on the level of phonemes, but such a point of view could 
only be taken by people who have the concept of phonemes, because 
rhyming is otherwise only a property of syllables or words. When two 
syllables rhyme, they are alike in a certain respect, not any alleged 
phonemes. But many people of the alphabetic culture have been so 
phonemicised that they cannot think of the syllable in any other terms than 
phonemes.17 

Alice Faber (1992: 116) refers to “an extensive survey of documented 
language games” by Bruce Bagemihl (1987; ms. not available to me) 
where it is noted that games based on phoneme-sized segments are attested 
only in languages with alphabetic writing systems. (The distinction 
between syllabic and segmental is indicated like this: “in games defined on 
syllable units, initial clusters like sp- would act as a unit, while in games 
defined on segments, s and p could act independently.” Faber, ibid.) If 
                                           
15 This criticism should not be confounded with the negative view expressed by Bertelson (1986) in his 
introductory article in the above-mentioned issue of Cognition. The work he refers to, Seymour & Elder 
(1986), was not designed to answer the question and a comparison with Söderbergh (1976: 24) shows that 
Seymour & Elder’s group had been exposed to far too few words for an evaluation of the ‘autonomous 
code-breaking hypothesis’, if I may call it that. 
16 Cp. Ladefoged’s (1984: 94) refutation of Sapir’s demonstration of “The psychological reality of 
phonemes” (1949): “A language consultant who has been working extensively with a linguist will be able 
to learn the phonemic principle (Sapir, 1949), just as a child can learn to read and write.” 
17 On these grounds Daniels (1992a: 99) criticises ‘post-phonemic phonology’ and its attempts to include 
syllables in phonological analyses. Fortunately, these things are changing nowadays. 
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there happened to be illiterates in alphabetic cultures who can manage 
segmentally-based games, this is no more surprising than the fact that all 
literates were once illiterates. People are simply born that way (as 
illiterates, I mean), and later in life they acquire acquaintance with 
language games like ‘the alphabetic principle’. No one has claimed that it 
is impossible for an illiterate to learn games based on phoneme-sized 
segments of speech. The sole claim is that they do not invent them by 
themselves. 

Faber’s paper appeared in a volume entitled The Linguistics of Literacy 
(ed. by Downing et al. 1992). In it one also  finds Mark Aronoff writing on 
“Segmentalism in linguistics: The alphabetic basis of phonological theory” 
(1992) which sketches the relation between writing and 20th-century 
phonological theory. This is interesting reading, and the contributions to 
the volume all bear on my subject (as do so many other works), but I will 
pick out only the two papers that relate directly to my next chapter in that 
they link the phoneme to the history of writing systems, namely Faber’s 
contribution and Peter T. Daniels’ (1992a).  

The title of Faber’s paper is telling: “Phonemic segmentation as 
Epiphenomenon: Evidence from the history of alphabetic writing”. Faber 
sees segmentation as resulting from the development of writing. Her 
treatment of how the phonemic segment came to mankind is in alignment 
with the common notions about the invention of the Greek alphabet, which 
will be treated in the next chapter. Daniels’ paper, which was referred to in 
Chapter 5, treats this question in a similar manner. His paper contains 
moreover some striking un-segmental examples from non-segmentally 
literate cultures: modern ‘unsophisticated grammatogeny’, by which he 
names the creation of scripts in cases where the inventors are “unfamiliar 
with the nature of any existing script – and unaware of the findings of 
phonetic science” (1992a: 85), shows that syllabaries “are the norm, even 
though in each of the well over a dozen known cases the stimulus 
happened to be an alphabet, roman or arabic.” (Ibid.: 88; relying on 
Schmitt 1980 and some other cases not covered by Schmitt.18) Another 
                                           
18 Most interesting is the ‘demi-syllabic’ Hmong script created by an illiterate Shong Lue Yang in Laos 
(Smalley et al. 1990). First version presented in 1959 and three revised version followed until his 
assassination in 1971. The separation of vowel and tone is perhaps not remarkable, since Hmong music 
mimic “the speech tone of poems” and the inventor “was a talented musician” (ibid.: 62). Initial consonant 
clusters are not resolved but each has its own sign and the grid arrangement of these signs show no 
articulatory consciousness. The separation of C (cluster) and V of the syllable is quite remarkable 
(although written backwards as VC!), but for all his illiteracy, Shong Lue Yang need not to have seen (or 
heard) much Lao writing (which his signs have some resemblance of) to get the ‘demi-syllabic’ notion. 
Together with his phonographic system, he created a numerical notation (actually, logographic) – clearly, 
existing writing systems must have provided a model for his invention. However, it should be admitted 
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interesting observation is that these new scripts “represent CV syllables 
only, usually with a limited number of syllable-closing ‘diacritics’, which 
are not graphically similar to the symbols for what we recognize as the 
corresponding syllable-initial consonants.” (Ibid.) Daniels finds a similar 
notion revealing itself in Akkadian lists of cuneiform signs: “Most of the 
signlists are organized semantically, but there is also a phonetic tradition, 
which group signs according to initial consonant and according to final 
consonant: tu ta ti, ur ar ir; but the CV series and the corresponding VC 
series are not associated.” (Ibid.: 92) That is, while tu ta ti has been found 
similar in some sense, and while tu and ur or, for that matter, ut appears in 
the first column so that all vowels must have been felt to be similar, it is 
nevertheless true that these lists bear no witness to an identification of the 
consonantal segment in the tV and the Vt syllables (it should be noted that 
the vowels a e i u appear as syllables in cuneiform writing). Naturally, one 
can dispute that what we tend to regard as one and the same consonant 
really is ‘the same’ before and after a syllable nucleus. Faber says that “an 
alphabet is a script which treats vowels and consonants equally” (1992: 
121) but it is also noteworthy that a ‘segmental’ script treats initials and 
finals equally. When Daniels speaks of the invention of the alphabet, the 
‘isolation of the segment’ and the introduction of vowel letters are two 
distinct things. His analysis is similar to my own, which will be developed 
in Chapter 7. 

Ignatius G. Mattingly (1994) has reviewed The Linguistics of Literacy 
and found quite a few things to complain about, and it must be admitted 
that some of his criticisms pinpoint weak arguments. For instance, 
Aronoff, who was briefly mentioned above, cites Saussure at length to 
show the Swiss scholar’s alphabetic preconception of speech; Mattingly 
counters: “But the passage [cited by Aronoff] shows only that Saussure 
believed that the existence of alphabetic writing was consistent with his 
notions about phonemic segments, not that his personal experience with 
alphabetic writing had shaped these notions.” (1994: 89) This is 
comparable to what I said earlier, that an orthographic notion of one’s 
speech does not disprove the innateness of phonological awareness, it 
merely suggests it. For this reason I referred above to the works of Morais 
et al. and Read et al. about the lack of phonological awareness in non-
alphabetic persons. Mattingly has discussed these things before, though, 

                                                                                                                            
that his phonographic system is quite original and most probably reflects a true ignorance of the 
particularities of all other writing systems of the area. 
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then suggesting “that linguistic structure itself, in particular certain 
morphological features found in some languages more than in others, may 
foster segmental awareness in the naive phonologist.” (Mattingly 1987: 
108) Similar notions will be treated in Chapter 7. It could be added that 
Mattingly’s quite negative review of Daniels paper does not treat Daniels’ 
historical approach to how the notion of the phoneme-sized segment came 
into existence, that is, as a result of the development of certain scripts. But 
a similar view presented by Faber is treated fairly. 

There have been more reactions against the growing consensus of the 
unnaturalness of the phoneme. A particularly furious attack is found in 
Gary Miller’s Ancient Scripts and Phonological Knowledge (1994). The 
author “presents evidence for the implicit knowledge of words, affixes, 
syllables, and segments, independent of any kind of script.” (Ibid.: 85) 
However, ascribing implicit knowledge to language users is to turn one’s 
techniques of description into real parts of what is described. Miller uses 
the possibility of analysing a thing in one way or another as a proof that 
the object under investigation actually possesses the structure of the 
analysis. As I mentioned in Chapter 2, I find such notions unacceptable. 
The well-known phonetician Peter Ladefoged calls it ‘the psychologist’s 
fallacy’: “the notion that because an act can be described in a given way 
[…] it is necessarily structured in that way.” (1984: 92). 

Of course, a claim that the syllable is a more real unit than the phoneme 
(as Faber and Daniels suggest) may also be questioned on the same ground 
(on the problem of defining the syllable see e.g. Ladefoged’s course book 
in phonetics, 1993: 243ff.) Noteworthy in this connection are the 
experiments by Kari Suomi on spoken-word recognition which indicate 
that neither phonemic nor syllabic units mediate in the process (see e.g. 
Suomi 1995). Faber (1992: 112) presents a lot of support for the realistic 
notion of the syllable when speaking against the phonemic segment. 
However, if the support should turn out to be imaginary, it would not 
prove the phoneme-sized segment victorious but merely prove the syllable 
to be as bad a loser as the phoneme-sized segment. 

It would take us much too far afield to recapitulate here the debate over 
the ‘existence of the phoneme’. (References are to be found in the 
bibliographies in Koerner 1993 and 1994; the ‘latest’ was brought up 
numerous times at the last International Congress of Phonetic Sciences; 
see all four volumes of Elenius & Branderud 1995). Some authors have 
stressed that a phonological analysis of language is not unique (Harris 
1986: 104); it is always possible to make other analyses yielding other 
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phonemic inventories. When it comes to the evolution of different 
phonographic principles, it is however equally important that non-semantic 
analyses could be built on other units than the phoneme-sized segment. 
That our culture prefers the linearly arranged letter-sounds is no 
coincidence. It is a result of the developments that gave us our alphabetic 
writing system. It is important to emphasise that our concepts stem from a 
conceptual development that has been going on for centuries. To recognise 
this is not to make a claim that the development has consisted in 
discovering the true but hidden levels of speaking and hearing. Quite to the 
contrary, the recognition of the cultural relativity of our concepts belies 
such a claim. 

6.4.2 Form and meaning, and ‘awareness’ 
Even the conceptual split between the form and the meaning of language 

should be seen as a culturally dependent conceptualisation of language. 
However, for the people of a culture where this split has occurred it may be 
very hard to see this split as a point of view. Let us take a look at the 
following claim against the view presented here.19 One might argue that 
the sound structure of language is very close to the conscious level of the 
mind even for persons who are not trained in linguistics or even in writing 
and reading, and, hence, that it is not very difficult to reach an awareness 
of the sound-side of linguistic expressions. Indeed, it often takes less than 
a year for a child to learn how to read and write alphabetically, and then 
surely the alphabetic principle – with its phonographic presupposition of 
the existence of pure sound structures – has loomed in the background of 
this learning, framing the whole event. This rapid learning shows how 
quickly a naïve language user can utilise the split of sound and meaning. 
This example is drawn from common experiences of how writing is taught, 
but surely the child could learn to differentiate between sound and 
meaning through other means than writing in a literal sense (see e.g. my 
evaluation of Lundberg 1994 in Pettersson 1995: 422). Thus, one has to 
admit that it is easy to get in touch with the sound structure of language. 
But the above counter-claim misses the point. For sound is very apparent 
and tangible, and it is not so much a question of becoming aware but rather 

                                           
19 Some of the counter-claims discussed in this and the foregoing section were raised during the 
discussion following a presentation at the Seventh Swedish Phonetics Conference held in Uppsala, May 
12-14, 1993. The author has taken special note of the criticism given by Claes-Christian Elert and Jan-
Olof Svantesson, but the final (and English) form their questions have been given here is entirely the 
responsibility of the author and therefore no detailed references or quotations are given. 
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a question of using new interpretations. The sound is interpreted in a new 
way when it is interpreted as syllables or phonemes (and consequently also 
when it is interpreted as ‘pure sound’). When one learns discourse topics 
like ‘syllable’ or ‘phoneme’, one learns new meanings of the sound in 
addition to what is generally called ‘the meaning’. These and ‘the 
meaning’ are homonyms, so to speak. 

Over the millennia, mankind has developed new ways of speaking about 
sounds (meanings). How this works nowadays can be illustrated as 
follows: ‘cat’ is also the syllable kæt and the phonemes / k æ t /. The 
syllable and the series of phonemes could be called meanings of the word 
‘cat’ just as much as the ordinary ‘cat’ concept can. Admittedly, the 
standard way of speaking about these three meanings does not allow us to 
call them homonyms – but they surely fit any definition of homonyms if 
we are willing to see the syllable and the series of phonemes also as the 
meaningful elements they are in our linguistic or poetic or other similar 
discussions. We are forbidden to speak about certain homonyms as 
homonyms. This is what makes it possible to distinguish between these 
homonymous concepts in another way – we call one ‘the Concept’ or ‘the 
Meaning’ and the other two we call ‘the Sound’ (or ‘syllable(s)’ and 
‘phonemes’ respectively20). 

One might wish to counter this by saying that the speaker intended to 
say the Concept (the Meaning), not the syllables (or the phonemes; i.e. the 
Sound).21 Such a counter-charge refutes the equation of sound and 
meaning and thus its very premise is what it allegedly proves. 

The science of speech sounds and instrumental phonetics 
I have given some justification for why one should believe that people’s 

ability to play around with phoneme-sized units is directly dependent on 
their having learnt an alphabetic script. For the same reason one must say 
that phonetics had its origin in alphabetic writing (see also Allen 1981). 
Phonetics is – today – interested in more than letter sounds and linearly 
arranged sound segments, but the deepest roots of phonetics are to be 
found in the phonemic principles of the alphabet. And still the 
International Phonetic Association recurrently revises the phonetic 

                                           
20 ‘Phonemes’ have many synonyms: ‘sounds’, ‘sound units’, ‘letter sounds’... (Although the scientific 
concept ‘phoneme’ – as Sven Öhman, Uppsala, often points out, e.g. 1995 – is not the same as the 
layman’s ‘sound’ or ‘letter’, surely these concepts are related to the concept of the Concept or Meaning in 
more or less the same way.) 
21 This argument might seem reasonable since there are people without notions of syllable or phoneme 
and we still interpret their words as sounds in our ‘non-meaningful’ sense. 



124 6 – WRITING AND LINGUISTICS 

 

alphabet to fit all languages of the world.22 It is interesting to see what has 
brought phonetics, and in the event also linguistics at large, from its earlier 
preoccupation with letter sounds. When analysing the effects of what he 
calls ‘the dogma alphabeticum’, Sven Öhman emphasises that especially 
instrumental phonetics has given new standards besides the alphabetic 
(1979; see also Vachek 1977/1989, Hardcastle 1981). He points to “the 
fact that linguistic expression in speech is performed by means of acoustic 
signals”: “The main problem that blocks a direct, empirical approach to 
this phenomenon is, of course, the very short lifetime of the sounds of an 
utterance.” (1979: xvi) Furthermore: 

The investigation of language could be embarked upon in ancient times only 
because writing was already there. […] However, despite the support it has in 
certain phonetic features of the acoustic speech signal, writing cannot by any 
means be understood simply as “speech in a different medium”. Thus the study of 
written language cannot satisfy our desire to understand the more original and 
quite different phenomenon of speaking. (Öhman 1979: xvi) 

It does not help us much in this connexion to point out that a phonetician may be 
trained to use a certain writing system with very great skill and perhaps even 
consistency. This would only go to show that one can learn to interpret acoustic 
speech signals in auditory perception according to the principles implicit in the 
writing system in question, but it does not prove that in so interpreting one does 
not systematically distort the phonetic facts. Thus, lacking physical recording 
methods, the phonetician runs the risk of getting stuck in his own alphabetic 
prejudices. (Öhman 1979: xvii f) 

As a matter of fact, linguist and layman alike were quite baffled when, by the end 
of the nineteenth century, oscillograms began to be obtained. For, few things can 
be more different than the acoustic and the alphabetic records of a spoken word. 
(Öhman 1979: xx) 

Nevertheless, the ease with which sound recordings and thus sound 
analysis could be done, merely underscored one premiss of the dogma 
alphabeticum, namely, that language is speech. (To this we could also add 
the tendency of using speech recorded in laboratories produced moreover 
by informants who simply read written texts aloud. Ladefoged 1994: 15, 
though, defends word-list reading as being the only feasible method of 
scanning varieties of rather little-known languages.) To discover ‘the 
secret language of your child’ (Lewis 1978/1980), mentioned in Chapter 4, 

                                           
22 The 1993 version (a slight modification of the 1989 revision) should be the “last”. It is found in vol. 23, 
no. 1, 1993 of the Journal of the International Phonetic Association (the 1989 version in JIPA vol. 19, 
no. 2, and comments on the standard(s) occur regularly in the JIPA volumes). 
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it was of course necessary to be able to film the children. Equally telling is 
how a research group led by Selma Fraiburg found a way to understand 
blind infants: they have shown how important it is to observe the hands of 
the infant; interest / preference and emotions are revealed in what the 
hands are doing. But this insight was not immediate: “we analyzed many 
thousands of feet of film on a variable-speed projector, viewing at one-
third speed. [… ¶] As we watched the baby’s hands, we found what we 
were looking for, and we also found a large number of things that we were 
not looking for.” (1979: 161) As she goes on, she tells of how unusual, 
unconvienient, the hand-watching experience is. 

Nowadays much linguistic research is done by video cameras and the 
linguists’ notion of language is changing accordingly. Still, there is of 
course the question if one really gets everything, the totality of language. 
Lennart Andersson (1993) reports from a project based on lab-recording, 
where two microphones and three video cameras are used to catch the 
interplay in dialogues (one camera on each face, and the third on both 
participants). Even the way of making sound records is developing: a 
recent BA thesis at the Department of Linguistics, Uppsala, by a research 
student of education, emphasised the non-utility of using only one 
microphone (and a video camera) when recording class room interactions. 
The pupils have many parallel on-going discussions among themselves, 
and these discussions interact with each other as well as with the teacher-
driven, subject-oriented talk. To be able to spot the details of this multitude 
of discussions, several microphones and parallel tracking on the tape must 
be used. He found earlier methods of recording class-room interaction 
totally incapable of catching this. (Sahlström 1995) But in spite of the 
growing number of cameras and microphones, these new description 
techniques cannot be said to exhaust language description, not even 
attempting anything in that direction. Rather, they merely illustrate the 
point that new technologies make it possible to discover new aspects of 
language use. 

In conclusion, then, writing – especially the alphabet – has been a 
constraining co-ordinate system for phonetics (and for linguistics at large) 
and the letter-notion of sound has had a hampering effect on its 
development. But from what has been said it should be obvious that these 
restrictions are not superimposed on a free and true science of phonetics 
but rather that they (once upon a time) defined this science. There is no 
ideal science of phonetics that man has gradually approached through the 
millennia. The actual and factual science of phonetics has sprung out of the 
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linguistics that has been a side-effect of man’s other doings (and most 
likely, then, a side-effect of the development of writing). 

6.5 Esa Itkonen’s Universal history of linguistics (1991) 
To proceed, I will give an account of the controversies surrounding 

Indian linguistics and shortly explain why all that has been written above 
is not nullified by the linguistic sophistication manifested in the work of 
Panini. Then I will expand the discussion beyond phonography and 
phonetics. 

6.5.1 Panini: phonetics in a non-literate society? 
One does not know when writing came to India, but there are extant 

examples from the third century B.C. (Itkonen 1991: 85). Panini seems to 
have lived sometime between 600 B.C. and 300 B.C. (Robins 1979: 137. 
Itkonen suggests c. 400 B.C.; 1991: 5). He is furthermore not the first 
Indian grammarian. Consequently, some scholars have come to the 
conclusion that all the sophisticated linguistics displayed by Panini must 
have been developed in a purely illiterate environment. 

Esa Itkonen, in his highly readable Universal History of Linguistics 
(1991), takes this position (see especially pp. 12-14 and, in the notes, p. 
85.) Several indicia which he brings forth really suggest an ‘oral’ tradition: 
pupils who were to study Panini’s grammar first had to memorise it 
completely (at the age of eight and then for ten or twenty years they were 
taught how to understand it); Panini connected rules by rising-falling tone 
but these tones were lost when his grammar was written down (p. 19, 
which is suggested to be one of the reasons for the difficulty in learning 
how to use this grammar). However, Panini worked with ‘single sounds’ in 
such a way that, according to what was said initially and contrary to 
Itkonen’s view, one has to believe that this speech conception emerged 
from phonemic writing systems developed much earlier. It is quite possible 
that the Brahmi script – the source of the neosyllabaries23 of South, 
Central, and Southeast Asia (Daniels 1992b: 146) – is an elaboration upon 
pre-existing consonantal systems. The structurally similar Kharosti 
(Coulmas 1989: 183), used in the very northwest, was a ‘neosyllabic’ 

                                           
23 Daniels uses neosyllabary (1992a) and abugida (WWS) for the scripts which employs CV syllabic signs 
where the V is indicated by a diacritic on the ‘basic’ C form. Faber (1992: 122) counts these scripts as 
syllabically linear like Linear B and Japanese kana, but belonging to the subgroup of segmentally coded 
scripts. 
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elaboration of the Aramaic script around the 4th century B.C. (Daniels 
1992b).24 To compare the competing evidence: what we do have is the 
evidence of how difficult it is for ‘non-alphabetic’ people to make analyses 
in terms of phoneme-sized segments, and if we have clear evidence of this 
at hand and compare it with the assumed fact that writing did not come to 
India before 300 B.C., we simply have to adjust our beliefs about the 
advent of writing in India. Itkonen seems to take it for granted (and this is 
perhaps done by the spokesmen for the opposite opinion too) that if 
writing existed in India, then all learning had to be dressed in literate 
forms. But that is simply an unnecessary assumption. 

One could pursue this scrutiny further, for instance by pointing out that 
if there really was a highly elaborated science of phonology in India before 
the introduction of writing, it is very surprising that indication of tone was 
not made part of the writing system and thus utilised when writing down 
Panini’s grammar. It has also been argued that Panini made use of two-
dimensionality in his lists of phonetic sounds (Auroux 1994: 50–54, cp. 
Itkonen 1991: 85, n. 4). I will stop here because I think the case is 
sufficiently clear to allow for Panini’s subsyllabic segmentation to be 
regarded as writing-inspired (or, at least, the case is sufficiently unclear for 
it to be impossible to rely on the opposite proposition). Again, this does 
not necessarily entail that he dressed his grammar in written form rather 
than spoken. 

6.5.2 Grammatical description of language 
The present discussion should be connected with the earlier one about 

our conception of language as a part of our cultural legacy. Itkonen 
discusses Indian, Chinese, Arabic and European (Occidental) linguistic 
speculations. He finds that China never developed a tradition of linguistic 
theory comparable to the other three (1991: 89). On the other hand, he 
concludes that “the framework of grammatical description has been 
remarkably stable in India, in Arabia, and in Europe; moreover, it is easy to 
see that the frameworks obtaining in the three cultures are identical.” 
(ibid.: 328) In my own view, this identity could best be seen as a result of a 
shared tradition of how to implement writing (see, e.g., Linell 1988). As 

                                           
24 Brahmi, Kharosti, etc. could, if writing had survived in the Indus Valley after the decline of the 
Harappan culture, be a product of a cross-fertilisation between consonantal and syllabic writing, but I very 
much doubt the claims sometimes heard that descendants of the Indus script had survived down to 
Alexandrian times. 
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concerns stability it is noteworthy that the quoted conclusions are to be 
found in a section called “Progress in Linguistics”, (1991: 328-335), 
where the changing focus of the natural sciences is compared with 
linguistics: “No comparable change, i.e. change resulting from 
technological progress, has taken place among the research objects of 
grammatical theory.” (ibid.: 330) Itkonen discusses this topic for several 
pages, bringing forth both chemistry and mechanics, comparing them with 
philosophy and linguistics, but in my opinion it suffices to note – which 
Itkonen does not – that grammatical objects are constructs. So long as we 
stick to the methods connected with our primary technology of language, 
i.e. our writing systems, linguistics will surely not change its research 
objects.25 

In the beginning of his book, Itkonen (1991: 13f) argues against a 
similar view found in Per Linell’s The Written Language Bias in 
Linguistics (1982) without really grasping Linell’s point that writing 
down an utterance is to interpret the utterance in a certain way (cf. Öhman 
1979: xviif cited above). Itkonen says that if an anthropologist observes 
rituals and writes them down, “it does not follow that he is just 
investigating written sentences” (1991: 14). But surely, he cannot be 
inspecting what he did not write down (his memory will perhaps remind 
him of a few things he forgot to note, but if so he just has to write these 
things down also). Only the things which training and experience have 
taught him to see will be written down. The same is true when 
grammarians write down speech. This is restricting enough, but in the 
latter case the written signs themselves are supposed to bear witness to 
what happened, which make critical examination very difficult (see 
Nettelbladt 1994 and Adelswärd 1990 about whole words being inserted in 
transcripts to say nothing about what is regularly left-out, i.e. so-called 
non-verbal expressions). For many modern linguists, transcripts appear as 
‘raw data’ in spite of the necessarily interpretative nature of every act of 
transmediation. This is a very unfortunate situation for the language 
sciences. Itkonen, though, goes even one step further in his denial of the 
bias of writing; after his example about the anthropologist at work, he 

                                           
25 Notably, when he enumerates possible challengers to grammatical theory he mentions only 
dialectology, sociolinguistics, linguistic typology, and the study of language universals which all display a 
very traditional grammatical view of language (1991: 330). Phonetics, instrumental phonetics, and, 
today, ‘functional’ or ‘discourse’ approaches to language use make obvious the unfitness of traditional 
grammar in many cases of describing language. Auroux points to the concept of ‘ergative’ and the 
diversity of case and morphological systems introduced into the Western grammatical notion during the 
last few centuries as a result of contact with the languages of the other continents (1994: 100f). 
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states: “The same applies to the grammarian, with only the difference that 
he has neither acted himself nor observed actions by others, but has 
imagined himself as either acting or observing.” (1991: 14 – cp. also 
Itkonen’s criticism of the great Arabian grammarian Sibawaihi’s 
preferences for actual speech data; 1991: 151ff.) In a note, he immediately 
acknowledges that when sentences are made too complex for a listener to 
understand them, one can say that grammarians investigate written 
sentences. However, this admission does not go far enough. There is 
nothing that guarantees that the grammarian has not been influenced by 
earlier examples that he and others have pondered upon. The above-
mentioned works by Linell (1982, 1988) explain this convincingly. 
Segerdahl (1995) is a recent and penetrating paper. More on the 
construction of research objects for grammar can be found in Harris’ The 
Language-Makers (1980), see esp. pp. 6–18. See also Auroux (1994)26, 
who, like Itkonen, speaks of ‘independent’ grammatical traditions 
(traditions de savoirs métalinguistique – actually, he counts six of them by 
including the Sumero-Akkadian and the Egyptian as well; see esp. pp. 26–
33). Auroux points out that the “indépendance n’exclut pas l’influence” 
(1994: 27) and that writing is “l’un des facteurs nécessaires à l’apparition 
des sciences du langage” (ibid.: 6). However, he stresses that what can be 
properly called ‘linguistic knowledge’ “is always largely posterior to the 
appearance of writing” (ibid.: 26; my trans.), a statement which entails the 
possibility that when a metalinguistic body of knowledge starts to grow in 
a certain literate culture, its conceptual sphere can be quite original. To this 
view I have no objections. 

6.5.3 A final word on Panini 
When the competing evidence for a pre- vs. post-Paninian introduction 

of writing in India was given above, the pre argument was “what we do 
have is the evidence of how difficult it is for ‘non-alphabetic’ people to 
make analyses in terms of phoneme-sized segments”. The word ‘difficult’ 
in this passage should really read ‘impossible’ given the emphasis in the 
last paragraph but one: the phoneme-sized segment is a construct and what 
guarantees that an independently invented method of segmentation would 
yield precisely our kind of segments (the letter-sounds)? Rather, it would 
be most unlikely that independent developments resulted in identical ways 

                                           
26 I thank Roy Harris, Oxford, for directing me to Auroux’ book. 
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of describing.27 But to this it should be added that given different persons 
with different and even independently developed methods of 
segmentation, each person would probably recognise the other 
segmentations as his own method augmented with some peculiar ad hoc 
rules (as when we say that the ancient Egyptians wrote consonants but not 
vowels; see next chapter). Therefore there is a risk that Itkonen might be 
wrong when he claims that the three grammatical traditions are identical. 
However, from the view of the present discussion he is undoubtedly quite 
correct. 

6.6 Summary 
Chapter 4 discussed the primacy of speech and the attempt was to raise 

writing as well as natural non-spoken communication to the level of 
‘language’, that is, to show them as necessary parts of any fair treatment of 
‘full’ communication. Chapter 5 then attempted to show the adaptiveness 
of speech and that the phonetisation of writing does not lend support to the 
notion that writing represents speech. One can allow for writing having a 
pronunciation without basically assuming the primacy of speech.  The 
present chapter, Chapter 6, has explicated a tension between two 
conceptions of the idea that writing provides the model for language: the 
one, obviously embraced by David Olson, saying that writing helps us to 
discover implicit structures of (spoken) language; the other, which is the 
one I advocated, saying that writing in a more fundamental way provides 
us with the concepts to discuss language with. This chapter has also 
demonstrated, mainly by reference to experimental and theoretical works, 
that it is alphabetic writing that provides the model for language where 
spoken languages appear as phonemically structured. The same should 
hold, mutatis mutandis, for other alleged constituents of utterances 
(especially syllables and words). 

The next chapter will deal with the consequences of what has just been 
presented for a theory of phonography. If the phoneme-sized unit is such 
                                           
27 See also Günther (1986). Itkonen would of course deny this altogether. For instance, when in one of the 
last paragraphs of his book he argues against the idea that external factors have had any influences on the 
development of linguistics, he says: “To see this, one needs only to recall that the same notion of 
grammatical description was invented in so different external situations as the India of the 4th century 
B.C. and the United States of the 1960s.” (1991: 344) Regardless of what may have influenced the Indian 
grammarians, it is quite clear that Western linguistics by the time of 1960 was quite aware of the Indian 
tradition. It cannot be denied that Itkonen gives a well-informed view of the four traditions he examines 
(and that he is much better informed than the present author); it is just his inclination to see language as 
mediumless that makes him believe that the research object itself unifies linguistics regardless of time, 
nation, and heritage. 
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an unnatural unit, one could legitimately ask how it came about in writing 
in the first place. The discussion will be held in historical terms but it is 
not claimed that the ‘final’ or ‘true’ answer has been found, telling exactly 
how and when the subsyllabic notion of alphabetic writing systems came 
about. Rather, the discussion starts with a suggestion of how scripts that 
appear to be intermediary between whole-syllabic and Greek alphabetic 
writing could be thought of, and then this suggestion is ‘reified’ to 
possibly capture an ancient notion of speech. Then, the chapter following 
upon this will analyse claims to the effect that the structure of a spoken 
language can explain why its speakers invented a certain type of writing 
system. If our notions of structure are largely derived from writing, as held 
in the present chapter, then such claims must be erroneous or at least they 
must be heavily qualified. On the other hand, they constitute the accepted 
wisdom on the subject and the chapter attempts to clarify what the tenable 
standpoints are in both perspectives. 
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Chapter 7 – Phonetic concepts and the origin  
 of the alphabet, I 

7.1 Introduction 
I attempt here to contribute to the discussion about how the writing 

systems from which the Greek alphabet is derived should best be 
classified. This has been debated for a long time, especially since Gelb 
made his evolutionary scenario dependent on the typology of these scripts. 
I find a problem in the fact that many authors have discussed these 
phonographies by simply using the ordinary concepts for dividing the 
speech stream into units. As already discussed, these concepts are no doubt 
intrinsically linked to the development of writing. However, it may be 
anachronistic to use ‘single sounds’, ‘syllables’, and other concepts for 
discussing the very early stages of a phonographic tradition even if it led to 
the Greek alphabet and the Greek conception of speech. I will try to draw 
on concepts from phonetics to allow for a ‘free format’ discussion of 
ancient phonography. 

Moreover, it was stated in Chapter 6 that some sort of ‘alphabetic’ 
training is needed for people to be able to make extensive segmentation 
below the level of syllables. Yet, the question remains how phonemic 
principles could ever come into writing. For phonography at large, the two 
preceding chapters have discussed the growing interrelationship between 
writing and speaking and the dependency of language notions on writing. 
The present chapter will extend its typological discussion by basing upon 
it a model for the emergence of the phoneme-sized unit in the history of 
phonography. Some other approaches to this question will also be 
considered (Mattingly 1987, Faber 1992, Daniels 1992a).  

Lastly, a theory by W.C. Watt (1987) presuming phonetic awareness of 
the ancients who invented the alphabetic letter order is reviewed and 
contrasted with the earlier proposals. This is done in order to better bring 
out the properties of these proposals.  

A few remarks on terminology and notation could be useful before the 
discussion proper starts. 

Alphabet and alphabetic writing 
In philology there are two uses of the word ‘alphabet’. It may stand for 

the Greek writing system and its derivatives, or it may also stand for the 
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predecessor of the Greek alphabet, namely the Phoenician abecedary, and 
then also for the other West Semitic writing systems (sometimes even for 
the single-consonant signs in Egyptian hieroglyphic writing, about which 
see sec. 7.2). Both the word ‘alphabet’ and the word ‘abecedary’ are fitting 
for the whole family since the Phoenician script and its relatives and the 
Greek alphabet and its descendants nearly all have the same canonical 
order of the letters, A B C…, even though the graphs did not look quite like 
this in the Greek script or in the Phoenician script. The sound values are 
almost the same except that in the Greek adoption some consonants were 
reinterpreted as vowels of similar articulation. This chapter will discuss the 
origin and nature of the Semitic phonographic principle while the next 
chapter will discuss the origin of both alphabet types, the Semitic and the 
Greek. 

In theoretical discussions of writing, ‘alphabetic writing’ means 
phonography that indicates the ‘single sounds’ of speech; see e.g. Gelb 
(1963: 166). One often sees this as putting the vowels on the same level as 
the consonants. As was mentioned in the last chapter, Daniels (1992a) 
found the identification of like-articulated initial and final consonants to be 
emphasising ‘single sounds’ in a way that goes beyond the impressionistic 
view of the syllable and its constituents. I will try to be explicit all the time 
about what is meant: the Greek writing principle, or a ‘phonemic’ analysis 
in a broader sense, or just the order A B C of the letters. (See also the 
footnote in the beginning of sec. 6.4 about ‘segment’ and ‘phoneme-sized 
unit’.) 

Letter names and sound values 
In transcription below, ⸧ will be used for the sound of the first letter of 

the Semitic alphabet; this symbol is pretty close to the crescent commonly 
used in philological works (in such work, one may also find a raised 
comma, ’, but this is confusingly similar to the single quote). The sound in 
question has with all likelihood been a glottal stop through the millennia. 
For the letters, I will use the letter names. The Greek letter names alpha, 
beta, gamma… are reflections of the Semitic names, which in their 
Hebrew form run aleph, beth, gimel…; in the Greek cases, the ‘h’ 
indicating aspiration (the fact that ph in Latin transliterations nowadays is 
read [f] is due to a later development in Greek, when aspirates became 
fricatives. This has occurred in Semitic languages as well; the Arabic name 
of aleph is ⸧alif); there is a certain amount of uncertainty around the 
original Semitic names (Powell 1991: 33f). 
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The Semitic and Greek letter names indicate the letters’ sound values by 
the principle of ‘acrophony’, whereby the first sound of a name is identical 
with the named letter’s sound value: alpha for /a/, aleph for /⸧/, beta and 
beth for /b/, and so on. (‘Acrophony’ is by some authors linked to the 
shape of the signs; contra Gelb 1963, Powell 1991, Daniels 1992a. I will 
not express any opinion on this question.) 

7.2 ‘Consonantal’ writing systems 
In Chapter 5 as well as in Chapter 6, where Olson (1994) was 

summarised, sketches were given of how the phonetisation of writing 
could have started. One should note that the immediately resulting writings 
did not provide for perfect phonetic renderings; neither was the number of 
signs ‘minimal’ by standards of modern phonology. For instance, in 
Mesopotamia, the cuneiform signs which Assyriologists denote as IGI and 
SI were both used for the syllable shi; further, IGI was also used for the 
syllable lim. Even more, SI was used for she and IGI for lem. But, 
surprisingly perhaps, IGI was in some periods not used for she. 
(Pronunciations as found in Labat 1988.) 

Another example is Egyptian hieroglyphic writing: the pictograms could 
be used as logograms, of course, but they were also used for ‘syllables’ in 
the following way. Each symbol represented either one, two, or three 
consonants, so that the word ‘phonetics’ could have been written with, 
e.g., four signs: ‘f n t x’. 

It is of course tempting to describe the phonographic part of 
hieroglyphic writing as ‘consonantal’. Just as cuneiform writing often did 
not distinguish between voiced, voiceless and emphatic,1 so did 
hieroglyphic writing not distinguish between for instance pi, pa, and pu, 
i.e. it did not distinguish between syllables with the same consonant(s). 
Thus, when Egyptian signs are used as phonograms, they indicate the 
consonants of what should be pronounced when reading the text, but they 
indicate nothing more, especially not the vowels. 

Mesopotamian phonography may seem a bit messy to us: couldn’t they 
make up their minds about how to represent the phonemes?! But, of 
course, they could not; they simply did not have our phonological notion 
of what a written sign ‘should’ indicate. They hardly had the possibility of 
making the phonemic segmentation found in our type of writing system. 

                                           
1 Although this could be due to a neutralisation in spoken Akkadian, see Reiner (1973: 23, n. 28). 
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Because of this it is all the more surprising that we find a phonemic-like 
segmentation in Egyptian writing. Phonetically, we could allow for a 
slightly more advanced system in Egypt than in Mesopotamia, since it is 
believed that the Sumerians of southern Mesopotamia were the first to 
invent a writing system, while the Egyptians soon picked up the idea but 
dressed it in a different graphic form. It is not unthinkable that the 
Egyptians could have systematised the haphazard Mesopotamian use of 
some of the phonetic properties of spoken language. 

But even if we can allow for some systematisation by the Egyptians, 
their systematisation is remarkably phonetically motivated. In excluding 
vowels, as we have said that it does, it cuts out exactly one phonetic class – 
one of our phonetic classes. There could have been more ‘tangible’ 
improvements, concerning the graphs as much as their pronunciation. For 
instance, without actually skipping a lot of logograms, the Egyptians could 
at least have restricted the use of logograms as phonograms to those cases 
where the logo-phonogram denoted a single consonant, since, obviously, 
‘pr’ could have been written as ‘p’ + ‘r’.  

Such a systematisation actually occurred when the West Semites started 
to write in a native form of writing. That writing system was consonantal, 
and it is believed that the inspiration came from the West Semites’ 
neighbour and ruler, Egypt, although cuneiform was the dominant system 
of the whole area except in Egypt itself. I use here the terms ‘West Semite’ 
and ‘West Semitic’ for the non-Akkadian Semitic peoples and scripts; the 
Akkadian branch being the eastern branch on the Semitic tree, the other 
two branches, namely Northwest Semitic (Proto-Canaanite, Phoenician, 
Aramaic, Hebrew) and South (-west) Semitic (South Arabic, later Arabic), 
could conveniently be labelled by the same term ‘West’. (South Semitic 
scripts probably all stem from the north but borrowings have occurred in 
different periods.) 

To return to the phonetic classes, note that the exclusion of vowels 
really singles out vowel quality as one feature, while the Mesopotamian 
‘mess’ does not reveal the same consciousness of vowels as sounds 
opposed to consonantal sounds. It is true that the Mesopotamians had signs 
for single vowels, but this fact in itself does not oppose vowels to 
consonants, since it is merely the result of the Mesopotamians having a 
concept similar to our syllabic concept, allowing for syllables consisting of 
one phoneme only when the phoneme is a vowel. 

However, if we are to believe that the Egyptians had singled out vowels 
properly, we must at the same time believe that they were conscious of 



136 7 – PHONETIC CONCEPTS AND THE ORIGIN OF THE ALPHABET, I 

 

vowels. But then it is very surprising that they did not originally mark 
them in writing – not even occurrences of vowels were marked; both CVC 
and CVCV are written as CC.2 Therefore we have to come to the following 
conclusion: the absence of vowel indication indicates a conception of 
consonants that differs from ours. It suggests a state where speech sounds 
were not considered to be divided into consonants and vowels. It is also 
conspicuous that the writing makes no good prediction of syllables, since 
closed syllables are represented by indication of both the initial and the 
final consonant.3 

Now, all this ‘consonantalism’ needs to be qualified somewhat. 
Consider the following. In Swedish and even more so in German, every 
word that – in writing – starts with a stressed vowel is pronounced with an 
initial glottal stop release. That means that in general, seemingly vowel-
initial words would be spelt with an aleph if an orthography was used 
which required that all consonantal sounds be marked. It also means that if 
this orthography did not indicate vowels directly, the presence of vowels 
could at least sometimes be inferred. This is indeed how the word-initial 
aleph functions in Semitic writing. Semitic words are said never to begin 
with a vowel sound (Moscati 1964: §10.2). Similarly, word initial CC- is 
alien to Semitic and when two consonants cluster in this way due to 
morphological demands, an ⸧V- is added to the word. Interestingly, this 
comes out as an aleph in writing (Zellig Harris says for instance about 
Phoenician that this is “rather common”; 1936: 33). 

Moreover, it is well known that, sporadically, the West Semites and the 
Egyptians as well used some symbols (esp. those for j, w) to indicate vowel 
sounds.4 This usage suggests that vowel quality could be heard as similar 
                                           
2 The Egyptian and West Semitic phoneme inventory seems – by our standards – to have included 
originally only three vowels (/i, a, u/, Gardiner 1957/1979: 433). Consequently, the omission of vowel 
quality in writing does not seem to bring with it a great loss of distinctiveness. On the other hand, since 
vowels were (and are) used for inflections and derivations in these languages, a great deal of the 
morphological apparatus was thus cut out. More about this will follow in Ch. 8. 
3 Here I have supposed that the syllable nucleus is a vowel. However, because several consonants are 
known to function syllabically in other languages, it is a risky matter making judgements about the 
syllabic structure of Egyptian. E.g., “Im Ursemitischen gab es zweifellos auch n, m, 1, r als vokalische 
Laute” according to W. von Soden (1952/1969: §8e) although there is no unanimity on this point among 
Semiticists (Moscati 1964: §8.66). More recent examples are provided by English where the l in people 
forms the syllable nucleus of the second syllable pl (Ladefoged 1993: 64). Morais et al. (1986), which 
were referred in Ch. 6, found that illiterates’ performance on one phoneme, viz. r, was at the same level as 
their syllable detection; noteworthy is the strong energy of the Portuguese r-sound (ibid.: 61).  Since the 
vowel indication is absent, Egyptologists avoid making definite conclusion of vocalisation of written 
Egyptian words (Gardiner 1957/1979: §7, App. A; Davies 1987: 36f. Ray 1986 gives many relevant 
references, but I have not read them.) 
4 After 2000 B.C. come the first signs of what was to become a syllabic use of hieroglyphs (called ‘group 
writing’) where hieroglyphs stand for definite CV and CVC syllables; syllables not written in that manner 
could be indicated by uniconsonantal signs together with uniconsonantal signs used to suggest the vowel 
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to consonantal quality or that vowels simply could be at least partly 
realised as consonants (the first alternative is the common explanation for 
the Greek use of some West Semitic signs for vowels; this will be treated 
in Ch. 8). Finally, one could ask to what extent it is possible to pronounce 
pure vowels at all in isolation if someone is writing by a sounding-out 
procedure and has no clear distinction between consonants and sonants in 
his script. 

7.3 Reclassifying ‘consonantal’ writing 
The typology of the so-called consonantal writing systems, that is 

Egyptian hieroglyphic writing and its later derivatives, the Semitic 
alphabets, has been the subject of some debate among writing theorists. As 
we have seen, these scripts do not specify the vowel sounds of words, and 
they are therefore not like the Greek alphabet. For this reason and because 
‘consonants’ are subsyllabic segments of a typically alphabetic kind, Gelb 
(1963) wanted to classify these systems as neither alphabetic nor 
consonantal but as syllabic. Such a classification suited his evolutionary 
scheme perfectly.  

Gelb’s book set the standard for discussion about writing systems in 
linguistic disciplines at large. “Those who deal extensively with scripts, 
however, have been less than approbatory of the volume”, Daniels 
comments (1990: 727) and calls attention to a distinction by Swiggers 
(1984): “Northwest Semitic letters denote consonants, but (frequently) 
stand for syllables” (1990: 729). However, Daniels is dissatisfied with this 
solution and points to the obvious fact that there are more types of writing 
systems than alphabetic and syllabic. He launches a new terminology of 
writing which dissolves questions of typology by offering more categories 
than his predecessors. He suggests a new term, ‘abjad’, “[f]rom the Arabic 
word for the traditional order of its script” (ibid.: 730); the more Levantine 
‘alephbeth’ would be too similar to ‘alphabet’ (ibid.: 729). He does not 
place Egyptian hieroglyphic writing anywhere in his new scheme (ibid.: 

                                                                                                                            
quality. In the same period, uniconsonantal signs were used to transcribe the names of Semitic workers in 
Pharaoh’s mines. Sass (1991) sees this as the most probable origin of West Semitic writing. Later, when 
group writing had been elaborated to provide means for syllabic writing, it replaced the uniconsonantal 
system for writing foreign names. The origin of West Semitic writing should therefore be dated around 
1700–1800 B.C. The sporadic indication of vowels was not part of the borrowing but might be an 
independent reinvention (Sass ibid.: 24–27). There has been much debate over the birthdate and 
birthplace of West Semitic writing. Many arguments hinge on epigraphic evidence rather than on writing 
principles. Except for this footnote, the question will be totally ignored in the present work, as will the 
epigraphic evidence (with a few exceptions). 
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730), but since Sumerian and Chinese are called ‘logosyllabography’ a 
fitting term might be found by a similar move, for instance 
‘logoegyptography’ while ‘logoabjadography’ perhaps has undue 
uniconsonantal connotations since it alludes to the West Semitic 
abecedary.  

In any event, by introducing a new term, Daniels makes room for 
consonantal writing without using the unduly suggestive words 
‘consonant’, ‘alphabet’, and ‘syllabic’. On the other hand, we may still 
want to characterise West Semitic (and Egyptian) writing with regard to its 
phonographic properties, since the form of written words in these scripts is 
clearly motivated by the form of spoken words. 

If we leave the aim to augment the typology of writing systems aside for 
the moment, we might find the construction of new terms a superfluous 
labour. For we are already in a position to denote West Semitic writing of 
the unvocalised sort, namely by ‘unvocalised West Semitic writing’ or, if a 
shorter phrase is preferred, by ‘consonantal writing’. If we are merely 
seeking a term to denote this particular set of writing systems, 
‘consonantal’ will certainly do. For in such a case we refer to the actual 
systems, in all their complexities, and not to a type of system characterised 
by a word with some unfortunate connotations. 

However, this does not mean that ‘consonantal’ is a particularly 
elucidating designation of these systems. It will be especially confusing 
when we regard the history of writing and note that the Greek alphabet is 
derived from West Semitic writing. Because then we, just like Gelb, may 
be speaking of types of writing systems as much as about some specific 
scripts. There is always the temptation to see ‘consonantal’ as denoting 
consonants as opposed to vowels, that is, we press the Semitic systems into 
the phonetic scheme used by the Greeks where speech sounds are readily 
classified as either con-sonants or vowels. Moreover, ‘alphabetic’ is of 
course beguiling on the same grounds despite the fact that the order of 
letters in the Greek alphabet stems from the West Semitic signary. It is 
furthermore totally unfit for the structurally related Egyptian writing. 
‘Syllabic’ is not quite adequate either even if these signs could be said to 
‘stand for syllables’, because these writing systems are clearly not syllabic 
in the sense which syllabic writing systems are. (Interestingly, there is a 
frequent conception of the ‘syllable’, a ‘Greek’ conception as it were, 
which bears within it the distinction between con-sonants and vowels; cf. 
Allen 1981: 117ff for the Greek origin of these terms. As was noted in 
Chapter 6, such a conception of the syllable is criticised in another work 
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by Daniels, 1992a. In these two works he revives the term ‘neosyllabary’ 
which he attributes to Février, 1948, for the scripts of Ethiopia and India 
which mark vowel quality of CV syllables by diacritics on ‘basic’ 
consonantal signs – again a case where the terms ‘alphabetic’ and (whole-) 
‘syllabic’ do not quite capture what is involved. In WWS, Daniels uses 
‘abugida’ for these scripts.) 

7.4 ‘Obstructional phonetics’ 
A new way to characterise the archaic Egyptian phonographic writing 

and old West Semitic writing will, in all brevity, be suggested here. Let us 
to this end imagine an ‘obstructional phonetics’, where one pays attention 
to the modern articulatory view of consonant production. “In order to form 
consonants, the airstream through the vocal tract must be obstructed in 
some way” as one course book in phonetics explains (Ladefoged 1993: 5). 
There is the whole range of obstructions from total closures 
(stops/plosives), over fricatives where the airstream becomes turbulent and 
‘noisy’, to approximants where the vocal tract is considerably narrowed. 
(These degrees of closure are not quite the same as degrees of ‘sonority’; 
see Ladefoged 1993: 245ff or G. Miller 1994: 2ff.) In all cases there is an 
articulation at a certain point (or, actually, there might be more than one 
obstruction as in the English labiovelar [w]). It is moreover rather obvious 
how to test the less constricted sounds out, to approximate them to 
obstructions if one would like to (although this might conflate sounds like 
[] and [a] if they are likened with, say, [h]). We should observe that high 
vowels or lip-rounded vowels may often have a (partly) semivocalic 
realisation just as diphthongs, that is, their production approximates the 
approximants. Thus, an ‘obstructional’ view of speech production will not 
totally ignore vowels.5 Similarly, an orthographic norm based on the 
notation/indication of obstructions has to some extent the capacity to 
indicate vowels. Further, it will not follow the Sumerian standard ‘one 
syllable – one sign’, but, e.g., a C1VC2 syllable will be written C1 + C2 as 
will syllables like C1V1C2V2. 

Now, the last paragraph gave a characterisation of ‘consonantal’ writing 

                                           
5 The very word ‘obstructional’ is a bit unfortunate, since it is most often used in English in defining 
phonetic consonants and thus it has a connotation of con-sonant, the very conception I tried to avoid! I 
would have preferred the word ‘constriction’ but it is often used in descriptions of the tongue relative to 
the palate in vowel articulation. Sven Öhman, Uppsala, has suggested ‘obstruent’ to me, but I think it 
emphasises an already made classification; I want to hint at a phonetic procedure. ‘Tangible’ is perhaps 
the best term, as may become obvious from what will follow below. 
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that tries to avoid the misleading description ‘consonantal’. Admittedly, it 
might be difficult to use the one-word term ‘obstructional’ together with 
the word ‘writing’ to label this sort of script. The term ‘obstructional 
writing’ may make people wonder in what sense this type of writing is an 
obstacle because the formula ‘obstructional phonetics’ is not an 
established term with an established meaning. I hope I will not be seen as 
cheating too much if I simply skip this labelling problem in the present 
context while at the same time claiming that grammatologists might find it 
useful to explore the concept of obstructional phonetics (possibly 
elaborating it) when they seek to classify writing systems and to 
characterise heritages between orthographic principles through time and 
space. That this concept circumvents questions of vocalisation and syllable 
structure may be advantageous for some purposes. I hope it is admitted that 
such a prospect is something good in itself. Actually, it is not quite novel: 
O’Connor (1983) develops a similar approach although he keeps glides 
(approximants) distinct from both consonants and vowels – this to prepare 
the ground for a phonological explanation of how West Semitic writing 
gradually became vowel-indicating. My own inclination is in the direction 
of O’Connor’s, but must say that he seems to rely very heavily on a notion 
where the script users were practically aware of a distinction between his 
major classes of speech sounds. Further, the view in the introductory pages 
are rather alien to me: “Writing is not part of language proper; it is rather a 
delinguistic sign system” (1983: 440). At any rate, O’Connor does not deal 
with quite the same matters as the present section, so no review of his 
paper will be given here. 

In sum, a ‘non-Greek’ conceptualisation of so-called consonantal 
writing might be useful for some purposes. However, let me forward the 
discussion one step further. Let us tentatively extend this characterisation 
so that it becomes a model of how ‘consonantal’ writing was 
perceived/achieved by its users once upon time. Then some problems 
immediately arise, as will be discussed in the following. 

How could the ancient Egyptians do away with the syllable as a standard 
for the segmentation of speech? The phoneme-sized unit is totally 
unnatural, while the syllable is at least relatively natural, as mentioned in 
the last chapter. The phrase ‘do away with’ perhaps suggests a primordial 
status of syllabic writing among the phonographies, a status which I in 
actual fact question. Chapter 5 claimed that the idea of a relation between 
spoken language and writing may arise in a number of different ways. 
Even if the Egyptians consciously aimed at a phonographic system, they 
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might not have been aware of any syllabic writing principle. Perhaps the 
Sumerians had no phonographic principle (although their writing / signary 
might have had a rather fixed pronunciation as explained in Ch. 5) when 
the Egyptians attempted to do what they thought the Sumerians were 
doing.  

Therefore, the question is better put as: how could the Egyptians 
circumvent the syllable as a standard for the segmentation of speech? As 
we saw in Chapter 6, Daniels (1992a) notes the difficulty of identifying 
syllable initial consonants with syllable closures. He also says that (except 
for the invention of vowel letters) “the invention of the alphabet must rest 
on a phonological (or articulatory phonetic) discovery: the isolation of the 
[phoneme-sized] segment.” (Ibid.: 96) To believe in an ancient 
phonological theory seems to me to be demanding too much of an illiterate 
culture. But there is another way to the phonemic unit: “acoustically, 
perceptually, the phoneme (or segment) is not a basic notion. But 
articulatorily, productionwise, segments do come into play: the tongue 
must move toward specific contact points or configurations to create the 
sounds we hear.” (1992a: 98) Thus, as to the question of how the 
Egyptians could circumvent the syllable as a standard for the segmentation 
of speech, I think one can construct a reasonable answer from the fact that 
the phonemic segments chosen were consonants rather than just any (of 
our present-day) segments (which would have included the ‘Greek’ 
vowels), because obstructions are rather ‘tangible’ – they occur at definite 
points in the vocal tract.6 

A consciousness of the latter observation may seem to be hard to ascribe 
to the ancients: if the inventors of consonantal phonography did not have 
our phonetic concepts, why should they adhere to (modern) articulatory 
phonetics? First of all, several obstructions are quite visible. Further, while 
it is true, of course, that one cannot easily look deep into the throat (at least 
not one’s own) to check positions of obstructions, it could not be deemed 
impossible for someone to investigate his throat through obstructional 
articulations. For instance, I can scratch my back without knowing exactly 
where I am scratching, but I can recognise the place when I scratch again. 
The kind of articulatory consciousness sketched here is far from that 

                                           
6 I do not know if this can be compared with children’s consonant writing; cf. e. g. Liberg (l990: 108-
109). There is another approach where the vowels are seen as a background to consonantal articulation. 
This is briefly touched upon by Faber (1992: 119), and she refers to C. P. Browman & L. M. Goldstein 
(1987/1990), where further discussion and references are to be found (as in Browman & Goldstein 1992). 
But the possibility of describing the vowels and consonants of a syllable as temporarily concurring does 
not make these classes more natural than the original segmental notion of them. 
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entertained by the nineteenth-century phoneticians Bell and Sweet (cf. 
Catford 1981: 19–23). Perhaps obstructional scratching is not enough to 
establish an identity of ‘place of articulation’ for voiced and voiceless 
stops and fricatives articulated at the same place (because the sensations of 
these scratchings will not be identical). On the other hand, there are neither 
any hieroglyphic nor any West Semitic sign lists with such an ordering of 
the symbols, and consequently we do not need to postulate such a high 
degree of articulatory consciousness. For the hieroglyphs the case is 
unclear because there have been no discoveries of early sign lists; the 
known lists belong to the Roman period (Sass 1991: 9). For the West 
Semitic scripts the alphabetic order is almost without rivals. Actually, the 
origin of the order of the alphabet is still a mystery; there seems to be no 
phonetic rationale underlying it (pace Watt, see below) nor any semantic, 
although each letter name, i.e. aleph, beth, gimel, etc., probably had a 
meaning (pace Powell 1991: 24f). 

What is so appealing about an ancient adherence to obstructions is of 
course that it explains how the Egyptians could search out subsyllabic 
segments for their writing and even identify initials and finals. Perhaps a 
‘sound alike’ notion of words (cp. R. A. Miller 1975: 1233 for Chinese) 
made it possible for the Egyptians to identify root structures (cp. McCarthy 
1981: 379 for Arabic). Thus pr ‘house’ could be used for pr ‘go’. But since 
they often used ‘phonetic complements’, that is writing a word like ‘go’ 
with phonograms as pr + r, or, to construct some examples, pr + p + r, or p 
+ pr + r (but never as r + pr + p or pr + r + p), they had a more advanced 
notion of sound structure. (For actual examples, see Davies 1987: 31 or 
Gardiner 1957/1979: §32, §42.) Perhaps someone would object that in due 
course of time ‘sound alike’ and syllabic segmentation could well have 
resulted in the Egyptian consonantal subsyllabic segmentation. “But 
uniconsonantals are present from the beginning, and are used either to 
‘anchor’ the ideograms to specific values and meanings, or to add 
grammatical or other elements which by definition cannot be present in the 
ideograms themselves.” (Ray 1986: 314) This, I maintain, is evidence of a 
remarkable conscious phonetisation at the very first stage of the script. 
Further, it is accounted for by the notion of an ancient ‘obstructional’ or 
‘tangible’ phonetics. Such an ancient phonetics, in the form of some sort of 
writing principle, can be thought to have been inherited by the West 
Semites when they borrowed the practice of uniconsonantal writing from 
the Egyptians. 
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One might wonder if any people or at least any literate people may not 
hit on the idea of an articulatory analysis of speech if an alphabet is not an 
absolutely necessary prerequisite. It must however be realised that what is 
normally ‘utterable’ – syllables, words or larger units of speech – has no 
single ‘place of articulation’ except, of course, for the entire mouth or 
vocal tract. The historical uniqueness of the phonemic segment proves its 
accidental nature (although the Egyptians might have been helped by 
existing practices of rendering clay tablets aloud among the Sumerian 
traders: as noted above, they may have been consciously aiming at a 
phonographic system without having been taught any syllabic writing 
principle). 

To conclude, in this section the threshold to phonemics was lowered to 
make it easier for the Egyptians to pass it. I do not think it is one hundred 
per cent essential to know how the Egyptians came to design their 
phonography in the way they did – and I do not even think it is possible to 
come to a definite answer on this topic – for us to conclude that phonemic 
principles could be invented without the inventors utilising innate 
awareness of any phonological segments. The evidences for the 
unnaturalness of the phoneme-sized units are indicative enough to suggest 
the hypothesis that this concept stems from writing. The problem with this 
hypothesis is, however, that it does not explain how phoneme-sized units 
ever entered phonographic writing. I have presented a model which is at 
least not totally inconceivable. One can regard the model as a 
Gedankenexperiment on incipient phonemics. The usefulness of the 
experiment is that it shows that it is not unthinkable that a phonemic 
notion (in the limited sense of a notion that there are phoneme-sized 
elements to search for in one’s utterances) can develop from an idea that 
writing should have a pronunciation (i.e. a spoken correlate) and that 
writing should indicate this pronunciation. That the experiment 
furthermore makes it thinkable that this process did not involve the 
syllable may be considered an advantage, since the ‘primacy of the 
syllable’, which indeed seems to hold for spoken language and for 
phonographies, has generally been taken as implying a syllabic primacy 
when it comes to the historical development of alphabetic writing. 
Through the experiment, we get more ways to conceive subsyllabic 
segmentalism. 

Often syllabic equalisation according to the pattern C1a = C1i = C1u has 
been suggested to underlay Egyptian consonantal writing. Different 
authors have pointed to the fact that the root structure of Egyptian and 
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Semitic is purely consonantal, while derivational and inflectional 
morphology is largely vocalic (see note above). If that is the case, it is 
strange, to my mind, that they did not mark vowels. I could agree that the 
root structure paved the way for an obstructional phonetics but hardly that 
it by itself led the Egyptians to invent a consonantal writing principle (see 
Daniels 1992a: 96). If another people, in a similar situation, tried to invent 
a phonography, they might hit upon the same idea simply because the 
words they tried to indicate on the first attempts happened to emphasise 
obstructions as a part of articulations, while other words would perhaps 
have yielded a totally different conception of what was involved in saying 
something. 

Faber (1992), who counts only the Greek alphabet as a true phonemic 
script, inclines to the explanation that the seemingly phoneme-sized 
segmentation in the consonantal scripts is actually some sort of 
identification of syllables done by disregarding the vowel quality of the 
syllables. Ignatius G. Mattingly, who has suggested “that linguistic 
structure itself, in particular certain morphological features found in some 
languages more than in others, may foster segmental awareness in the 
naive phonologist” (1987: 108), has expressed the opinion that the 
Egyptians and the Semites did not transcribe vowels because vowels “did 
not carry much information” (ibid.: 111) in their languages. Faber 
forcefully demands evidence: “The question is not, and cannot be, whether 
users of early Semitic consonantal orthographies had the ability to 
recognize and manipulate the phonemic segments of their language. It is, 
rather, which abilities can be imputed to users of these scripts on the basis 
of the structure of the scripts.” (1992: 119) 

Of course, the obstructional phonetic view has been developed on the 
basis of the structure of the consonantal scripts, but I have, admittedly, 
inserted points of speculation in my argumentation. Faber’s model for the 
origin of the concept of phonemic units has the great advantage of not 
postulating an ‘unnatural’ writing principle before the actual practices of 
men – namely the Greek alphabetic vowel writing – could be interpreted in 
this way. This treatment of language notions is of course parallel to my 
own in Chapter 5, when I wrote about the phonetisation of writing, and is 
definitely supported by Chapter 6. Perhaps I should add that even with 
Faber’s premiss of vowel-unspecified syllabograms, one does not 
necessarily have to blame the Greeks for the phoneme-sized segment: 
Daniels (1992a: 97) suggests that maybe the “wide-spread vowel reduction 
and syncope, with resulting consonant clusters”, in “West Semitic 
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languages, particularly Hebrew and Aramaic” led to the isolation of the 
phoneme-sized segment. “Clustering would […] provide evidence of the 
identity of (former) syllable-opening and syllable-closing consonants.” 
(One could also compare my proposal with H. Lüdtke 1969 and Christer 
Lindqvist 1994 but I will not expound on the different variants of the 
syllabic interpretations of consonantal writing.)  

In either case, though, I find some trouble in the, at least apparent, 
phonemic exercising by the consonantal scribes, whether Egyptian or West 
Semitic, as noted several times above. Reading Sass (1991) it seems 
further as if Egyptian scribes exercised a Greek-like re-employment of 
consonantal signs for vowel indication one thousand years before the 
Greeks themselves. So the scribes appear to have conceptualised units 
which can be described as phoneme-sized segments. 

7.5 Another phonetic theory 
‘Obstructional phonetics’ has just been used to construct one model of 

the emergence of the concept of the phoneme-sized segment. Now I will 
compare it with another phonetic-based theory for early Semitic alphabetic 
writing, a theory which does not concern itself with the problem of how 
the phonemic writing principle was defined. The comparison will rather 
focus on the reasons for the construction of the basic concepts. First, I 
have to spend a few pages presenting the theory in question. Then, at the 
end of this section, I will evaluate the raison d’être of the two approaches. 

It has already been pointed out that there is no generally accepted 
explanation for the order of the alphabet. This is all the more surprising 
since most peoples that have adopted the alphabet have stuck to this order 
as far as deletions and additions allow for. There could be several ways to 
motivate an order of phonograms, including semantic ones; the present 
section will be limited to a look at one phonetic-based proposal by W.C. 
Watt, “The Byblos Matrix” (1987). Watt puts the twenty-two letters of the 
Phoenician alphabet in a 6x5 matrix: the five columns classify the letter 
sounds according to place of articulation (conveniently labelled as 
laryngeals, bilabials, alveolars, velars, dentals), while the rows are less 
important from a classificatory viewpoint (the only discernible structure 
being that the first two rows contain stops and fricatives, respectively). Of 
course, a 6x5 matrix filled with only 22 signs will contain holes, but this is 
explained by the lack of use of certain sounds in Phoenician. Given Watt’s 
phonetic classes, there is no way to fit the 22 letter sounds in a 5x5=25 
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cells matrix. Watt’s main point is that, with the given phonetic 
classification, there is very little chance that an haphazard arrangement of 
the 22 consonants would be possible to fit into the actually minimal 5-
column matrix of 6 rows (not even if we allow for permutation of the 
columns).7 In another paper he points out that his five phonetic categories 
in the order of the columns arrange the signs according to a principle of 
‘maximal separation’ (Watt 1989: 70f) so that sounds produced with 
approximately the same ‘place of articulation’ were kept apart in the 
recitation of the alphabet (but should not recitation be done by letter names 
rather than letter sounds?).8 

With the articulatory hypothesis developed above in mind, it does not 
seem unthinkable that the West Semites divided their letters into different 
groups according to place of articulation. However, we do not know 
exactly how the letter(name)s sounded, and the categories provided by 
Watt are broad (e.g., in a note it is remarked that “[t]he term ‘Dental’ might 
perhaps better be ‘Dento-Alveolar’.” 1987: 1). In this sense it is not 
possible to really test the hypothetical matrix. A further problem is the 
Ras-Shamra Matrix, which embraces the much older Ugaritic cuneiform 
abecedary.9 He needs a new matrix for this abecedary, because it is not at 
all possible to fit its thirty signs into the 6x5 Byblos Matrix (actually, the 
Ras-Shamra Matrix contains only twenty-seven Ugaritic signs, but that is 
allowable since the last three are arguably of a later date than the West 
Semitic abecedaric canon). Admittedly, Watt manages to arrange the new 
matrix so that it will easily transform into the simpler one, and I will here 
make an exposition which concerns the Byblos Matrix’ possible extension 

                                           
7 His use of probability is disputed in Manaster Ramer & Daniels (1996). 
8 A support for this (not utilised by Watt) is what Greenberg (1950) analysed in some detail, namely that 
‘homorganic’ consonants seldom occur in Semitic and Egyptian verb roots, that is, consonants with a 
similar place of articulation seldom make up a root. If the alphabet was recited by letter sounds, Watt’s 
‘maximal separation’ does not appear as unconvincing, but Watt’s classes do not quite match 
Greenberg’s. I find it tempting, on the other hand, to derive this ‘homophobia’ from writing, namely from 
a constrictional writing principle. For instance, one may venture that a proto-language contained 
simultaneously articulated consonants (such coarticulation is rather rare in the worlds language, but does 
occur as noted above) and that obstructional writing spelled the coarticulations apart – thus giving rise to 
the characteristic root structure of Semitic and Egyptian. However, many alternative explanations may be 
given for this root structure and an obstructional writing principle definitely does not qualify as the most 
likely. (A very recent paper on statistical functions for concurrence in Arabic is Frisch et al. 1995.) 
9 Discovered at Ras Shamra (ancient Ugarit) at the Syrian coast. The Ugaritic writing system clearly 
derives some of its inspiration from the Mesopotamian syllabic script – namely, the use of a stylus to press 
lines, or wedges, into wet clay and thus build up different graphemes as combinations of wedges. But the 
sign forms are not taken from the Mesopotamian script but are free inventions (perhaps even the wedge 
forms are unorthodox; see Pitard 1992). In spite of it being half a millennium older than the Phoenician 
system, its signary was arranged in alphabetic order; notably, it contains more letters – spread over the 
whole abecedarium – than the later West Semitic system (Segert 1984: 23). The older abecedarium 
probably reflects the original West Semitic alphabetic canon (Segert 1993). 
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into the Greek world. It is true that he himself says that: “The Byblos 
Matrix’ later history is easy to state: it left no trace, and in certain cases it 
was demonstrably no part of the living alphabetic tradition. Later people 
inheriting the Phoenician (or West Semitic) alphabet – the Greeks, […] – 
added new letters in apparent disregard for the rigors of the Matrix” (1987: 
14; see also 1989: 78). Although I feel doubts about the ‘rigors’ of the 
matrix, I do not think Watt should have ended on such a negative note, as I 
will now explain. 

When the Greeks adapted the West Semitic abecedary they re-employed 
the laryngeals (Watt’s first column) aleph, he, and ayin as vowels (viz., 
alpha, epsilon, and omicron). That makes the entire laryngeal column a 
vowel column if we presume that the Greeks inherited the Byblos Matrix 
and some sensitivity for articulation as well as the abecedary. A forth 
consonant, jodh (yodh), in the alveolar column (the third column), could be 
moved to the laryngeal / vowel column to become iota without altering the 
order of the alphabet (because the first and second column contained 
empty cells for the row in which we find jodh). Incidentally, if heth instead 
of he had been used for the ‘bare e’ (e-psilon), which eventually became 
the case as heta for [h] gave away for eta for long [e] when the [h]-less 
Ionic alphabet became the standard, the matrix would not have been 
preserved. Heth is in the velar column (the fourth column), but heta’s [h]-
value was perhaps acceptable as a velar or ‘back’-value since there was no 
longer a laryngeal (= ‘extreme back’) column.  

The fifth Greek vowel, u-psilon, a variant form of waw / wau (later 
called digamma; see Ch. 8) with a vocalic sound value, was placed at the 
end of the alphabet and rightly so because waw belonged to the second 
column and had he to the left, that is in the laryngeal column; the 
reinterpretation of laryngeal to vowel did not manage to make any room 
for a vocalic [u] on the row of the old waw so waw had to stay in its 
column as wau in spite of the little use for its [w]-value except in some 
dialects (Jeffery 1990: 25). It is, thus, worth noting that its existence does 
not have to be interpreted as if the adapter spoke one of those dialects; he 
might merely have obeyed the logic of the matrix while preserving the 
alphabetic order (the Greek alphabet also kept the sibilants of the West 
Semitic abecedary without having a need for all of them; Jeffery 1990: 
25ff, Powell 1991: 46ff). Upsilon could only end up in the proper column, 
because the preceding letter, the last letter of the West Semitic abecedary, 
is tau, Semitic taw, which occupies the fifth and rightmost column in 
Watt’s matrix. Thus, with upsilon we have to add a new row to the matrix 
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and then upsilon most naturally fits in in the leftmost column, the column 
for the (Greek) vowels. 

The so-called ‘supplementals’ following upsilon might need a comment. 
It seems most probable that upsilon belongs to the original Greek alphabet, 
and it is furthermore not unthinkable that this holds also for the 
supplementals (Powell 1991: 55ff; for the Kirchhoffian colour notation 
used in what follows, see ibid.: 53f). However, there are two main variants 
of the early Greek alphabet: one, the so-called ‘blue’ alphabet, in which the 
order was , , and  with values [ph], [kh], and [ps] (origin of the names 
phi, chi, and psi); and another, the so-called ‘red’, where the order was , 
, and  with values [ks], [ph], and [kh]. So there are four sounds [ph], 
[kh], [ps], and [ks] and three graphic shapes in two slightly different 
orders. How do the blue and the red alphabets compare to the (possible) 
Greek adoption of Watt’s Byblos Matrix? The following additional row 
would be possible for the blue order and values: 

 
Column: VOWELS BILABIALS ALVEOLARS VELARS DENTALS 
Row 7 upsilon [ph]  [kh] [ps] 

 
For the red alphabet, there is the problem of [ks] with two quite different 
places of articulation. In any event, the order of the red supplementals do 
not fit in nicely in the matrix columns: 

 
Column: VOWELS BILABIALS ALVEOLARS VELARS DENTALS 
Row 7 upsilon   [k s] 
Row 8  [ph]  [kh] 

 
The later addition of omega is of course easily done in both alphabets but 
in both cases a new row is demanded. 

What is the value of this extension of Watt’s matrix? It does not answer 
the question which of the alphabet variants came first, because the blue 
one could have been a later correction (by a West Semite, for instance) of a 
possible original red alphabet. Likewise, since we have more than one 
early Greek alphabet (actually more than two; see e.g. Powell 1991: 59) 
the chance that one of them would fit well to the matrix is not 
‘microscopic’, as one says. So Watt may after all be right when he states 
that “it left no trace”. Even more, if the matrix survived into Greek times, it 
must have been in existence for several centuries, or a millennium if we 
also count the Ras-Shamra Matrix; but then it is even more surprising that 
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it left no trace (except for the alphabetic order itself, of course) in the 
Mediterranean world. 

 At any rate, Watt’s attempt is related in kind to my own speculations, 
and I will now compare his attempt with mine. 

Why are we doing it? 
The concept of the phoneme-sized segment, the letter sound, has 

survived through the centuries because of the use of ‘phonemic’ writing 
systems. It is legitimate to ask how it came about if it is so unnatural that it 
does not arise spontaneously. I think it is not overly optimistic to search 
for an explanation in the history of phonographies. What about Watt’s 
matrix? According to himself “it left no trace”. On the other hand, the 
alphabetic order has survived, and, then, should we not ask for an 
explanation for this order as well as for the letter sound concept? At the 
same time, there is nothing unnatural about an order (especially not if it 
embraces only 20–30 items) and there are many possible explanations.  

Therefore, a matrix which left no (conceptual) trace will be quite 
conjectural. The articulatory conception of speech production, on the other 
hand, has survived and is notably confined to the cultures which may have 
been influenced by my hypothetical Egyptian-Semitic language 
conception, namely those which have borrowed writing from this source. 
To these phonetic traditions I count the Indian, the Greek (although weak 
as compared to the Indian; Kemp 1981: 36, Allen 1981), the Arabic, and 
the Western tradition, as well as the Chinese and Korean10. The Akkadians 
do not show this kind of phonetic interest as we have seen that Daniels 
(1992a) observes. The very use of Egyptian writing displays a rather 
alphabetic view, although the ‘group writing’ mentioned in a footnote 
above may mark an end to that when Egyptian writing became more 
Akkadian-like (i.e. syllabic with definite vowel quality). To this it should 
be added that the writing principles have often not, in applicable cases, 
remained articulatorily based. But this does not preclude the continued 
adherence to a letter-sound notion of speech. One only has to remember 
what was said in Chapter 6 about alphabetic word-plays (including 
correction of children’s’ speech): such games could be mastered by 

                                           
10 The Chinese terminology of sound classes borrows heavily from the Indian (R.A. Miller 1975: 1233f). 
Also for the construction of the Korean alphabet, which was invented in the fifteenth century and where 
the letter shapes apparently reflect articulatory facts of the letter sounds (Daniels 1992a: 87; Sampson 
1985: Ch. 7), we can assume influence from Buddhist linguistics. 
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illiterates in an alphabetic culture; this is as plain as the fact that illiterates 
may become literates. 

To compare with Watt, both the alphabetic order as well as the letter 
sound notion of speech (conspicuously ‘obstructionally’ biased as will be 
noted below) have survived. But while the concept of the matrix must have 
vanished completely, the articulatory phonetics has survived. 

Moreover, I think the ‘obstructional’ concept can be employed in 
theoretical discussions of writing (cp. O’Connor 1983 mentioned above) 
both for the purpose of characterising writing systems and for discussing 
the relationship between phonemic notions and phonographic writing 
principles. The matrix does not seem to be equally useful outside its 
function as an explanation for the alphabetic order. 

7.6 Concluding remarks 
Above, the threshold to phonemics was lowered to make it easier for the 

Egyptians to pass it. On the other hand, this new threshold did not lead to 
precisely our alphabetic principle. A comment on the Greek elaboration of 
the West Semitic writing system will now be given. 

As regards the differentiation of sounds, it would be very hard to tell 
different vowel qualities from each other by means of obstructional 
phonetics. This follows plainly from our definition of a vowel. That does 
not mean, however, that the subsequent Greek development was 
impossible. To begin with, vowels could exist as syllables in Greek as in 
Sumerian and Akkadian. Moreover, just as the Greeks could distinguish 
between voiced and voiceless while at the same time having no idea of the 
role played by the vocal cords (Robins 1979: 32; Allen 1981: 120f) they 
could have grounded vowel differentiation on aural perception (most 
probably they did so, perhaps utilising some sort of simple phonological 
procedure).11 There were surely syllabically oriented models to cross-
fertilise the consonantal system with: Sumerian-Akkadian cuneiform, 
Hurrian cuneiform,12 and some Cypriot syllabary(ies).  

It is  worth noting, though, that this scheme of the development of 
phonetic consciousness implies two things: vowel differentiation must 
have been rather poor originally, and there is the risk that nasal and tonal 

                                           
11 And perhaps also on visual perception (for lip-rounding). Perceptual and articulatory phonetics may 
seem to be opposed to each other, but the way the articulatorily based ‘tangible’ or ‘obstructional’ 
phonetics was presented above, it should be obvious that this speech conception is also perceptual, 
because for the speaker/writer the obstructions are part of the perception of his own articulation. 
12 In which, according to Daniels (1992a: 96) one frequently wrote CV as CV+V. 
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features are by-passed by the development of consonantal writing to the 
vowel-indicating alphabet – this regardless of which model we choose for 
the introduction of phoneme-sized units –, since vowels are approximated 
to consonants (at least to semi-vowels) instead of being tested out by pure 
listening. As one author says about the Greek alphabet: “Its Semitic 
heritage is conspicuous and noticeable in the scripts of many languages. 
Most alphabetic scripts have a deficit with respect to the vowels of the 
language for which they are used, as the vocalic phonemes almost 
invariably outnumber the available vowel letters.” (Coulmas 1989: 167; 
see also pp. 175f.) Another author asks “Who will start a movement for 
‘vowel’s rights’?” (Harris 1986: 112). For the Greek script we know that 
the regular indication of tone was not introduced until the Alexandrian era 
(Robins 1979: 32f; see also pp. 23f). In Swedish, the language of the 
present author, tone is still not marked in ordinary orthography. 

The structure of the spoken language vs. its type of writing system 
Here it would be fitting to mention other explanations why Egyptian and 

West Semitic writing became consonantal and Greek vocalised – there are 
often claims that the differing structure of the spoken languages in 
question necessitated these different types of writing systems. As already 
indicated, I do not find this kind of argument convincing. This will be 
dealt with in the next chapter, where I have done a review of common 
assumptions and claims about language structures and phonographic 
principles. 

Anachronism? 
It is worthwhile once again to bring up the question of what is 

anachronistic in a phonetic account of ancient writing systems. To call 
Egyptian and West Semitic writing ‘consonantal’ may be anachronistic 
because our consonants are in contrast with vowels, while the ancient 
Semites do not seem to have singled out vowels in that manner. In this 
chapter, I have developed the point of view of ‘obstructional phonetics’ as 
a proper conceptual frame for discussions of these old writing systems. 
This is an articulatory conception. Further, a model for the ancient speech 
conception was based on that concept. The question of whether this is an 
anachronistic approach was met above with a presentation of a primitive 
articulatory phonetics, primitive enough to be obtainable ‘from nothing’, 
so to speak, which I tried to indicate by sometimes labelling it as ‘tangible’ 
phonetics.  
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However, the choice of the word ‘primitive’ in the last sentence, rather 
than e.g. ‘unsophisticated’, suggests that it is an initial stage – is it, then, a 
prelude to the articulatory phonetics of our time? 

First of all, it should be noted that I have chosen the conceptual frame to 
fit the written remains and just because I have found a coherent concept 
that fits them, we do not have to postulate that the ancient Egyptians had 
any special concept of speech. But actually, it is not devastating to the 
approach presented in this chapter to answer the question in the 
affirmative. We should not be surprised by an ancient Egyptian phonetics 
(speech conception, writing principle) which looks a bit like our own, 
since our phonetic concepts stem from the Greek alphabet and the Indian 
grammatical tradition, and the Greek alphabet stems from Phoenician 
where the West Semitic way of writing was in use, and the West Semites 
seem to have derived their system from the Egyptian; finally, Indian 
writing seems to stem from the same sources as West Semitic writing 
(Daniels 1992b: 146–148, 152), and, as discussed in Chapter 6, there are 
reasons to believe that fundamental phonetic concepts in the Indian 
linguistic tradition stem from this phonographic tradition. It is not only the 
concept of letter-sound that is similar in the Semitic-influenced literate 
cultures. All the traditions of articulatory phonetics – Indian (Chinese, 
Korean), Greek, Arabic, Western – belong to this group of cultures too, 
although the writing principles as employed in these cultures may not be 
dependent on articulatory phonetics. 

In the last chapter it was emphasised that our concepts stem from a 
conceptual development that has been going on for centuries and that to 
recognise this is not to make a claim that the development has consisted in 
discovering the true but hidden levels of speaking and hearing. Quite to 
the contrary, the recognition of the cultural relativity of our concepts 
belies such a claim. In the same vein it seems likely that present-day 
phonetics is (partly) a result of the conceptual developments made by 
Egyptians etc., etc. 
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Chapter 8 – Phonetic concepts and the origin  
 of the alphabet, II 

8.1 Introduction 
This chapter attempts to analyse claims to the effect that the structure of 

a spoken language will explain why its speakers invented a certain type of 
writing system. In Chapter 6 it was held, in contrast to such ideas, that our 
notions of linguistic structure are largely derived from writing. The present 
discussion will focus on specific claims regarding Semitic and Greek 
scripts and try to show where the prevalent ideas err and how they must be 
qualified. One point in my objection will concern notions about what it is 
that makes a writing system usable for a certain linguistic group. The fact 
that the development of the forms of expression is a necessary part of all 
communication (see Chs. 2 and 4 in particular) will speak against any 
judgement of usefulness based solely on signaries. Such judgements, 
however, are often made when scripts are evaluated. 

After some initial notes, a list of fourteen ‘common assumptions about 
language structures and phonographic principles’ is presented. These 
fourteen points are grouped into major classes concerning Greek syllabic 
writing, the structure of Semitic language and writing, and Semitic and 
Greek alphabets for Greek use. Then the assumptions are discussed, either 
in clusters or individually. The detailed discussion of these common 
assumptions is the aim of this chapter and there will be no conclusion at 
the end. 

8.2 Language structures and phonographic principles 
As just indicated, in the literature on writing systems the claim has often 

been made that the structure of the language spoken by the users of a script 
is the cause of the structure of that script. The West Semites and the 
Egyptians invented consonantal writing because of their languages having 
a root system based on constant consonants. The Greeks had to re-employ 
some Phoenician signs as vowels because the Indo-European Greek tongue 
pays much more attention to vowels than do Semitic languages. Such 
claims are also heard for other languages and writing systems; Chinese 
writing is monomorphic because Chinese is an isolating language. Even 
for the invention of writing itself a certain structure of language has been 
proposed as was noted in Chapter 5: Sumerian, Chinese, Mayan were all 
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predominantly monosyllabic – their word signs were thus easily 
re-employed as phonographic signs through the rebus principle. 

When this claim concerns word order and syntactic structures it is quite 
easy to call it into question. For instance, the un-Semitic Akkadian SOV 
order, which is found in Akkadian cuneiform writing, is sometimes 
explained as Sprachbund influence on the Akkadians from their Sumerian 
neighbours. But an equally plausible explanation would be that the 
Akkadians conformed to the norms of Sumerian writing when they started 
to write. Word order is more of a stylistic value than an absolute mark of 
identity of languages.1 Worth noting is the fact that Akkadian inflexions of 
verbs and nouns are Semitic – as we find them in cuneiform writing – even 
if these inflected verbs and nouns are written in a (possibly) new order (i. 
e. the Sumerian word order). 

What about small-scale structures like morphological and phonetic 
structures? According to the earlier discussion, the way people look at 
their own language will be dependent on what writing they have come 
across. (Of course, it is dependent on other things too, but as concerns the 
grammatical structures the technique of writing will be decisive.) If we, 
like Olson (1994), allow for inventions when a new people become 
literate, the orthographic rules of the old system must to a large extent 
determine what the new people can possibly invent. For if their language 
conception is given by the script they read aloud, there is no guarantee that 
they would emphasise exactly the same thing if they had originally been 
presented with another kind of writing system than the one they actually 
came across. The present chapter will therefore argue that the phonetic 
structure ‘implied’ by a phonographic system is not heavily dependent on 
the language (once) spoken by the inventors of that writing system. To this 
someone may say that for sure, Linear B was Linear A adopted for a new 
language, namely Greek, and obviously Linear B did not fit the Greek 
language well: tripos spelled as ti-ri-po to name but one example. 
However, such a remark misses the point. Linear B was not a wrongly 
drawn map of the Greek language – rather, it was a map not drawn by the 
later alphabetic standard. The extent to which our own phonetic / 
phonemic / alphabetic conception of the languages of the world is a 
product of our adhering to precisely the phonemic alphabetic writing 
principle is something that have been discussed in the previous chapter. 

                                           
1 David Crystal (1987: 98) in the section “Word Order” cites a strange little film character called Yoda 
who speaks English in OSV order. Yoda’s sentences are quite intelligible, though. 
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What is the problem here is what kinds of structure we are willing to 
ascribe to a language. 

Let me first outline some general views of the development of the 
phonographic systems in eastern Mediterranean down to the time of the 
Greek alphabet. As noted at the beginning of Chapter 7, there are two uses 
of the word ‘alphabet’ in philology. It may stand for the Greek writing 
system and its derivatives, or it may stand also for the predecessors of the 
Greek alphabet, namely the abecedary employed by Phoenicians and other 
West Semitic peoples. West Semitic writing is held to indicate consonants 
only as discussed extensively, while the Greeks invented the 
consonant-and-vowel indicating system (or at least put the vowels on an 
equal footing with the consonants). The CV-syllabic Linear B was used by 
Greek speakers at Knossos on Crete and at some sites on the mainland 
(mainly Pylos, Mycenae, Tiryns, and Thebes). It was an adoption of the 
still undeciphered Linear A which was used all over Crete until the 
emergence of Linear B (= until the arrival of Greeks?). Linear A, in turn, 
seems to be a development from a still older pictographic or ‘hieroglyphic’ 
system, inscriptions in which have also been found on Crete. In Cyprus, a 
Linear A-inspired script was used during the second millennium B.C. 
(language/s unknown), and at least from the time of the invention of the 
Greek alphabet there existed a Greek Cypriot CV-syllabary, which actually 
continued down into classical times when it was finally superseded by the 
alphabet. 

Obviously, these linear writing systems, that is, the abecedaries and 
Linear A and B, and the Cypriot syllabaries, constitute models for spoken 
language. In the literature on topics like literacy, the alphabet, and the 
evolution of writing in general, there are a lot of assumptions and tacit 
presumptions about language structure per se and the ‘fitness’ of 
phonographic systems (as was exemplified in Olson’s book). In the 
following list, I have tried to sum up the assumptions common in 
discussions about alphabetic and Cretan–Cypriotic writing. No references 
are given because many of these assumptions are very common but all are 
not held by one and the same author. I have tried to group the propositions 
so that related claims appear together, but other arrangements are also 
conceivable. At any rate, the intention has been that corollaries should 
follow their presumptions in the list. As mentioned in the introduction, the 
presentation will not end in a conclusion but the discussion of the list will 
be the main topic. 
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COMMON ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT  

LANGUAGE STRUCTURES AND PHONOGRAPHIC PRINCIPLES 

 
1a Linear B, with its CV and V signs, was a rather straightforward 

adoption of (the actually still undeciphered) Linear A to the Greek 
language. 

1b Linear B did not suit Greek very well since Greek has consonant 
clusters and words may end with a consonant. 

1c Linear B was abandoned because it did not suit Greek very well. 

1d The Cypriot Greeks abandoned their syllabic writing (related to 
Linear A and B) because the competing alphabet did, after all, fit 
their dialect better. 

2a In the Semitic languages the consonants carry lexical information 
while vowels are used for inflections (and derivations). 

2b Consonantal writing suited West Semitic languages very well: the 
need to indicate vowels was not great. 

3a The invention of the consonantal phonography in Egyptian writing 
(or by the West Semites) was due to the phonemic structure of the 
language(s). 

3b The invention of the consonantal phonography in Egyptian writing 
was due to the phonemic structure of Egyptian, but the West Semites 
systematised the use of signs for single consonants (or ‘utilised only 
the signs for single consonants’). 

4 In the Greek language, some of the West Semitic consonants did not 
exist (or were not phonemic). 

5a Greek, like other Indo-European languages, has vowel-differentiated 
lexemes, and vowels may appear word initially or in clusters. 

5b Consonantal writing does not fit Greek very well since the need to 
indicate vowels is great. 

6a  The Greeks had to improve the consonantal alphabet because 
otherwise it would not have worked for their language. 

6b The Greeks invented vowel signs through simply not hearing the 
consonants not existent in their language (⸧aleph became alpha). 

6c The Greeks invented vowel signs through systematising the already 
existent but sporadic Semitic/Egyptian employment of certain 
consonant signs for (long) vowels. 
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1: a seems unproblematic, b needs a phonetic evaluation, c is utterly 
wrong since “the great palaces which had fostered (and perhaps 
monopolized) the art of writing certainly ceased to exist”, according to two 
authorities on Linear B, namely its late decipherer Michael Ventris and his 
collaborator John Chadwick (1973:61). One must furthermore observe that 
Linear B was in use for more than two hundred years,2 and that there is a 
gap of half a millennium between Linear B and the Greek alphabet; it 
seems utterly improbable that a people after two hundred years should 
discover that a script is practically useless, and it is likewise improbable 
that if, mirabile dictu, such a decision was reached, this people would not 
immediately search for and adopt / adapt another writing system (there 
were plenty around at that time as noted in sec. 7.6). For d it suffices to 
note that the Cypriot syllabary was used from at least the time when the 
Greek alphabet was defined and continued to be used some time after 
Alexander the Great, although the unification of Greek led to a suppression 
of local scripts (including pronunciation) – thus what fitted the Cypriots 
better was the alignment to mainland Greek culture at large, but this was at 
the expense of their own dialect (at least in writing). See B. B. Powell 
(1991: 89-101) for a comparison between alphabetic Greek and Cypriot 
syllabic Greek, and Susan Guion (1996) for the syllabification of Cypriot 
Greek as compared to the rendering of consonant clusters. Guion finds the 
Cypriot script to be well fitted to the Cypriot dialect. (Cp. also Anna 
Morpurgo-Davies 1986: 55–63.) 

1b: First, the Mycenaean orthographic rule, which for instance says that 
tri- should be spelt as ti-ri-, thus using the vowel following the second 
consonant also for the first consonant, clearly gives the reader a clue to 
pronunciation as much as the vowel letter following ‘c’ in English 
determines the choice between s and k. Secondly, about the implicit claim 
that consonant clusters (as they are rendered in alphabetic writing) must 
always be pronounced without any intervening vocalic sounds: this can 
only be believed by someone who let himself be hypnotised by the 
alphabetic spellings (instrumental phonetics is revealing here!). In actual 
fact, it is relatively easy to play with pronunciation by inserting clearly 
audible vowels into clusters without losing intelligibility. It is furthermore 
not implausible that a vocalic filling between two consonants approximates 
the quality of a near-by vowel. A clear case of influence between vowels 
despite distance in location is Umlaut; we should also consider the 

                                           
2 Note that while Linear B lasted for only 75 years (perhaps) on Crete, it flourished for a longer time on 
the mainland. For an easily accessible account of Linear B, see Chadwick (1987). 
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possibility of a ‘schwa-influencing’ Umlaut. Thus, a spelling ti-ri- for 
alphabetic tri- may be perfectly valid from a phonographic point of view, 
especially if we take for granted that degree of stress and length do not 
have to be indicated, which indeed seems admissible since these features 
are often not well marked, if at all, in many orthographies. 

It is worthwhile to raise the question of whether the existence of 
syllabograms with initial consonant clusters, like the qV series (interpreted 
as kwV), dwe, and rja (Chadwick 1987: 23–27), shows a Mycenaean 
conception of consonant clusters similar to ours3 because this would imply 
that the other renderings of clusters really are bad representations of Greek 
clusters, as assumption 1b asserts. Generally, the answer to this question 
must be no, because the mere fact that we nowadays transliterate some 
Linear B signs with the aid of consonant clusters can tell us very little 
about either the ancient speech conception or the ancient articulation: dwe 
alternating with de-we could have been a labialised d, in which case it was 
only one consonant and not a cluster, which was sometimes de-
coarticulated into a cluster and could thus be written CV + CV with the 
usual spelling rule. More specifically, though, when ‘cluster’ syllabograms 
alternate with two-sign spelling (Chadwick gives dwe, nwa, and pte 
alternating with de-we, nu-wa, and pe-te; 1987: 26), one would like to say 
that the CCV syllabograms solve a problem perceived by the Greek users 
of the Cretan CV signs. Partly, I could agree with this, but in such a case 
Linear B does not appear as more ill-suited than any other script, for 
instance, the Greek alphabet which was augmented with omega after a 
century or so and later with diacritics for various features. Rather, the 
cluster syllabograms merely show that the script’s users tried to augment 
the script along the pattern already prevalent in it. This gives support to the 
stance that the way people look at their own language will be dependent on 
the script they read aloud. 

Some clusters were not spelled out with several syllabic signs nor 
indicated with the rare CCV signs. Instead the initial consonants were 
omitted, yielding a writable CV structure to such sound segments. This 
should be compared with the analysis of final consonants: a few 
consonants can appear in syllable-final position (-l, -m, -n, -r, -s) in spoken 
Greek but are then normally not indicated in Linear B writing. The 
standard interpretation says that they were omitted, but in such a case there 
is no reason to believe that they were essential to make the script legible 
                                           
3 I thank Susan Guion, Texas, for pointing out the need to clarify this when an earlier version of this 
chapter was presented at the XIVth Scand. Conf. of Ling. in Gothenburg 1993. 
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(the author’s daughter at the age of two years spoke quite intelligibly 
although she omitted final consonants and simplified clusters by consonant 
omission or vowel insertion). Another interpretation is of course that they 
did not exist in the variety of the Mycenaean dialect on which the 
orthography was originally based (perhaps through Linear A speakers not 
grasping Greek properly).4  

It should be noted that the Mycenaean language, as it appears on tablets 
from Knossos on Crete and from mainland sites, shows hardly any 
variation at all despite differences in time and locations in the use of 
Linear B (Ventris & Chadwick, 1973: 75–76). This indicates that the 
scribes adhered to a standard language and thus that Linear B should not 
be seen as a means for phonetic notation but as a rather autonomous means 
of communication which provides the reader with some clues for 
pronunciation in a standard variety of the spoken language (the script also 
provided the reader with clues for the semantic interpretation, since many 
Linear B tablets also bear iconographic pictograms). Other peculiarities of 
Linear B spelling as compared with classical and Homeric Greek (ibid., pp. 
43ff) seem unlikely to have presented any experienced user of the script 
with any difficulties, although these peculiarities do of course present the 
decipherers today with a lot of problems when they try to read the script as 
if it were alphabetic Greek. 

One might try to claim that the fact that Linear B was used almost solely 
for inventory notations shows how unusable it was for Greek. However, 
one should remember that Linear A, as it appears, was also used for only 
this purpose and that Linear A (and its predecessor, the so-called 
‘hieroglyphic’ script) is held to be written in the language for which Cretan 
writing was originally devised. 

A note on meta-linguistic ability 
Guion (1996) makes new analyses of Greek syllabification (inspired by 

Steriade 1982, esp. pp. 333–353 about Mycenaean syllabification). Guion 
finds that Cypriot metrical inscriptions in the syllabic script “do not agree 
with the versification conventions more commonly used in Greek meter 
                                           
4 If one compares different philological disciplines with each other, one will find that ‘unexpected’ 
spellings are interpreted differently. Thus Cretan ti-ri- is interpreted as tri; Mayan rules of spelling and 
pronunciation would instead mute the second vowel (to yield a CVC word; cf. e. g. Coe 1992: 149-151) 
but the idea of a synharmony between the vowels of the syllabic signs is the same. Such harmony when 
found in Akkadian is on the other hand interpreted as a vowel insertion in spoken Akkadian (von Soden, 
1952/1969 §18a) in spite of the fact that initial and final clusters could not be indicated in cuneiform 
writing (but in accordance with the syllable structure generally attributed to Semitic languages, as 
mentioned in sec. 7.2). 
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[…] These inscriptions regularly follow a different convention.” (1996: 
75) “Both of the inscriptions discussed here use a metrical syllabification 
which parallels the linguistic syllabification indicated by the writing 
system.” (Ibid.) For the following discussion, observe that by ‘the 
linguistic syllabification’ Guion intends a language-inherent syllabifi-
cation. 

The quoted passage shows the fitness of the syllabic writing system for 
use in one (not the) Greek linguistic environment. But does it suggest a 
writing-as-model view of how the ancient Greek Cypriots regarded their 
language? Guion mentions a problem more relevant for her paper: 
“versification conventions do not necessarily reflect the syllabification of 
the spoken language” (ibid.: 71) and she gives a couple of examples of 
that. Then one can ask whether writing could not be seen as one 
versification among others and thus if it is not a rather irrelevant question 
which the ‘actual’ syllabification of a spoken language is. The question is 
instead which syllabification was used in writing. 

In passing, I would like to note that this could be held against 
Morpurgo-Davies’ (1987a&b) concept of ‘folk linguistics’. Morpurgo-
Davies derives the syllabification of Mycenaean and Cypriot scribes and of 
the ancient Greek grammarians from a folk notion of the syllable which 
relies on a folk notion of the word. She forgets to ask why Greek people 
from the very earliest times would have had a notion of ‘word’ at all and 
why the early syllabification differs from the one later employed in Greek 
meter. Could not the root of what Morpurgo-Davies thinks are ‘folk 
notions’ better be sought in the writing practices evolving around the 
adoption of Linear A by Greek speakers? 

To continue with Guion’s paper: she presents a phonetic experiment to 
test whether people can consistently divide words into syllables “even 
without the meta-linguistic notion of syllable.” (1996: 70) She asked 
university undergraduates to “tell me this word in little bits so I can write it 
down” and she got the bits as syllables in 99% of the cases. But this is just 
what is to be expected since, as I suppose, we all have, in the literate 
Western world, learnt syllabification as a way to paraphrase utterances. 
This happens when we are small and learn children’s songs, it happens 
probably when we are taught writing at school (see end of the present 
chapter), it happens when ‘lengths’ of words are to be compared (syllable-
count is as usual as letter-count and probably easier to learn in a writing-
free every-day situation), and it happens with all likelihood in many other 
situations. With the experiments referred to in Chapter 6 in mind (and my 
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daughters’ speech at an age of two), one could well think of testing how 
easily an illiterate (especially a child) speaking a language full of 
consonant clusters could adapt to the vowel-insertion and consonant-
deletion rules of a Linear B script. Such an experiment does not have to be 
conducted in writing but could be done as oral word-games (cp. Lundberg 
1994). With existing word-games in mind, perhaps we dare conclude that 
the experiment has been conducted several times already. 

The above does not imply that the syllable is ‘unnatural’, merely that 
syllabification could easily be done in different ways. 

 
* 

To discuss the rest of the list it might be useful to qualify the designation 
of old Semitic writing as ‘consonantal’, as was done in sec. 7.3. How, for 
instance, can we be sure that the old Semites really adhered to consonants? 
Not paying attention to vowels in the way we do, they could hardly have 
had the same concept of consonants as we have. Sporadically, the West 
Semites and the Egyptians, too, used some symbols (esp. those for j, w) to 
indicate vowel sounds. (As was explained in sec. 7.5, it is these symbols 
together with signs for gutturals that have been employed as vowel signs in 
the Greek alphabet.) From this it follows that West Semitic writing is not 
quite properly characterised as ‘consonantal’ if we think of consonants as 
being opposed to vowels. Furthermore, it was said that while the signs 
normally indicated consonants only, they often stood for a whole syllable 
(CV – leaving the vowel unspecified), but because a C1VC2 syllable was 
spelled with two signs C1 + C2 in Semitic writing, ‘syllabic’ is not quite a 
fitting characterisation anyhow. In section 7.4 an articulation-based 
characterisation was given which tried to avoid the consonant–vowel 
distinction in the description of West Semitic writing. However, regardless 
of how we describe ‘consonantal’ writing, it is possible to somewhat 
qualify the statements just listed. (See also Roy Harris’ account of Semitic 
vs. Greek alphabetic writing; l986: l09-121.) 

Thus, over to the points in the list. To facilitate reading, I repeat each 
assumption before the presentation of my commentaries on them. 
 
2a In the Semitic languages the consonants carry lexical information 

while vowels are used for inflections (and derivations). 

2b Consonantal writing suited West Semitic languages very well: the 
need to indicate vowels was not great. 
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As concerns the use of vowels and its implication for writing: surely it 
would matter what inflexion of what derivation we are dealing with? 
Zellig Harris (1941: 152) actually divided Biblical Hebrew morphemes 
into three classes: one consisted of the usual consonantal roots, a second 
most remarkably of patterns of vowels and affixed consonants (this is then 
a class of ‘grammatical’ morphemes), and finally a third collecting 
irregular words not easily analysed as roots + patterns (for a short 
account, see McCarthy 1981: App.). Therefore it seems meagre in the 
extreme if West Semitic writing only indicated roots. Someone may be 
tempted to compare this with the earliest cuneiform writing and say that 
the Sumerians did not need anything more than the most rudimentary 
notation of roots. However, such a statement underestimates the rate of 
signifying power of an ideographic / logographic writing system, since 
position and combination of ideograms are also significant, as is clearly 
discernible on Sumerian clay tablets. Likewise, in Egyptian hieroglyphic 
writing determinatives played a prominent role (and even the consonantal 
spelling could often be ‘logosignificant’ when homophones were not 
written alike).  

Some inflections and derivations are actually made by consonants, and 
they are noted in all Semitic writing; thus, as it seems, morphotactic 
considerations existed as far as the writing principle allowed for. Vowels 
were simply not thought of, but surely would have eased the reading – at 
least the reading aloud by beginners or persons who did not use the script 
often. Those who used this kind of script often, on the other hand, become 
acquainted with (and partake in the creation of) a language (like everyone 
who communicates through a medium), in this case a written language, 
which surely has its spoken correlate but is not dependent on vocalic 
sounds or consonantal sounds. 

Further, the addition of morphological consonants, sometimes between 
two root consonants, makes these scripts less easy to read by logographic 
principles than points 2a and b indicate since it mutilates the visual root 
image which is supposed to be constant. Likewise, the faithful notation of 
assimilations destroys the root image. For instance, one author concludes 
about Old Aramaic that “the general tendency towards a morphological 
notation […] is blocked in those cases where a conflict arises due to 
morphophonemic rules” (Swiggers 1983: 381). 

Did this system ‘suit’ them? It has been said that the West Semites 
managed to do away with the Egyptian logograms (and rationalised the 
employment of consonantal phonograms, see 3b). To the extent that West 
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Semitic writing did not indicate what word form (and thus what word) 
was intended, one should not immediately jump to the conclusion that the 
West Semites did not need logograms and determinatives (or vowels) and 
further to the conclusion that their consonantal writing system suited them 
well. Rather, the door has to be left open for the possibility that their 
‘ultraphonetic’ system (or ‘ultraobstructional’ system) was rather 
ill-suited as a means of communication. That there did developed quite 
useful writing practices around this consonantal system should not 
immediately be taken as granting that the signary itself was of any great 
importance. 

A belief that literacy has not suffered set-backs during its course from 
Proto-Sumerian clay tablets to present-day lap-tops is surely unfounded. 
One can compare the earliest remains of the Greek alphabet, or the 
Germanic runes and Celtic Ogham – a phonemic script, regardless of how 
small the sign inventory is, makes no literate culture. Surely there have 
been ridiculous claims about the Greek genius and the vowels of the Greek 
alphabet, but nothing is gained by pushing the claims one step backward to 
the consonantal forerunner of the Greek alphabet. 

 
3a The invention of the consonantal phonography in Egyptian writing 

(or by the West Semites) was due to the phonemic structure of the 
language(s). 

3b The invention of the consonantal phonography in Egyptian writing 
was due to the phonemic structure of Egyptian, but the West Semites 
systematised the use of signs for single consonants (or ‘utilised only 
the signs for single consonants’). 

For Semitic languages we know that Sumerian cuneiform writing was 
adopted without any major changes to Akkadian (Old Akkadian, 
Babylonian, Assyrian). One might of course believe, with David Olson, 
that the fact that it was possible to read the script in the new tongue was 
the cause of the syllabic use of the cuneiform signs, but, in any event, 
when Akkadian was chosen to be the oral language connected with the 
script, the syllabic signs were not reduced to their consonants. On the 
other hand, it is a bit strange that the writing invented by the Egyptians 
did not follow cuneiform in structure; after all, it is commonly held that 
the source of inspiration was Sumer. That the graphic appearance 
followed Egyptian traditions of art is hardly remarkable, but that the 
phonographic system became ‘phonemic’ (consonantal) instead of syllabic 
is a bit surprising. On this I have remarked in Chapter 5 that the 
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Mesopotamians might not have had any clear notion of writing as a means 
of indicating pronunciation at the time of the Egyptian adoption. 

While one should not rule out the possibility that the root structure of 
Egyptian was the cause of their adherence to consonants in writing, it 
appears a bit far-fetched that the West Semites made, all by themselves, the 
very same morphophonological analysis. It is safer to incline to 3b; see the 
arguments in Sass (1991: 4–27) referred to in a footnote above, which 
furthermore suggest that the parenthesised version of 3b is the most correct 
one. I have given an articulatory model of the Egyptian / West Semitic 
model of speech, but the arguments in favour of an ancient articulatory 
speech conception are admittedly not much stronger than any arguments 
for an ancient theory of morphophonology. In any event, the theory of the 
ancient speech conception explains the ancients’ adherence to phoneme-
sized units while it does not rule out the possibility that the root structure 
of archaic Egyptian might have been decisive in the designing of 
consonantal phonography. 

 
4 In the Greek language, some of the West Semitic consonants did not 

exist (or were not phonemic). 

Yes, but a comment on ‘phonemic’ is called for here. To differentiate 
between two intended meanings, some of the phonetic distinctions 
inherent in the Phoenician principles of writing were not needed by the 
Greeks. For anyone today to recognise this, it is not necessary to believe 
that there is only one possible way of describing the lexical or 
morphological structure of Greek, and that a minimal-pair procedure 
would thus always yield the same phonological chart of Greek. Rather it is 
to recognise the everyday fact that a speaker of one language may be 
almost incapable of discriminating between sounds made by a foreign 
speaker or even of hearing them as speech at all (click sounds may be 
perceived as anything but speech by a European). But such sounds may all 
the same occur in the first speaker’s own speech, allophonically or 
occasionally and even semantically significant (as a click may be 
synonymous with ‘That’s it!’, ‘Right your are!’, etc.). Therefore, what 
sounds were recognised in the transference of the alphabet must have been 
dependent on what duty writing was supposed to perform at the time of the 
transference. 
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5a Greek, like other Indo-European languages, has vowel-differentiated 
lexemes, and vowels may appear word initially or in clusters. 

5b Consonantal writing does not fit Greek very well since the need to 
indicate vowels is great. 

5a might seem impossible to argue against, but I am (almost) bold 
enough to do so. The way vowels will be perceived will depend on what 
means of listening people have – of course, I do not mean tape-recorders or 
the like, but rather notions developed around the kinds of doing where 
rendering of speech matters: as concerns vowel clusters, for instance, 
comparison should be made with Linear B where “[v]owels following -i- 
are generally spelt with a j- syllable [...]; those following -u- with a w- 
syllable: ku-wa-no = kuanos.” (Ventris & Chadwick 1973:44 §3) The 
Mycenaean Greeks could have chosen to write in pure vowels, but most 
often they did not. Our conclusion must be that it is possible to hear some 
vowel clusters as containing a semi-vowel. (Spectrographically speaking, 
the movement from [u] to [a] is quite like the [w] to [a] movement, and in 
phonetics it is generally acknowledged that movements are acoustically 
much more significant than specific spectral values. Steady values seldom 
if ever occur in real speech.) 

One can discern two ways (in the Latinised world) of discussing the 
merits of the vowel-indicating alphabet as compared with the Phoenician 
consonantal alphabet. In both cases the authors exemplify for the reader 
what it would look like if the vowels were dropped in the very script used 
by the authors themselves. The point where they diverge is in saying what 
counts as a vowel. In more popular works vowels are simply what are 
called vowel-letters, while more serious authors note that what is written 
by vowel-letters may be consonants when regarded as sounds. The two 
ways of exemplifying consonantal writing may thus be exemplified like 
this: 

 
l k  th s   ––  l j k  ∂ s  

(the ‘j’ is of course a ‘y’ for some Anglo-Saxon writers). Notably, the latter 
spelling rule probably makes it easier to identify English words; e.g., ‘like’ 
and ‘leak’ will be spelt differently. Even if it would be easy to say that the 
latter rule is better than the former one – the reason being that in a 
phonographic system it is the sound of speech that determines what are 
consonants, not the graphemes –, such a judgement misses the fact that the 
naïve approach explicates how culturally dependent the concept of vowels 
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is. Seeing this, we should not be surprised if we find a way to write 
English in consonants only. 

One may further add to this discussion that what is crucial here is 
perhaps not the omission of vowel letters but the omission of some 
distinctive units; that is, if any six out of the twenty-six letters of the 
alphabet were dropped, problems would arise. They would not be 
insurmountable but surely they would be lessened by new spelling rules 
and additions of new signs. 

In conclusion, the notion of a consonant could well have been broad 
enough to make a fitting writing system out of the Phoenician system for 
the Greeks, especially in the ‘learned’ interpretation of how consonantal 
writing works (cp. the Mycenaean interpretation of vowel clusters). 
Admittedly, vowels are then almost treated merely as hard-to-hear 
consonants of sorts, and surely the Greek alphabet, or the Greek 
employment of signs, differed more significantly from the Phoenician 
writing principle than this? Indeed, in basing their writing on syllables 
which they tried to indicate by the Phoenician signs, they made 
(permanent) the significant distinction between vowels and con-sonants. 
But nevertheless, the conclusion that consonantal writing may very well fit 
Greek is still valid, and thus the statement in 5b is not based on sound 
linguistics. Note especially that a better non-semantic indication of how to 
pronounce written sentences would satisfy any need for such a feature in 
West Semitic writing as well as it did in Greek. (For such a need, see the 
tentative example in the comment below on 6a.) 

It is worth pointing out that this discussion on omissions has been 
phonetic, although much hinges on ‘word recognition’ (or ‘word 
identification’ as Roy Harris calls it, 1986: 117-120). Naturally, ‘word 
recognition’ is difficult to discuss since the only consistent definition of 
‘word’ that has ever been proposed is ‘what you find in lexicons’ and this 
makes it easy for anyone who, like the present author, wants to show that 
our grammatical conception of language originates in our habits of writing. 
One has to understand that the written language is formed in the process of 
using the script as was discussed in quite general terms in section 4.3. This 
of course makes point 5b very weak. 

 
6a  The Greeks had to improve the consonantal alphabet because 

otherwise it would not have worked for their language. 

6a is almost the same as 5a and 5b, and, according to the discussion 



 8 – PHONETIC CONCEPTS AND THE ORIGIN OF THE ALPHABET, II 167 

already held, certainly wrong. But then, admittedly, we are left with the 
question of why they changed the use of some of the Phoenician signs so 
that the orthographic principle for the whole system became that of 
indicating syllables instead of ‘obstructions’ (consonantal articulations). 
The comments on 6b and 6c, in discussing the conceptual prerequisites for 
such an adaptation, will touch on why. But let me here give a scenario in 
which such an alteration will appear as desirable without necessarily 
assuming that the inventor(s) aimed at a clear break with the Phoenician 
way of writing. 

If someone familiar with the Phoenician system were to write something 
in Greek, he could, since 6a is wrong, do it with the writing principles 
already familiar to him. But there are certainly reasons for him not to do 
so. For he does not want the note to be read in Phoenician. A richer than 
normal employment of signs for semi-vowels may guide the reader to the 
right reading since the note would not have the usual appearance; it would 
not look Phoenician, and it would not speak Phoenician to the eye of the 
reader. This might have been a need in a hypothetical context where 
literate Greeks experiment with sending messages in Greek to each other 
or making notes for themselves;5 since they have been trained in 
Phoenician writing originally, everything that marks the scribblings as 
non-Phoenician will ease reading. If the case initially had been the reverse, 
that is, if the Greeks for some reason employed a consonantal phonography 
while the Phoenicians had no writing system, and the Phoenicians 
borrowed this hypothetical script, then they may very well have tried to 
indicate vowel quality. 

Now, as we know, the Greeks did not succumb to various and fortuitous 
‘richer-than-normal employments of signs for semi-vowels’ to indicate 
pronunciation. Rather they found a quite standardised way to do this. Nota 
bene: I avoid saying ‘rather they found a way to note the vowels’ since, in 
my writing-as-model view, there were no vowels before the birth of the 
Greek alphabet; rather, the Greeks happened to ‘invent’ (define) the vowel. 
Of course, there were vowel sounds before their script came into existence, 
but that is another matter. For the concept of ‘vowel sound’ – as well as a 
judgement ‘vowel sound’ about a sound – belongs to our own conceptual 
sphere of alphabetic writing and phonetics. What is at issue here is how the 

                                           
5 B. B. Powell’s Homer and the Origin of the Greek Alphabet (1991) attempts to show that the adaptation 
was made for the precise reason of writing down Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey. I do not find his main thesis 
convincing, but I must stress that his book is very well worth reading for all the detailed evaluations of 
finds and theories. 
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concept of vowel came into existence. Let us therefore test 6b and then 6c. 
 

6b The Greeks invented vowel signs through simply not hearing the 
consonants not existent in their language (⸧aleph became alpha). 

One should note that this proposition hinges on the so-called 
‘acrophonic principle’. The West Semitic letter names begin with the 
phonetic value of each letter: ⸧aleph  for glottal stop, beth for [b], etc. It 
has been argued that illiterate receivers are not likely to question the 
details of a gift of writing but simply accept whatever (they believe) the 
donors are doing; thus 6b (Jeffery 1990: 3 & 22). However, one must 
question that the Greeks could learn how to write simply by learning the 
acrophonic principle per se and the signary (names and graphemes). 
Learning the acrophonic principle surely requires demonstrations. But then 
aleph  may be understood as i or as u as well as a, if the glottal stop in the 
examples provided was followed by i or u. The name aleph  itself would of 
course promote the use of this letter for a, but it would conflict with the 
apparent i and u uses of the same letter. This clearly must have forced the 
adapter(s) to make a choice. In conclusion then, the ‘innocent inventor(s)’ 
hypothesis seems in need of qualification. 

 Even more conclusive is the use of Semitic waw as both wau 
(digamma) and upsilon. Obviously, this reveals a certain consciousness of 
what should be indicated and by what means this should be done. It 
suggests a concept of consonants as con-sonants. The order A B C D E 
F… in the Latin alphabet stems from an original Greek order alpha, beta, 
gamma, delta, epsilon, wau/digamma… which goes back to an identical 
order in the West Semitic abecedary, where wau corresponds to Semitic 
waw, the letter for the labiovelar w-sound. Wau eventually fell out of use 
in Greek writing. The lack of need for a letter for [w], [v], or [f] is 
indicated by the strange name digamma later given this letter; the name is 
derived from the appearance of F as two gammas, . But while aleph was 
used for the a-sound, and jodh as iota for the i-sound, wau must have been 
used for some consonant, since at the end of the Greek alphabet, after tau, 
which was the last letter in the Semitic abecedary, was placed a similar-
looking letter, Y6, upsilon, with the vocalic value u. Because waw is not 

                                           
6 Some notes on allographs: early F’s in Phoenician (and Aramaic and Samaritan) have branches 
extending from the same point; thus the appearance is quite like Y’s (Jeffery 1990: 24f, 35; Powell 1991: 
30f). In the vocalised alphabets, the Y-form alternated with the V-form and this u-letter was used in 
Etruscan, whence Latin letter V. A variant of V is U. These became two independent letters in medieval 
Europe, as well as W which was in the event not regarded as a double U or V but employed as a letter of 
its own, whence T U V W near the end of the alphabet. The X Y Z were borrowed as early as in Roman 
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replaced by upsilon it cannot be a question of a mishearing. The thing is 
that the inventor(s) felt the need for both a labiovelar syllable onset (i.e. 
consonant) and a labiovelar syllable nucleus (i.e. vowel). Of course, 
someone may question the originality of upsilon; it could have been a later 
addition when the distinction between vowels and con-sonants had been 
fully worked out. However, this seems unlikely (Powell 1991: 55ff). 

All in all then, while 6b presents a writing-as-model view of the Greek 
adaptation of the West Semitic abecedary, and I have argued for such a 
view in general, 6b does not seem tenable. The re-employment of certain 
signs for (only) vocalic uses must have rested on a rather conscious notion 
of what to represent. But this object (the desired object of representation) 
need not have been the vowels (obviously not with my premisses, since 
they had not yet been invented, i.e. not yet conceptualised) but instead it 
may very well have been the already existing (conceptualised) syllables. 
This line of thought will be elaborated in the commentary on 6c. 

 
6c The Greeks invented vowel signs through systematising the already 

existent but sporadic Semitic/Egyptian employment of certain 
consonant signs for (long) vowels. 

The writing-as-model approach may be used as in 6c, but it would still 
be a remarkable phonological analysis on the part of that ancient person 
who made it.7 On the other hand, if there were vocalic models to build on, 
it would be less remarkable. I think one has to consider the power of cross-
fertilisation. There were syllabaries as well as consonantal writing in use in 
the north-eastern Mediterranean region. One scenario would presume that 
the Cypriot syllabary came into use (for Greek, i.e.) before the Greek 
alphabet was created. (There is actually one specimen that has been 
claimed to be a couple of hundred years older, but there is no unanimity 
around this date; Powell 1991: 90, n. 42.) Then someone familiar with that 

                                                                                                                            
times from Greek (due to sound shifts, Greek [u] had been fronted to [y], whence the Roman need for a 
new letter form when writing Greek words and names). Thus waw appears as F, U, V, W, and Y in the 
West European alphabets, but in almost no alphabet do any of these letters have the sound value [w]. 
7 Powell allows for an intentional invention of the Greek alphabet but rules out 6c on the ground that there 
are no Phoenician examples of such a vowel-indicating device (1991: 42-45). However, as actually noted 
by Powell (ibid.), there are early Aramaic uses which have been interpreted in this way. See also Daniels 
(1992a: 97). As already noted when briefly reviewing Sass (1991), the thousand years older Egyptian 
utilisation of such a technique does not have to bother us in the present discussion. I have seen in the 
Preface to Martin Bernal’s Cadmean Letters (1990) that David Owen at a conference in 1978 “argued that 
the Greek vowels had been invented by Semitic speakers in the second millennium for transcribing 
‘foreign’ languages.” However, no references are given to any printed material by Owen. Bernal himself 
refers several times to authors who have interpreted certain uses of certain signs as vocalic (1990: 
passim). 
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writing system may have scanned the Phoenician signary for equivalents to 
the pure vowel syllabograms to be able to write syllables (initially perhaps 
only CV syllables) unambiguously with Phoenician characters (i.e. C1a, 
C1e, C1i, C1u, and C1o were not written identically). Early alphabetic 
Greek inscriptions display word-dividers just like Cypriot syllabic and 
West Semitic inscriptions. Likewise, if the Greek Cypriot syllabary came 
into use after the Greek employment of West Semitic abecedaries, there 
were at any rate syllabic scripts in use on Cyprus (related to Linear A, as 
noted before the presentation of the list) and elsewhere in the eastern 
Mediterranean which could have spurred a ‘vowel scan’ in an attempt to 
write syllabically with consonantal scripts. “The cuneiform script includes 
four signs for the vowels a e i u, which were used both for words 
beginning with vowels and for (sometimes) marking syllables containing 
long vowels. But in Hurrian, an unaffiliated language of northern Syria, 
Mesopotamia, and Anatolia, these vowel signs were frequently used, 
following the matching CV sign, even for most short vowels.” (Daniels 
1992a: 96; see also Morpurgo-Davies 1986.) Of course, if some of all this 
syllabographic aid was used by the Greek adapter, the assumption in 6c 
might be superfluous (he might not have been in need of being aided by 
the sporadic Semitic re-employment of consonantal signs for vowel 
indication), but the fact that no signs were borrowed into the abecedary to 
indicate the vowels is highly suggestive. 

One circumstance, which I do not attempt to use as evidence, is the way 
alphabetic writing has been taught. It is striking how syllabic the 
Occidental employment of the abecedary has been, in spite of the 
contention (mine and others) that this writing is the conceptual basis for 
phonological theory. This neglect of an acrophonic strategy can be 
exemplified by a quotation from Quintilian: 

As regards syllables, no short cut is possible: they must all be learnt, and there is 
no good in putting off learning the most difficult; this is the general practice, but 
the sole result is bad spelling. Further we must beware of placing a blind 
confidence in a child’s memory. It is better to repeat syllables and impress them 
on the memory and, when he is reading, not to press him to read continuously or 
with greater speed, unless indeed the clear and obvious sequence of letters can 
suggest itself without its being necessary for the child to stop to think. The 
syllables once learnt, let him begin to construct words with them and sentences 
with the words.8 

                                           
8 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria (I, i, 30f) as cited by Harris & Taylor (1989: 66). I have not read 
Quintilian myself, but it is interesting to follow the discussion in Harris’ and Taylor’s book around the 
impact of the educational system on the development of linguistic thought, see esp. their Chs. 3–4 (they 
hardly touch, though, the development of phonetic concepts). 
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It is noteworthy how this syllabic view of language, and thus of what 
writing should represent, continued to dominate the educational practices 
until the end of the 19th century. Consonants were not independent bearers 
of pronunciations; only in combination could they signify real phonetic 
substance, that is syllables. (Allen says that the distinction between vowels 
and ‘voiceless’ is found as early as in a fragment of Euripides even if the 
latter category was subdivided by Plato into ‘voiceless-and-soundless’ and 
those which have some sound, 1981: 117). 

However, the comment to 6c gives but one of (at least) four possible 
interpretations of the syllable emphasis in literacy instructions for 
beginners. I am not able to tell which alternative best explains the origin of 
the syllabic strategy. For the sake of completeness, though, I give here the 
other three: 1. “the very absence of word boundaries […] made the 
technique of the identification and memorization of those sequences of 
letters that represented licit syllables a fundamental aspect of both ancient 
and medieval pedagogy” (Saenger 1991: 205); 2. alphabetic writing was 
used quite early for teaching poetics and metrics (though, not necessarily 
as early as suggested by Powell 1991; see footnote above); or 3. 
Phoenician writing was also syllabic as suggested by Gelb (1963) and 
maintained by others like Faber (1992) (the consonantal appearance being 
a result of an identification, possibly unconscious, of syllables of the type 
C1a, C1i, and C1u).  

Summary  
To round-off this discussion of the list, I want to point out the following. 

I have questioned whether language structure per se can produce writing 
principles. Different approaches to language (and to a certain language) 
will yield different structural descriptions. It is chance that determines 
what writing system and writing principle a people will adhere to, and it is 
usage that makes it a fitting system. 
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Chapter 9 – Decipherment and phonocentrism 

 

9.1 Introduction 
The great decipherments of the last and the present centuries may seem 

to speak for the notion that writing must represent speech; they have 
indeed drawn on definite relationships between scripts and spoken 
languages. While Chapter 5 qualified the directionality of the supposed 
representational relationship, this chapter will deal with questions directly 
related to the art or craft of decipherment. 

What are the implications of the great decipherments for our 
understanding of writing? And conversely, what is the implication for 
decipherment of the notions of writing nurtured among language 
specialists? Section 2 of the present chapter will examine one work on 
decipherment in order to take a closer look at its view on the linguistic 
status of writing. It is the reception of the advances in decipherment that I 
will try to inspect; more precisely, I want to explicate that unwarranted 
notions of writing and speech enter the common glorification of such 
advances. Again it is the prevailing ‘phonocentrism’ that will be 
scrutinised, and the rest of the chapter will deal with some of its 
consequences: section 3 will treat the effect of this phonocentrism on how 
would-be decipherers nowadays present their results; section 4 will make 
some remarks on the concept of reading; section 5, finally, will note a 
conspicuous effect of basing theories of writing on philological 
decipherment. 

9.2 Approaches to long-forgotten writing systems 
This section will deal with an opposition met with in works on 

decipherment between phonographic writing systems and ideography / 
semasiography which is quite like the one embraced by DeFrancis and 
other writing theorists. It has been said that the ideographic view of the 
more picturesque ancient scripts has impeded their decipherment. This 
conclusion has furthermore led authors to conclude that the primary feature 
of writing is to be a permanent version of speech.  

The first conclusion is, as I will explain, precipitate. Section 9.2.1 will 
contain a general discussion about this, while subsection 9.2.1.1 gives a 
rather detailed case-study. For the second conclusion it will be emphasised 
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(in subsection 9.2.1.1) that decipherers’ reading principles do not 
necessarily have to be principles which the ancient script in question was 
in some sense ‘based’ on. Before going into the discussion it is suitable to 
make a remark on the work chosen for exemplification, namely Breaking 
the Maya Code by the American anthropologist Michael D. Coe (1992). 

There is a well-known and admittedly very good book on the history of 
decipherment, namely Maurcie Pope’s The Story of Decipherment (1975). 
This book could be said to be the standard reference work on the subject.1 
For my purposes, Pope’s book could perhaps be matched with a linguistic 
work drawing on the decipherments to illustrate what I find problematic. 
Coe’s work, on the other hand, has the advantage of dealing with both the 
subject of decipherment and the linguistic status of writing within one 
volume. As a matter of fact, it mainly deals with only one decipherment, 
but it contains a general overview of writing systems and decipherments in 
its first chapter, while the rest of the book deals with the rediscovery of the 
Maya civilisation and the later – and much belated – decipherment of its 
script. It should be added that Coe makes heavy use of Pope’s book in his 
introductory chapter, so I do not think I lose in generality by making this 
choice (Pope, by the way, does not mention the Maya). Rather, since Coe 
deals with a particular writing system, the general outlook presented in his 
first chapter can be said to reveal the condensed wisdom on decipherment, 
after the whole story has boiled down to some easily reiterated examples. 
(This may sound as if I hold Coe’s book to be a catch-word work, but 
nothing could be further from the truth as regards my opinion of this 
highly recommendable volume.)  

While the misguided tendencies I spot may have small implications 
among Mayanists, it is nevertheless a fact that they can nurture the general 
phonocentrism in linguistics where knowledge of writing and 
decipherment is limited. An easily accessible Cinderella story of the first 
scorned but later victorious phonetic method will no doubt appeal to the 
taste of the grandchildren of Saussure and Bloomfield. 

9.2.1 The word made visible 
The rubric is the title of the first chapter in Coe (1992), and the chapter 

is opened congenially: 

                                           
1 Another one, Barber’s Archaeological Decipherment, 1974, has not received such fame; it does not 
contain so much narrative detail on the progress of decipherment as Pope’s work does and Pope’s work is 
furthermore very well illustrated. Barber’s book will, though, be commented on in sesction 9.3 below. 
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Writing is speech put in visible form, in such a way that any reader instructed in 
its conventions can reconstruct the vocal message. All linguists are agreed on this, 
and have been for a long time, but it hasn’t always been this way. In the Early 
Renaissance, when scholars began to take an interest in these matters, very 
different ideas were proposed, most of them erroneous and some of them based on 
quite fantastic reasoning, however ingenious. It has taken a very long time in the 
history of decipherment to clear away some of these notions: ingrained 
preconceptions can be as ferociously guarded by scholars and scientists as a very 
old bone by a dog. (Coe 1992: 13) 

Coe is soon into the fascination previous centuries have shown the 
ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs. Apart from the very oldest classical 
historiographer, Herodotus, who “flatly – and rightly – stated that the 
script was mainly used for the writing of historical records, especially 
royal achievements, and was written from right to left” (ibid.: 15), Greek 
authors seem to have been very ill-informed about this script; Coe 
mentions Diodorus Siculus, Horapollon, and Plotinus.2 Diodorus thought 
the Egyptians wrote by metaphors. Horapollon used the term hieroglyphs 
when asserting that the script was used for ‘sacred carvings’, and his 
fanciful readings were to be revived in sixteenth-century Italy when his 
work was printed. Plotinus’ view of the script, namely that it could express 
thought without the mediation of language, was also rendered in print, 
actually, as Coe the Mayanist notes, in the very year Columbus reached the 
New World: “such notions were to give rise to the Renaissance view of 
Egypt as the spring of wisdom: here was a people who could express their 
thoughts to others in visual form, without the intervention of language. 
Here was truly ideographic writing.” (Ibid.: 16) 

At this point one could pause to ask if Coe should not make some 
provisos about deaf-mute’s sign language; after all, sign language is both 
visual and a language, so ‘visual form’ and ‘language’ cannot be opposed 
to each other. Of course, it is true that Coe is concerned with 
phonographies and misguided ideas about phonographies, and it might 
therefore seem as if sign language has little to do with his topic. On the 
other hand, if it is allowed for one type of visual language, one must 
consider why there could not be a written language. I have given an answer 
to this in Chapter 4 above, especially pointing out how meaningless it is to 
discuss ‘fullness’ of language in monomedial terms. Coe cannot be said to 
ponder the question deeply. Rather, while admitting that ideography or 
semasiography “plays a part in all writing”, he refers to common truths in 

                                           
2 The interested reader should of course turn to Pope (1975) to get the details fully presented. 
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linguistics when dismissing Sampson (1985): 

Is it at all possible […] to construct a writing system out of symbols that have no 
necessary connection with language, or with any particular language? and that 
express thoughts directly? The British linguist Geoffrey Sampson evidently thinks 
so: in his book Writing Systems, he divides all possible scripts into 
semasiographic ones, in which symbols are unrelated to utterances, and 
glottographic ones, in which writing reflects a particular language, such as 
English or Chinese. He is just about alone among members of his profession in 
making such claims for semasiographic “writing” as a complete system, since he 
can only propose it as a theoretical possibility, without being able to point to an 
actual example of such a script. (Coe 1992: 18) 

To continue with Renaissance Europe, Coe introduces the German Jesuit 
priest Athanasius Kircher (1602–80) on the scene. “The seventeenth-
century Eternal City under popes like Sixtus V had obelisk fever: as part of 
massive reordering of the capital, obelisks were strategically placed at the 
nodal points of a new network of avenues, as well in the center of 
Bernini’s great arcade at St. Peter’s. All of these obelisks had been 
removed by the ancient Romans from Egypt,” (ibid.: 16f) and Kircher 
claimed to be able to read the ‘sacred writing’ on them. He studied the 
inscriptions, and he studied the Greek authors and authorities. As a typical 
example of Kircher’s interpretations, Coe gives the following reading of a 
cartouche (the cartouches of Egyptian writing is now known to encircle 
royal names): 

The protection of Osiris against the violence of Typho must be elicited according 
to the proper rites and ceremonies by sacrifices and by appeal to the tutelary Genii 
of the triple world in order to ensure the enjoyment of the prosperity customarily 
given by the Nile against the violence of the enemy Typho. (As cited by Pope 
1975: 31f) 

Thus, the phonetic reading of Champollion was far away. As is well-
known, Champollion utilised his knowledge of Coptic, and it would be 
easy to conclude that Kircher could not possible have bothered to get any 
knowledge of that language. However, Kircher knew many languages 
including Coptic. “Kircher was one of the first serious students of Coptic, 
and one of the first to insist that it was descended from the ancient 
language of the pharaohs.” (Coe: 17) So, in spite of his more obvious and 
certainly not favourable contributions, he actually indirectly gave some 
positive contribution to the decipherment of the hieroglyphs.3 Though, 
                                           
3 Pope even lends some jesting credit to Kircher for his hieroglyphic interpretations: “Kircher’s 
extravagances were such that in due course they stimulated opposition and produced their own antidote. 
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when it came to hieroglyphs, Kircher held the connection of Coptic to 
ancient Egyptian to be totally insignificant; as a matter of fact, he held any 
connection with language to be untenable. The hieroglyphs were revealing 
things and ideas directly. Neither syntax nor grammar were to intervene 
the process of interpretation (see also Chapter 3 in David 1965). Pope 
gives the following telling quote from an introduction to one of Kircher’s 
books on the hieroglyphs: 

… the Sphinx has been killed, her riddles answered, and all the secrets of the 
Hieroglyphic Art, its rules and methods and principles are by the Influence and 
Grace of the Divine Spirit fully comprehended by me. (As cited by Pope 1975: 31) 

The question is now whether Kircher’s view of reading stands against 
only a phonographically-based reading or against a more general rule-, 
method-, and principle-based reading. Despite his own assertions in the 
last citation, it seems fair to say that what separates Champollion 
(Egyptian), Ventris (Linear B), or Knorosov (Maya) from Athanasius 
Kircher is not simply a phonetic approach versus a semantic approach, but 
a systematic approach using as many clues as imaginable (which for a 
good decipherer presents as many constraints as sources of possible 
meanings) versus an unlimited and unchecked imagination as well as a 
prejudged notion that hieroglyphs dealt solely with divine mysteries. 
Kircher was obviously quite pleased with fancying the meanings he read 
into the obelisk texts, just like any fiction writer creates his own world and 
uses the known world only as a background to his story. 

To understand what a principled interpretation means, it is worthwhile 
to look at (modern) ‘ideographic’ decipherments as it were (that is 
semantic / semasiographic / non-phonetic decipherments). There are 
several non-phonetic decipherments that are worthy of some fame. Often 
they have tended to be over-shadowed by the phonetic readings (the latter 
sort seem to make the ancients ‘speak’ directly to us; more on this later in 
sec. 9.4). One fine example of semantic decipherment which does not 
concern a phonetically readable system is the one revealing prehistoric 
counting practices in proto-literate Sumer and Elam. Many of the 
numerical tablets from this period contain very few signs except for the 
numerals. Further, since the numerical tablets paved the way for the first 
‘full’ writing system, the reading of them, accomplished by Jöran Friberg, 

                                                                                                                            
They can thus in a negative way be said to have assisted the birth of the Age of Reason.” (1975: 33). A 
picturesque introduction to Kircher is provided by Godwin (1979). 
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is of particular interest to anyone concerned with writing systems; Friberg 
has even attempted to connect these numerals to the prehistoric token 
system (see Appendix). In what follows, we will see a non-phonetic 
interpretation of monumental inscriptions by Tatiana Proskouriakoff, an 
interpretation which overthrew the predominant view of Maya culture, 
especially the function of the monuments. The account below of 
Proskouriakoff’s feat is limited to some dozen lines and this may, 
admittedly, seem a bit contradictory to what I have just claimed for 
semantic decipherments. However, this parsimonious treatment is solely a 
function of the fact that the present work focuses on phonography.  

Coe ends his presentation of Kircher by blaming the Jesuit for having 
impeded the decipherment “for almost two centuries” by his “mentalist 
attitude”, that is by being a spokesman for purely ideographic 
interpretations of the hieroglyphs; finally, though, Coe adds that Kircher 
“was a man of his time” (1992: 17). In any event, the next section in the 
same chapter begins with the already cited paragraph about pure 
semasiography and Sampson’s view of it. Coe tells his reader that 
Sampson is practically unique in holding his opinion, and a little later Coe 
cites the linguist Archibald Hill who wrote4 that “all writing represents 
speech, either audible or silent, and can never represent ideas which have 
not yet been embodied in speech.” (1967: 92) Coe rounds off by asserting 
that the origin of writing “has to do with the representation of the actual 
sounds of a particular language.” (1992: 19) As a matter of fact, Hill’s 
paper is not as clear-cut in its phonocentricity as Coe’s quotation of him 
may indicate. It is true that he says things like “language, the entity from 
which writing is derived” (1967: 92), but he divides writing into systems 
recording discourse, morphemes, or phonemes (syllabographies record 
“groups of phonemes”, ibid.: 93). Moreover, it is worthwhile to consider 
these lines taken from one and the same paragraph in Hill’s paper: 

The purpose of writing can be said to be unique identification of an utterance. All 
systems leave some of the linguistic structure out of the record […] English, for 
instance, omits stress from its writing […] Since each system is therefore partial, 
each system relies on the reader’s previous knowledge to supply the necessary 
background for successful identification. […] Discourse systems are unique only 
in that they do not demand that the reader know the language of the recorded 
utterance, and rely instead to a very heavy extent on knowledge of the non-
linguistic background. (Hill 1967: 93f) 

                                           
4 In a paper called “The typology of writing systems”, which is related to also by DeFrancis (1989: 61–
63) when he deals with Sampson’s (and Gelb’s) classification(s) of writing systems. Hill had some fifteen 
years earlier entered the debate on Maya decipherment, as will be noted in what follows. 
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All in all, Hill’s typology does not appear to be clear enough for others 
to rely on it. Nevertheless, Coe (who has read DeFrancis 1989) proceeds in 
the style already indicated. For instance, against picture writing: “there is 
no way to be sure a picture will be interpreted in the same way (in the same 
words) by two successive observers.” (1992: 21) But, certainly, that must 
hold for a spoken or written word too. Note also the parenthesis which 
really reveals the biased standard which Coe applies (a similar biased 
statement about pictures is to be found in DeFrancis’ work; cf. though 
what DeFrancis so insightfully says about how sign language may be 
misrepresented when rendered in speech, cited in Ch. 4 above). 

Since the more spectacular decipherments – concerning Egyptian 
writing, cuneiform, Linear B, and now also the Maya glyphs – have indeed 
made it justifiable to regard these once enigmatic scripts as phonographies, 
Coe’s stance (and Hill’s, especially in the way Coe makes it appear) may 
be seen as a most obvious conclusion. I hope that my earlier chapters in the 
present work have managed to pin-point the meaninglessness of making 
statements like those just quoted: if we are to speak about monomedial 
languages at all, then it often makes sense to say that speech represents 
writing rather than always maintaining that writing represents speech; and 
if we drop the monomedial presumption, it indeed makes no sense to speak 
of representation. 

As already noted, the problem with Kircher was not only his 
ideographic beliefs but rather that he had a very prejudiced view of how 
hieroglyphic writing worked and to what it was used. Reading Coe’s story 
about the Maya decipherment reveals that what was the ‘problem’ 
impeding the finally accepted phonetic principles was not so much a 
semasiographic view of the script (instead of a view where ‘all writing 
represents speech’) as several ‘irrelevant’ factors, namely: 1. a Kircher (at 
least one…) who wanted to read his own way, 2. lack of knowledge of 
existing Maya languages among most of the archaeologists, 3. lack of 
methodology especially as concerns linguistic material, and 4. lack of a 
reliable corpus. Coe points to all these factors in his ‘own’ story (i.e. in 
Chs. 2 and on). Therefore the conclusion must be that Coe’s stance in his 
first chapter is not really supported by (nor needed in) the subsequent 
chapters (which, however, does not prevent him from alluding to it 
repeatedly). 

Moreover, the belief that all writing has a phonetic base – and this belief 
is rather commonly held – may pave the way for Kircherian readings just 
as much as the ideographic starting-point has done. This is amply 
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illustrated by various alleged decipherments that are published now and 
then, and I will give a short account of some of these in section 9.3. Before 
this, though, I will go through parts of Coe’s Maya story to illustrate the 
four points summarised and present some additional thoughts on the 
relationship between decipherment and writing concepts (a brief summary 
is given at the end of the following subsection). 

9.2.1.1 Maya glyphs 
In the 16th century, the Spanish Franciscan priest Diego de Landa 

burned in missionary zeal all Maya manuscript he could get a hold of. 
He took this action on his own initiative and he was called back to 
Spain to defend himself. There he wrote a treatise of ‘Yucatán affairs’ 
which included an account of the Maya script. He even listed the Latin 
alphabet and to each letter supplemented one or a few glyphs which he 
thought represented the Spanish letter sounds. It is of course strikingly 
ethnocentric that he thought the Maya glyphs would match the Latin 
alphabet (Harris 1986: 45), but nevertheless he provided examples which 
demonstrated glyphs in syllabic use as did also his alphabet in a few cases. 
He further listed the twenty Maya day signs (so the Maya had a pretty long 
week) and their eighteen week or ‘month’ signs (as 18 x 20 = 360, there 
were 5 extra days every year). 

Landa’s manuscript has never been found but an abridgement of 
anonymous copyists from 1661 was discovered by the Frenchman Charles 
Étienne Brasseur de Bourbourg, who published it in 1864. Brasseur took 
Landa’s ‘alphabet’ as it was, regardless of the nonsensical readings thus 
produced when it was applied to an ancient codex (actually, he even read 
the glyphs in the wrong order). Coe remarks that as a result any kind of 
phonetic approach fell into opprobrium (1992: 106). Brasseur kept on 
publishing and his ideas became more and more strange as he claimed the 
inhabitants of Mesoamerica were descendants from the sunken Atlantis. 
(The Central Americans had already been claimed by others to be the lost 
tribes of Israel; ibid.: 77ff). 

Cyrus Thomas (ibid.: 115ff) expressed in the 1880s his thoughts that the 
script may be a mixture of phonographic and logographic signs (as did 
Brasseur’s compatriot de Rosny a decade earlier), even that one and the 
same sign could be used both logographically and syllabographically. 
Thomas’ reading of individual glyphs were however easily demolished (as 
was de Rosny’s). This was done among others by the Prussian Eduard 
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Seler, who Coe (ibid.: 120–122) describes as a ‘walking encyclopaedia’ 
and who knew Maya and Nahuatl (the Aztec language) and all codices of 
Maya, Aztec, and Mixtec origin. He had demonstrated that Mayan and 
Mexican religions had definite similarities. It should be remembered that 
the Aztec and Mixtec manuscripts were (and still are) recognised as largely 
pictographic / ideographic, employing phoneticism only as rebus writing 
for the identification of persons, tribes, and places. At the end of his life, 
Thomas was to take the anti-phonetic stance of his critics, where glyphs 
were seen as mainly numerical and calendrical symbols. 

According to Coe (ibid.: 107), the two main approaches in Maya 
decipherment have been the phonetic–linguistic and the calendrical–
astronomical. The latter, entertained mainly by Germans, came out 
victorious at the end of the 19th century. Of the then known three 
surviving and legible Maya manuscripts (Coe claims there are four 
nowadays; he has himself verified the authenticity of the fourth, which 
comes from clandestine grave raiding), one was kept in Dresden where 
Ernst Förstermann, a contemporary of Thomas, analysed it. He 
discovered how the different calendars worked, especially the ‘Long 
Count’ which is a day count spanning over millennia of years. He also 
established that the Maya calculated by a base-twenty system and that they 
had figured out the Venus cycle. (Ibid.: 108) 

This was all good, but accurate illustrations of the inscribed monuments 
were still missing. Champollion had had the exact reports on Egypt which 
Napoleon’s savants had prepared (actually, the Rosetta stone, for all its 
fame, played only a part in the decipherment of the Egyptian writing 
system). A Briton named Maudslay began to make records by a very big 
camera for high-resolution photography and around the turn of the century 
he published a multivolume work. But this was not enough to spark a 
decipherment: 

With all of this available by 1902, and with good facsimiles of all the codices at 
hand, then why didn’t some latter-day Champollion come along and really crack 
the Maya code? It seems strange in hindsight, but the odds were against it 
happening, for no one then engaged in Maya research had the kind of linguistic 
training and clarity of vision that enabled Champollion to make his great break-
through. (Coe 1992: 111) 

Surely this lack of linguistic competence (except for Seler who seems to 
have been suspicious of intuitive thought and indeed made no 
decipherments at all except five glyphs for colours) explains to a great part 
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the lack of interest in drawing on phonetic forms in the various attempts at 
decipherment. And, as Coe has already hinted, earlier phonetic readings of 
a rather uncritical nature may have given phonetic approaches as a whole a 
bad name. Again one can add some ‘semantic’ successes: the American 
Joseph T. Goodman published calendrical tables (in Maudslay’s work) 
which “are still in use” (ibid.: 112), and most importantly, in 1905 he 
related long-count dates with our calendar – until then Maya dates had 
only been related to each other, but from now on they could be related to 
our history. At any rate, after Maudslay more corpus folks appeared. 
Another important thing for the development of Maya research was that 
more Maya sites were uncovered as the Americans began to chew chewing 
gum (the connection being that the basic ingredient had to be extracted 
from trees in the Maya lowland forests). 

After these initial incidents, Coe’s story reaches “The age of Thompson” 
in his fifth chapter, which begins with the following paragraphs: 

Until his death in 1975, only a few months after being knighted by Queen 
Elizabeth II, John Eric Sydney Thompson dominated modern Maya studies by 
sheer force of intellect and personality.5 Thompson never held a university post 
and never had any students; he never wielded power as a member of a grant-
giving committee, or as an editor of a national journal; and within the organization 
that he served for so many years, the Carnegie Institution of Washington, he made 
no executive decisions. Yet on either side of the Atlantic, it was a brave or 
foolhardy Mayanist who dared go against his opinion. 

I don’t find it easy to write about Eric Thompson dispassionately even at this late 
date: I am torn between admiration for him as a scholar and a liking for him as a 
person, and an intense distaste for certain aspects of his work and for the way he 
treated some of his opponents. Unlike some who met with his disapproval, Eric 
(as I feel bound to call him) usually tolerated me as a kind of “loyal opposition,” 
although he occasionally directed some sarcastic barbs in my direction. […] 

I suppose that it was his prose style that first tempered my enthusiasm for some of 
Eric’s publications. He did not wear his learning lightly, and his articles and books 
usually carried a heavy freight of literary and mythological references; I find most 
annoying the irrelevant quotations from English poets and prose writers […] (Coe 
1992: 123) 

Obviously, Coe finds no short cut around what to an outsider indeed 
appears as the ‘grand old man’ of Maya studies. The chapter which Coe 
devotes to him highlights the positive contributions he made but also 
paints the image of a Kircher-like person, quite content with nursing his 

                                           
5 Here Coe gives some biography references which I have not read (Coe 1992: 284, n. 1). 
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own favourite ideas. In brief, Thompson’s interest in the script was in 
calendrical problems and Maya gods. He followed in the footsteps of 
Förstemann, Goodman, and Seler. He was ‘anti-phonetic’, to be sure. 

Then in 1933 the linguist Benjamin Lee Whorf enters the scene at a time 
when no Mayanist dared propose any kind of phonetic approach. Accusing 
earlier would-be decipherers who had tried Landa’s alphabet of not being 
properly schooled linguists, he set out to describe his own attempts; he 
“showed by examples in the Dresden [codex] that the block of glyphs over 
each picture has a linguistic structure: with verb first, then the object, and 
the subject (usually a god) last, closely reflecting the usual VOS order of 
Yucatec Maya [… ¶] Sadly, when it came time to apply these highly valid 
generalizations to the nitty-gritty of deciphering glyphs, Whorf seemed to 
go to pieces, and made errors as egregious as any in Brasseur and 
Thomas.” (Ibid.: 137) For instance, while every one agreed that the 
ordinary glyphs were made up of several signs, Whorf held that the glyphs 
could be decomposed into very simple constituents, and to these he 
ascribed phonetic values which were often on the level of  phonemes.  

Two years later, Richard Long, who was a close friend of Thompson 
according to Coe, wrote the inevitable refutation of Whorf’s readings. And 
of course, the refutation did not stop at this detailed level, but Long went 
further to discard the possibility of native, full-fledged writing in the New 
World. Coe compares this with Gelb’s notions of Amerindian writing and 
Amerindian culture (the interested reader should especially consult p. 58 in 
Gelb 1963). Long did allow for occasional rebus writing: 

Grudgingly accepting that a small amount of phoneticism might exist in certain 
non-calendrical glyphs, he claims that these are comparable to the rebus or puzzle-
writing of the Aztec, and, like that other “embryo” script, are probably confined to 
the writing of personal and place-names. (Coe 1992: 138) 

According to Coe, Thompson himself did not criticise Whorf until the 
publication of his Maya Hieroglyphic Writing in 1950 (several years after 
Whorf’s death). This work has not been available to me here in Uppsala, 
but I am in any case not a Maya specialist and the purpose of the present 
work is not to solve any riddles of the glyphs but to see what warrants 
Coe’s initial assertion that ‘writing is speech put in visible form’, so let me 
just cite Coe. He writes: “I have very mixed feelings about what some 
consider not only Thompson’s greatest work but the alpha and omega of 
all Mayanist research”; though “I still use it as a textbook”. “I view it not 
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as a kind of Summa Hieroglyphicae of the Maya script, as many do, but 
as a sort of gigantic, complex logjam which held back the decipherment 
among a whole generation of Western scholars, held in thrall by its 
sheer size and detail, and probably also by Thompson’s sharp tongue.” 
(1992: 140) 

About Thompson’s refutation of Whorf, Coe tells his readers that it was 
headed by a line from John Buchan’s pen: “It is an old trait of human 
nature when in the mist to be very sure about its road”, and that 
Thompson starts by comparing Whorf’s attempt with the earlier failed 
attempts, and then takes “three of Whorf’s weakest cases” while leaving 
out Whorf’s “general statements about the probable nature of the script.” 
(Ibid.: 139)  

As Coe goes on to speak about Thompson’s tome he mentions that 
Thompson himself did indeed identify some rebus writings in the 
Maya texts, both for affixes and for word stems. “These decipherments 
were all major advances, but Thompson failed to follow them up. Why?” 
(Ibid.: 141) 

“The glyphs are anagogical,” he said. Now Webster defines anagogy as the 
“interpretation of a word, passage, or text (as of Scripture or poetry) that finds 
beyond the literal, allegorical, and moral senses a fourth and ultimate spiritual and 
mystical sense.” (Coe 1992: 141) 

Then Coe gives a passage from Thompson: 

Without a full understanding of the text one can not, for instance, tell whether the 
presence of a glyph of a dog refers to that animal’s role as bringer of fire to 
mankind or to his duty of leading the dead to the underworld. That such mystical 
meanings are imbedded in the glyphs is beyond doubt, but as yet we can only guess 
as to the association the Maya author had in mind. Clearly, our duty is to seek 
more of those mythological allusions. (Thompson 1950 as cited by Coe 1992: 
141) 

In short, Thompson basic view made it possible for him to see what he 
wanted to see in the glyphs. The real problem does not seem to be a 
scholarly belief that the Mayas had only semantic writing principles. Quite 
the contrary, because – and here comes a point I want to stress – such 
principles among the ancient scribes could well have included phonetic 
considerations even if such considerations were never systematised to an 
intentional rebus writing. To see this, one can compare folk etymology – 
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people are very prone to explain phonetic similarities semantically.6 And if 
someone feels uncomfortable with a comparison between ordinary people 
and the possibly sophisticated Maya scribes, it should be noted that 
scholarly etymology in the Greco-Roman world was often no better than 
that. Now, if one sign for one concept was applied also for another concept 
because the homophony between words expressing each of the concepts 
made the ancient scribes believe the concepts were related (this could well 
be an unconscious identification), then decipherers’ attempts at rebus 
reading would indeed yield interesting connections. Note: to consider such 
an approach they would not have to believe that the ancient scribes 
themselves applied any phonetic principles.  

I have to admit that if scholars do not believe in ancient phonetic 
writing, then, naturally, they will be inclined to think that there will not be 
many things interpretable by phonetic methods even if they realise that 
phonetic reading does not have to presuppose ancient phonetic writing. 
But their belief cannot be an excuse for them to neglect to find out exactly 
how far a phonetic approach may take them. Rather, the phonetic approach 
has to be undertaken in the very detailed way that different semantic 
approaches have been executed. Further, such scholars who hold that 
phonetic similarities could aid interpretation of texts only to a very small 
amount must nonetheless admit that if certain homophones are usable it 
would be very indicative as to the linguistic affiliation of the ancient 
scribes. That is very interesting regardless of what the texts themselves 
say. Thompson, for instance, seems to have accepted the affiliation of now 
living Indians with the Classic Maya. (Nowadays, Coe informs us, for each 
particular inscription Mayanists try to decide precisely which particular 
language in the Maya language group was used.) 

Actually, Coe tells that there was some criticism of Thompson’s book, 
but it came not from a Mayanist but again a linguist. Archibald Hill 
(1952) wrote in a review that if the language of the people producing 
written records in an unknown script is known, then sooner or later the 
script must be deciphered. Since the Maya language was known, Hill 
asserted that there must be some fault with the methodology applied so far. 
He frankly stated that Thompson’s book clearly showed which the errors 
were and then pointed them out in brief detail. I will not reiterate the 

                                           
6 When discussing the rebus in Pettersson (1991: 26–29) I made this point. William Haas has pointed to 
similar problems for the common interpretation of the earliest logosyllabic writing systems (in Egypt, 
Sumer, and China) as logo-syllabic, i.e. as phonetic writing (1976: 198–200, 1983: 24–27). Non-
phonocentric views on American writing are presented in E.H. Boone & W.D. Mignolo (eds. 1994). 



 9 – DECIPHERMENT AND PHONOCENTRISM 185 

criticism of Thompson, but merely remark on Hill’s belief that the script 
must record a spoken language.  

One may justifiably ask how Hill knew it must be a phonography if no 
one could read it, and further, if we take for granted that ‘all writing 
represents speech’ one may ask how Hill knew it to be a ‘writing’ at all. 
Then, regarding Coe’s presentation: since I have quoted a later paper by 
Hill (1967) above, my readers, but perhaps not Coe’s, know that Hill 
included ‘discourse’ as a possible level of representation. As noted above, 
Coe’s rendering of Hill was very short. Similarly, Coe’s rendering of 
Whorf does not really tell the reader why he should consider Whorf to 
have made justifiable “general statements about the probable nature of the 
script” (1992: 139) while at the same time Whorf was so weak on the 
details. I have not managed to get Whorf’s paper, but Hill (1952) cites a 
very revealing passage from a later work by him: 

No kind of writing, no matter how crude or primitive, symbolizes ideas divorced 
from linguistic forms of expression. A symbol when standing alone may 
symbolize a ‘pure idea,’ but in order to represent an idea as one in a definite 
sequence of ideas it must become the symbol for a linguistic form or some 
fraction of a linguistic form. […] As soon as enough symbols for utterances have 
been assembled to correspond uniquely to a plainly meaningful sequence (phrase 
or sentence, e.g.) in the language being written, that assembly of signs will 
inevitably convey the meaning of that linguistic sequence to the reader native to 
that language, no matter what each sign may symbolize in isolation. (Whorf 
1941/1956: 176) 

Thus, Whorf’s idea is not all unlike the ones presented in Chapters 4 and 
5 above. On one point the two views differ fundamentally, and that is on 
the role of speech; clearly, Whorf regards the ‘primacy of speech’ as self-
evident and writing’s role could only be to record pre-existing spoken 
utterances. I cannot agree, of course, yet Whorf’s view does not 
necessarily have to be rejected in an evaluation of decipherment so long as 
the omni-presence of speech is kept in mind. If this omni-presence is taken 
for granted, it will always seem justified to try to draw on spoken linguistic 
forms in decipherment.7 To take a stance on the ‘phonetic’ approach is not 
really crucial: that approach will be entailed in the recognition of ‘spoken 

                                           
7 This indeed entails an implication for Mayanists: “the kind of training Mayanists undergo will have to 
take a new direction, too. At present most field archaeologists, I am sorry to report, are almost totally 
illiterate in the Maya script, except for a possible ability to recognize Long Count dates in an inscription. 
Few if any have any knowledge of a Mayan tongue”, says Coe on one of the last pages of his book (1992: 
274) and compares with Assyriologists, Egyptologists, and Sinologists, who are supposed to be capable of 
reading the script of the culture they study. 
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language’ (or ‘natural language’ if we are to be really broad-minded). 
Now, I do not mean that linguistic data can be used to prove single cases; 
as successful decipherments one should count only those hypotheses which 
succeeded in giving reliable reading principles for more specimens than 
the ones used to formulate the principles. Friberg’s treatment of the 
numerical tablets from Sumer and Elam (see sec. 9.2.1) provides an 
example of such a decipherment when no linguistic considerations were 
needed. Immediately below a successful phonetic approach will be 
rendered. 

In the prologue of his book Coe tells of a visit to St. Petersburg and Yuri 
Valentinovich Knorosov, the man who managed to show that there was a 
distinct phonographic writing principle employed by the Maya scribes. The 
reader is told that this Russian “has an encyclopedic knowledge of a host 
of subjects” but that “with his innate sense of what is right, he wears his 
learning lightly, in both speech and writing.” (Ibid.: 11) Obviously, Coe 
holds him to be the opposite of the equally very learned Thompson. In the 
chapter following “The age of Thompson” we therefore get “A new wind 
from the east” where Knorosov’s (truly) brilliant ideas are introduced.8 

In 1947, Knorosov’s professor at Moscow University challenged his 
student to try to read the Maya script. Eventually, Knorosov’s commentary 
on Landa’s work became his doctoral dissertation, but as early as 1952 he 
launched a paper in a Soviet anthropological journal explaining a curious 
feature of Maya writing. Knorosov discovered that many CV + CV sign 
sequences are interpretable as indicating CVC words in spoken Maya, that 
is, the Maya used a sort of ‘spelling’ with CV-syllables to render CVC 
words phonetically. 

If someone could show this as regards the Maya glyphs, why was his 
decipherment not immediately embraced by the world? Coe reminds us 
that in Stalin’s empire, it was not enough not to criticise the leadership, 
one had better praise it; Knorosov’s article was preceded by a comment 
where the editor Tolstov “extolled the Marxist-Leninist approach which 

                                           
8 There is more to the story about the Knorosovian decipherment than an ingenious phonetic principle, 
and since Coe tells a story about every person mentioned in his book (a bit tedious sometimes, I have to 
say) he surely does not let his reader down in this case (neither can I resist the most spectacular part of 
it…): “That Knorosov survived the terrible carnage of [World War II] is a miracle. Serving as an artillery 
spotter in the 58th Heavy Artillery, his unit reached Berlin at the beginning of May 1945, during the death 
throes of the Third Reich; the Soviet Flag flew at last over the Reichstag. The young artilleryman found 
the National Library on fire. Out of the thousands of books being consumed, he managed to snatch one 
from the flames. Incredibly, it was the one-volume edition of the Dresden, Madrid, and Paris codices 
published in 1933 by the Guatemalan scholars Antonio and Carlos Villacorta. Knorosov brought this old 
trophy back home with him, along with his four battle medals.” (Coe 1992: 146) 
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had enabled the young Knorosov to triumph where bourgeois scholars had 
failed. Tolstov thus provided ammunition for the unrelenting attacks of the 
man who was to be Knorosov’s most bitter foe: Eric Thompson.” (Ibid.: 
147) 

Coe asserts that Knorosov never, in any publication, made Marxist-
Leninist claims. Rather, “After the semi-mystical and pseudo-literary 
ramblings by Thompson, the Knorosov paper seems like a model of logical 
presentation.” (Ibid.) I will not give a detailed summary of the account 
which Coe gives of this interesting paper (which I have not read myself), 
but where Coe gives a step-by-step account in nine points of how 
Knorosov reveals the phonetic values of signs I chose to cite him in 
extenso to show what ‘a model of logical presentation’ may look like. 
Coe’s nine points are accompanied by a page with nine illustrations of the 
glyphs discussed by Knorosov, but I think it is possible to follow the 
arguments without these drawings. I have added some remarks (within 
square brackets) on how the different points support one another (I have 
also eliminated a few passages, indicated by ‘[…]’). Note that Landa’s 
phonetic claims are taken for granted. 

(1) Let us begin with the sign for “west,” first identified by Léon de Rosny in 
1875. […] this is read in Yucatec Maya as chikin, and consists of a sign like a 
grasping hand (phonetic chi), followed by the logographic sign for “sun,” kin.9 

(2) Landa’s ku plus chi appear above the picture of the Vulture God in Madrid 40a 
and elsewhere. The combination is thus to be read as ku-ch(i), “vulture” in 
Colonial and modern Maya dictionaries, the final vowel of CV-CV combinations 
remaining silent in syllabic writing. [kuch confirms that a phonetic interpretation 
of the hand sign in (1) is tenable.] 

(3) cu (also in Landa) plus an unknown sign, over the picture of a turkey, must be 
the word read in Colonial and modern Maya as cu-tz(u), “turkey.” (Here Knorosov 
hints at the Principle of Synharmony, which he elaborates further in later papers: 
that in CV-C(V) writing of CVC words, the vowel of the second syllable is 
usually (but not always) the same as the vowel of the first.) The unknown sign 
must therefore be tzu. 

(4) cu plus an unknown sign, over a picture of the Moon Goddess carrying a 
burden […] must be cu-ch(u), “burden.” The unknown sign is thus chu. 

                                           
9 Coe has in the previous chapter explained that this glyph was interpreted by Thompson as originally 
meaning ‘sunset’: the hand over the sun meaning ‘completion’ and together with the ‘sun’ it means 
‘completion of the sun’, i.e. ‘sunset’ and therefore also ‘west’. (1992: 142) Undoubtedly, when we already 
have the answer ‘west’ at hand, either explanation is equally good for this single combination of glyphs. 
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(5) chu plus ca (Landa) plus ah or ha (Landa), over a picture of a captive god must 
be chu-c(a)-ah, “captured.” […] [Confirming the conclusion in (4).] 

(6) […] in a position which should contain the […] number “eleven” above a 
column of day-signs, there are three glyphs. The first of these is defaced, but the 
second is one of Landa’s l’s – presumably l followed by an unknown vowel – and 
the third is cu. Since “eleven” is buluc in Yucatec Maya, the missing sign must be 
bu and Landa’s second l must be lu. 

(7) tzu plus lu over a picture of the Dog God […] must be tzu-l(u), “dog” in one of 
our earliest Maya dictionaries, the Motul. [Confirming the conclusion in (3).] 

(8) Returning to our Moon Goddess with birds, where she is pictured with a 
quetzal, the relevant glyph is clearly Landa’s ku reduplicated. This must then be 
ku-k(u), “quetzal” in all Mayan languages. [Like (2) supporting the idea of CV-
C(V) reading.] 

(9) An unknown sign plus reduplicated o (in Landa), over the goddess pictured 
with a macaw must be mo-o-o (or mo’o), “macaw.” The unknown glyph is thus 
mo. 

(Coe 1992: 149, 151) 

I take it that no one can doubt the value of such an approach to an 
enigmatic writing system. That is not to say that someone who felt afraid 
of it would not try to refute it. As early as the following year Thompson 
fired “the first cannonade in his one-sided war with Knorosov”, according 
to Coe, and he did that in part by “quoting at length” Tolstov’s editorial 
comments about the victorious Marxist-Leninist methodology (1992: 152). 
Of course, he found one erroneous reading in Knorosov’s paper – such 
things happen to the best of decipherers, and this particular reading could 
hardly be said to overturn the whole of Knorosov’s work – but according 
to Coe the rest of his attack was simply founded on lies about the 
Russian’s article. So the Cold War was also to reign over Maya research in 
those days. 

The rest of the debate between Thompson and some others on the one 
side and Knorosov and other linguistically oriented researchers (including 
Coe) on the other side does not have to be related here. Of course, in 
Breaking the Maya Code we get the view of someone who is a member of 
one of the parties, but considering the status that Maya philology has 
received in later years, the phonetic approach must be judged as well-
founded.10  
                                           
10 I infer that Mayanists still debate the interpretation of inscriptions, but now on another plane: “the 
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Thompson seems to have been an incurable romantic who could not 
resist his own view of the unique Maya, a civilisation devoted to the 
worship of time and which produced no historical records but only 
magicomystical chronographies. Not surprisingly, Thompson came into 
conflict with more than the phonetic point of view; for instance, when 
archaeology started to find the traces of the older Olmec civilisation, 
Thompson denied the Olmecs “any priority in the development of 
civilization over the Classic Maya” (Coe 1992: 156).  

The attacks, readily cited by Coe, which Thompson fired at his 
opponents seem unworthy of a scientist, and even more so of one of the 
leading figures in a field. Furthermore, to judge from Coe’s selected 
choice, they seem on the whole unscientific. And therein lay a strong 
impediment to the decipherment of Maya glyphs. 

As to Coe’s claim that the impediment lay in the mere notion that the 
script was basically of a semantic nature we may note two things. First, the 
notion of semasiography was found above not to conflict with phonetic 
approaches in decipherment. Second, Coe’s Maya story supports the 
notion that there are unscientific as well as scientific non-linguistic 
methods of interpretation, and an example has also been given above of an 
unscientific way of reading phonetically (Brasseur) as well as of 
Knorosov’s sensible phonetic approach.  

One could note in this connection that Thompson’s Kircher-like notion 
of the Maya texts as solely mystico-religious was overthrown by purely 
semantic considerations. Tatiana Proskouriakoff, a Russian-born 
American,  showed that the dates on a typical monument spanned just 
about a life time; further, if the primary date on such a monument 
(actually, a series of stellae) was interpreted as throne accession – 
anniversaries of the date were often recorded on the same monument – and 
an earlier date occurring on the same monument as a birth date, and the last 
date of such a monument as the death of the enthroned, then the 
inscriptions were most likely a kind of record of a king’s life. 
Proskouriakoff’s proof of the historical nature of the monumental 
inscriptions contained more evidences than this, and even Thompson had 
                                                                                                                            
pendulum swung too far the other way. […] Maya epigraphers were giving interviews to the press in 
which they claimed that the Maya were ‘a literate society’, and that ‘we can now read the history of the 
Maya the same way we read the history of European royal families’.” (Marcus 1992: 6f; see also xviii and 
passim.) Thus speaks one Mayanist who advances the notion that the Mesoamericans made no distinction 
between myth, history, and propaganda. Perhaps one would like to call it typical of a phonetically based 
reading to overlook such considerations, but however premature the historiographic conclusions have 
been, they need not concern us here. ‘Lies’ were put in ideographic as much as in phonographic form by 
the Maya rulers. 
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to acknowledge his error.11 
What we should observe here is that her interpretation was wholly non-

linguistic, or as Coe puts it while choosing a couple of exotic and patently 
unintelligible languages to illustrate the point: “The reader will have noted 
that Proskouriakoff’s great breakthrough had very little to do with the 
Maya language: the texts might as well have been written in Swedish or 
Swahili for her immediate purpose, for her approach was purely 
structural.” (Ibid.: 176) 

Again, it is worthwhile to stress that an attempt to utilise phonetic clues 
should not have to presuppose any proof that the ancient scribes had some 
sort of notion of spoken language as separable into form and content. 
Rather, the confusion of modern methods of decipherment with ancient 
writing principles must be said to be a real impediment to progress in 
decipherment. If we are to ascribe to the scribes every principle we try in 
our decipherments, then we will get stuck in attempts to decide what 
‘level’ the writing system is on, perhaps even deciding what ‘level’ the 
society is on to be able to utilise rules that such-and-such a level should be 
connected with such-and-such type of writing system (we may of course 
have established, in general terms, such correspondences but they should 
not be used negatively to hinder us from attempting various methods of 
interpretation). In Coe’s book, the anti-phoneticists as well as the 
phoneticists seem very prone to this.  

Coe often laments that the anti-phoneticists have criticised details 
instead of considering the general claims about the nature of the script 
made by persons like Whorf and Hill. But he does not really give any 
explanation for how the latter authors could know that the Maya script was 
a phonography if no one could read it. Presupposing that ‘all writing 
represents speech’ merely opens the field for a kind of critique which Gelb 
launched the very same year as Hill’s review appeared:  

The best proof that the Maya writing is not a phonetic system results from the 
plain fact that it is still undeciphered. This conclusion is inescapable if we 
remember the most important principle in the theory of decipherment: A phonetic 
writing can and ultimately must be deciphered if the underlying language is 
known. (Gelb 1963/1952: 56) 

When speaking against the concept of ‘level’, I do not mean that one 

                                           
11 Perhaps it should also be mentioned that Coe (ibid.: 165f) suspects that Thompson, at bottom, believed 
in phonetic Maya writing; Coe infers this from what Thompson (1950) left out when illustrating glyphs. 
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should avoid making comparisons with writing systems of other cultures 
when looking at a particular system, and I do not mean that it is 
uninteresting to ponder upon what writing principles may have been 
consciously employed by people in a certain culture (my own speculations 
in preceding chapters should belie any such interpretation of what I am 
now saying, even if I did express doubts about ever being very certain 
about such things), and I further do not mean that Knorosov’s principle of 
‘synharmony’ may not have been a principle employed by the Maya 
scribes; but what I do speak against are conclusions (about the nature of a 
script) made as if a few rather simple generalisations should be regarded as 
some kind of natural law. (I have analysed the utility of evolutionary 
accounts of writing – which inevitably will regard actual writing systems 
as bound to stages – along these lines; see Pettersson 1991: 66–75. The 
levelling of ‘true’ writing to phonography will have implications for one’s 
ability to comprehend further developments within the graphic domain; 
more on that later in this chapter.) 

Summary of section 9.2.1.1 
The implication for general linguistics of the successful decipherment of 

the Maya glyphs seems hardly to be that writing is written speech. The 
factors impeding the acceptance of phonetic principles in decipherment 
cannot justifiably be explained as consequences of a more generous notion 
of writing as a linguistic medium. Rather, preconceived notions of the 
culture and lack of linguistic methodology was the real cause. This 
subsection has illustrated this point by relying on what Coe (1992) tells 
about the history of Maya decipherment. 

This subsection has also pointed out that since speech is at hand all the 
time in man’s doings, it can never be far-fetched to test rebus 
interpretations of pictograms when trying to interpret enigmatic scripts. 
Especially it was noted that people tend to regard similarities in phonetic 
forms between words as being explainable by reference to what the words 
mean, and this must hold even for ancient people writing in what one 
believes is an ideographic and metaphorical script. Therefore it was noted 
that to consider a phonetic approach the researcher would not have to 
believe that the ancient scribes themselves applied any phonetic principle. 
Finally, and for this reason, the value of ascribing a ‘level’ to a largely 
undeciphered script was questioned. 
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9.3 The lesson for the theory of decipherment 
Now I have dealt with the implications of the great decipherments for 

our understanding of writing, and it is time to move on to the second 
question in the Introduction to the present chapter: what is the implication 
for decipherment of the notions of writing nurtured among language 
specialists? 

Section 9.3.1 will demonstrate, by picking out a few works published in 
the 1990s, that phonetically based methods of deciphering are plagued by 
the same difficulties as the semantically based ones. Section 9.3.2 will 
make some notes on what should be considered good methods in attempts 
to read enigmatic scripts; especially it will emphasise as a conclusion that 
there is a difference between using principles for reading texts and how 
these principles are constructed. 

9.3.1 Some newly presented decipherments 
Since I have debated Aegean scripts in this work, it might be felt that I 

should have commented on the Norwegian Kjell Aartun’s various 
proclamations on decipherments. I think the right place for such a 
comment is precisely here, after the long discussion of the victorious 
phonetic method, a method which has been presented by more authors than 
Coe as sweeping decipherment clean of Kircherianism.  

In his book on the Phaistos disc, Aartun (1992) presents a list of syllabic 
values for the Linear A signs as well as syllabic values for the pictograms 
of the Phaistos disc and other texts. Obviously, Aartun finds the syllabic 
value of a pictogram by taking the first (open) syllable of a Semitic word 
which fits the description of the pictogram. The Phaistos disk and some 
other texts then yield sensual love hymns. It is by no means impossible that 
a text is devoted to some fertility cult, but Aartun – in spite of all his 
respected studies of the Ugaritic language – risks having his case severely 
weakened by the impossibility of cross-checking his readings. Further, 
according to a publisher’s pamphlet, Aartun’s recent book on the Germanic 
runes reveals the earliest Norwegian rune inscriptions to be fertility-cult 
texts written in a Semitic language (Aartun 1994). For negative reviews of 
this, see Bjarte Kaldhol (1995) and Ottar Grønvik (1995).12 Grønvik makes 
the very good point that the sound values of the runes of the older futhark 
have been established under the assumption that the texts record Primitive 

                                           
12 I thank Henrik Williams, Uppsala, for directing me to these two articles. 
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Scandinavian; then, keeping the sound values but reading the texts in 
Semitic, as Aartun does, makes no sense. 

Similarly, the late Walter A. Fairservis, in his The Harappan 
Civilization and its Writing: A Model for the Decipherment of the Indus 
Script (1992), attempted to make use of his knowledge as an archaeologist 
in interpreting Indus script signs. For a non-specialist like the present 
author his earlier The Roots of Ancient India (1971) shows him to have a 
thorough knowledge of Indian archaeology and further to be a cautious 
author who does not like to rush to conclusions about matters from the dim 
past. However, his work on the decipherment of the Harappan writing is 
not convincing. His alleged ability to see what the highly stylised signs 
were meant to show cannot be checked. Furthermore, his phonetic 
readings, based on rebus interpretation of the signs, draws from different 
Dravidian languages, and the resulting readings of whole Indus texts 
cannot really be cross-checked in any sensible way. Surely, Fairservis has 
chosen sensible meanings of the signs when they appear in texts. But the 
texts are found on seals or in some cases on utensils, so property marking 
is expected in all cases which limits the possibility of semantic cross-
checking. To this should be added the fact that all texts in the Indus script 
are very short (often half a dozen signs or less, only one being  twenty-two 
signs in length) so there cannot even be a good text-internal check. 

Fairservis’ work may well be compared with Deciphering the Indus 
script by the Finnish Indologist Asko Parpola (1994). While the title of the 
latter work is daunting, the reader actually gets a very detailed account of 
all the reasons why the Indus script cannot yet be read. Parpola and his 
brother Simo, the Assyriologist, together with computer specialists (the 
brothers Seppo and Kimmo Koskenniemi) have been trying since the 
1960s to solve the Indus script riddle, and they have had to acknowledge 
many failures where they at first thought they had found sensible 
interpretations. Parpola, with his special interest in religion, draws on 
myths and art, but also on a very thorough knowledge of Dravidian 
languages and the inscriptions themselves (he is the chief editor of Corpus 
of Indus Seals and Inscriptions 1987 & 1991). He also relates analyses 
which his daughter Päivikki has done which attempt to make 
morphosyntactical comparisons with known languages without the pitfalls 
of risky rebus readings. (A similar attempt concerning the Easter Island 
rongorongo script has now been presented by Steven Roger Fischer, 
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1995.13 Fischer relates the structure of three long inscriptions to the 
syntactic structure frequent in Polynesian cosmogonies.) 

In conclusion, works like Aartun’s and Fairservis’ are not helped by the 
phonetic approach so long as no convincing system to check their sign 
interpretations has been established. That is precisely the requirements also 
for logographic and ideographic approaches.  

9.3.2 On the notion of ‘principled reading’ 
Now I have been speaking a great deal about ‘principled reading’ and 

that we should count as proven hypotheses only those which gave reliable 
reading principles for more specimens than the ones used in formulating 
the principles. But surely, there must be allowances for the possibility of 
correct inferences in single cases as well? Yes, but since such 
interpretations do not form part of an interlocking structure, they are not 
continuously re-checked every time a new piece is fitted to the system, and 
they are not productive in the sense that a key to a cipher is.14 Therefore I 
find the word ‘decipherment’ best suites the construction of reading 
principles. Moreover and as a note on principled reading versus level of 
system: if an ancient people, or individuals, did not use principled 
graphism, or, better, if they had not consciously formulated any principles 
for their graphic expressions, there is the obvious risk that a principled 
approach may yield very little. This graphism should not without further 
ado be labeled as a ‘primitive’, because this is exactly how language works 
whether spoken or in total, although the fact remains of course that, 
unfortunately, it will be very hard to reconstruct whatever the ancients saw 
in these artifacts. It would be daring to propose that real writing is only the 
cases where consciously formulated writing principles were used, because 
the border between conscious application and a habitual application of a 
feature is very hard to draw. 

Principled reading is essential to good decipherment – likewise, I find 
Barber’s Archaeological Decipherment (1974) to be too optimistic of a 
general and systematic approach to decipherment. “The central audience 
which I have envisioned for this book is the archaeologist faced with some 
undeciphered texts” (ibid.: vii), writes Barber in his preface. His book 

                                           
13 I thank Stig Eliasson, Mainz, for directing me to Fischer’s paper. 
14 For the Thompson footnote above about the ‘completion of the sun’: the meaning ‘west’ was already 
known, so if Thompson’s interpretation was to have any value it had to be usable in some other 
circumstance. 
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emphasises especially the use of linguistics and computers; no doubt 
reflections of the successes with Linear B and in electronics. In spite of the 
attempted generality his book shows significant traits of past successes in 
decipherment. When looking at the Mesoamerican writing systems (Maya 
in Coe 1992; Maya, Aztec, Mixtec, and Zapotec in Marcus1992), which 
are not treated by Barber, I find it hard not to believe that the very process 
of finding a computer-digestible form of the corpus would not yield the 
over-all decipherments. After all, identifying allographs is much easier in a 
sign-by-sign writing system like the Cretan scripts (and the Indus script – 
nevertheless, I might add that I find that Fairservis makes strange 
identifications sometimes). Further, a great deal of culture-specific 
knowledge is needed, and this again will be hard to computerise. 

I do not mean that nothing can be gained from previous decipherments, 
but Barber’s generalisations of a few actual decipherments  cannot capture 
the essentials of the work that needs to be done by a future decipherer on 
any other script. Pope’s book (1975), by comparison, is much more 
interesting with its detailed account of ‘what actually happened’ since such 
an account gives any would-be decipherer the impetus to try out new 
methods. ‘Principled reading’ should not be understood as ‘principled 
approach’, there must be room left over for the creation of new reading 
principles. 

9.4 The concept of reading 
Consider this quotation from Gelb: “What can be clearly understood in 

the Central American inscriptions are first and above all the mathematical 
and astronomical systems of notation.” (1963: 51) Notably, we and the 
ancient Central Americans have a common ground here. What is 
interpreted as the number one, and what is interpreted as the number two, 
just have to sum up to what is interpreted as the number three, otherwise 
one has to reinterpret these signs. Similarly for the popularisation of these 
decipherments: I can expect that a Maya numeral system where • = 1, 

: = 2, I = 5, •I = 6, II = 10, etc. (with a special mark for 20) is quite easy 
to comprehend for all my readers; at the same time I can hardly suppose 
that the readers have any background knowledge of astronomy or Maya 
calendars (nor have I, of course). Herein we clearly see a problem for 
successes in non-phonetic decipherment: the semantic principles are not 
generally accessible.  

It is much easier to relate an old writing system to our alphabet, that is, 
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it is much easier to demonstrate phonetic principles. The decipherers do of 
course have to know the language(s) employed in the decipherment, but 
that is not necessary for the lay reader, who is presented with only some 
key examples and their translation. Naturally, I have to admit that it really 
is of importance if researchers today can read whole texts on various topics 
and not only astronomical tables.15 However, it is interesting to see how 
the phonetically based (or alphabetically biased) concept of ‘reading’ 
usurps the whole semantic domain of the term reading. ‘Reading’ becomes 
tantamount to ‘reading aloud’. Coe, for instance, says about Etruscan that 
“Etruscan can be read, but it has never been translated.” (1992: 44) This 
appears to equate reading with mere babbling. Surprisingly, this view of 
reading is found not only in Coe, who after all has written his book to 
demonstrate the importance of phonetic readings in the interpretation of 
Maya texts, but also in more ‘liberal’ works on writing. Albertine Gaur 
says that “it is perhaps time to re-examine the concept of writing and look 
at it, not from the point of how effectively it can store language, but how 
effectively it can store information” (1984/1987: 7). Nevertheless, when it 
comes to Etruscan she explains that “we can read the inscriptions but we 
cannot really understand them” (ibid.: 145). One could of course ask what 
an Etruscan might have thought about our pronunciation of their words, 
but let us merely note that this attitude is precisely what many thinkers on 
school literacy have started to worry about. It was also this ‘sham’ speech 
which Harlan Lane bemoaned when writing on deaf education (see sec. 4.2 
above). Indeed, among researchers on deaf education, the ‘reading for 
meaning’ view has gained ground: 

I asked about this lack of word-for-word teaching of written Swedish, about what 
piece of the language the children latch on to when they make that switch from 
just looking at whole text and pictures to actually reading. Was it vocabulary that 
they could pick up on because of the pictures? Was it the grammatical items they 
discussed? What was their “path” from being non-readers to readers? When I 
asked Gunilla [Christersson, teacher of deaf children, Stockholm] if she had any 
clues about that transition, she replied: 
 “Every teacher would like to know the answer to that question. I think it is 
something even scientists truly do not understand. I think you have to trust the 
process going on in every child. I think you have to trust the children’s ability to 

                                           
15 Though the phonetic reading principles may not yield so very much more: Linear B, for example, was 
employed only for accountancy and labelling of jars according to Chadwick 1987: 23. Further, about the 
most important implication of this decipherment, namely that the Mycenaean culture was Greek speaking, 
the decipherers themselves say that “a number of archaeologists had arrived independently at the same 
conclusion […] – that the Mycenaeans had spoken (and possibly written) Greek” (Ventris & Chadwick 
1973: 13f). 
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learn language. I think you have to provide the best input possible, but I don’t 
think you can teach them to read. I think you really have to have so much trust in 
the kids – in each child. You have to believe that this is a whole person and he is 
able to learn.” 

(Shawn Davies 1994: 107) 

Roy Harris has written provocatively and insightfully on the extraction 
of content from non-phonographic writing (as a part of his larger 
discussion of the origin of writing, where he notes our present-day 
distinction between what he calls scriptorial from pictorial signs). About 
interpretations of Mixtec writing as a system not fully developed, he says: 
“That interpretation is based on picking out certain Mixtec graphic 
conventions and equating them with what we now call writing as opposed 
to drawing or painting; and, correlatively, treating other Mixtec graphic 
conventions as ‘merely pictorial’.” (1986: 152; see also Mignolo 1994: 
237–260.) He states that it is generally recognised that the readers of the 
manuscripts were trained in this particular form of recording. Then, about 
the concept of oral rendition, he says: 

It is not simply that we have no means of knowing whether Mixtec civilisation in 
the pre-Conquest era had any distinction matching our distinction between 
‘reading what the text says’ and ‘telling what the pictures show’; but rather that 
the very concept of oral rendition is itself dependent upon the graphic system or 
systems which provide its basis. From our modern vantage-point, we find it quite 
easy to see that because the spelling of the English word bath does not indicate 
whether a speaker should pronounce it with a back vowel or a front vowel it 
would be absurd to insist that this is a word which cannot be read aloud at all. At 
the same time, we find it remarkably difficult to concede that by the same token it 
may be no less absurd to insist that a Mixtec priest giving an oral rendition of the 
codices was not reading them, on the ground that the text in front of him did not 
consistently indicate exactly which Mixtec sentence to utter. We have no licence 
to assume that ‘sentences’, unlike ‘pronunciations’, are units which enjoy a special 
cultural-neutral status, enabling them to be identified without reference to any 
associated graphic system. On the contrary, the history of Western linguistics 
suggests that without references to an established graphic tradition, it may be 
extremely difficult for the mind to grasp general criteria of oral ‘sameness’ which 
would ground any conceptualisation of linguistic units at all. (Harris 1986: 154f) 

This of course has its parallels in what has been written in Chapter 6. But it 
also has to be recognised that Mayan texts are easier to translate to Maya 
languages than Mixtec texts to Mixtec language, and that this will enable 
‘principled reading’ to go further in the Maya case than in the Mixtec case, 
because one can elaborate useful phonetic principles. No doubt, there is a 
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risk that this success in decipherment is misrepresented as a general 
phonographic superiority.  

9.5 The future of writing 
Before giving a general summary of the present work (in Chapter 10), I 

thought of showing a telling consequence of phonocentrism in studies 
evaluating ancient writing systems.  

Harris, after the quotation just given, explains that “graphic 
communication, as a mode of communication sui generis, is free to draw 
upon other modes of communication as structural models.” (1986: 156) 
While he says that speech provides a rich source of models for writing, he 
assures his readers a couple of pages later (in the Epilogue) that when “in 
the fulness of time a history of writing as writing [...] comes to be written 
[...] speech will be seen as the historical crutch on which writing was 
obliged to lean in the earliest phases, a prop to be thrown aside when no 
longer needed.” (ibid.: 158) Perhaps the most striking implication of this 
assertion is that writing has a future. To underline this I will not point to 
the growing utility of computer representations for text, speech, film, and 
whole industrial processes, or the ideographic ‘icons’ on the data screen, 
neither to past victories in mathematical and musical notation, or dance 
notation, neither to the evolution of sign language notation, but I will 
merely pick out how Gelb treats the future of writing. 

For Gelb, the evolution of writing stopped at the beginning of the first 
millennium B.C., because then it was completed: “The development of a 
full Greek alphabet, expressing single sounds of language by means of 
consonant and vowel signs, is the last important step in the history of 
writing. From the Greek period up to the present, nothing new has 
happened in the inner structural development of writing.” (1963: 184) 
Many others have expressed similar views. The last chapter of Gelb (1963) 
is entitled “The future of writing”. As we saw in section 3.3, the only 
developments he finds laudable concern refinements of the alphabet: 
“What we should look for is a system of writing combining the exactness 
of the IPA alphabet with the formal simplicity of a shorthand system. […] 
The full system should contain signs for all the known sounds of the 
various languages within the limits of the IPA alphabet, and the signs 
should be expressed by forms borrowed from a stenographic system.” 
(1963: 246) This does not only presuppose a narrow view of writing but 
also of spoken language as well as natural language.  
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What Gelb speaks about is really reinventions of the alphabet and 
obviously, with his view of the history of writing, writing will forever be 
restricted to alphabetography. Similarly, the delimiting force of Gelb’s 
(and others’) equation ‘phonography = real writing’ is twofold: it does not 
allow for any writing ‘proper’ until about 5000 years ago, and it ends the 
evolution of writing about 2000 years later (that is 3000 years ago). If we 
include the development of phonetic notations, it would appear as if we 
allow for a still on-going evolution. This apparent evolution, however, 
would be circumscribed to include only representational advances, or, 
more precisely, only advances concerning phonetic representation, as we 
saw in the citation above.  

It is not strange at all that the standard method of writing the evolution 
of writing does not really reckon with a future of writing. One only has to 
realise that the method is an (over-) generalisation of methods of 
decipherment, that is, methods for the transliteration of alien graphs to 
sequences of letters of the alphabet. Such a historiography finds deviations 
from the Greek alphabet to be mere complications and a far cry from 
development. 
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Chapter 10 – Summary 
 
 
The representational view of wntrng, proposed by Saussure and 
Bloomfield among others, has Jong been a basic premiss for much work in 
linguistics. Moreover, writing theorists have preferred analysing 
phonographic writing (like syllabaries and alphabets) where there is an 
explicitly stated correlation between writing and speech (1.1, 2.3)1. This 
notion of a ‘primacy of speech’ is here called phonocentrism (1.1; earlier 1 
have used phoneticism, Pettersson 1991, 1994). 

Indisputably, linked with the dissemination of a phonographic writing 
system are certain notions of how writing and speech are related. But such 
notions should not be construed to have any explanatory power as 
concerns actual usage of the system or as concerns linguistic structure. 
Phonographic concepts are ‘artefacts’ and it is meaningful to ask how they 
have come about. Not all writing indicates the pronunciation of what is 
written, and the aim of the present work has been to seek out how this 
intimate relation between two widely different forms of language works, 
not only in actual language usage but also, and more so, in shaping our 
conceptualisation of writing and speech, and of language in general (1.2). 

The investigation of the concept of phonography focused mainly on 
three areas: the medium-dependency of human intercommunication, 
phonographic concepts and the origin of the alphabet, and finally, 
decipherment and phonetic reading principles (1 .4). This will be reflected 
in the presentation of the chapters below. 

Chapter 2 presented language as something born in actual 
communication: the Saussurian view of language as a monolithic entity, a 
self-contained whole, was rejected as was also a conception of language 
where the levels of grammatical description are seen as intrinsic to 
language (2.2). I also treated standard terms for the discussion of 
phonographic systems and some problems connected with terminology 
(2.3). 
 
Chapter 3-5: The medium-dependency of human intercommunication  

When discussing the relationship between writing and speech, various 

                                           
1 In lhis Summary references to individual sections arc given in brackets, so as to provide a means for the 
reader to directly locate the place in the text. 
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authors have pondered to what extent and in what ways the expressiveness 
of language depends on the medium in which the expression takes place. 
More forms of communication than writing and speech have sometimes 
been considered for comparison. But the whole enterprise risks becoming 
meaningless if we cannot be sure that what is counted as ‘data’, as obvious 
and self-evident truths about language in use, are not cast a priori in a 
mould which makes only one answer possible. Indeed, in Chapter 3 I 
concluded that authors who have objected to the representational label on 
writing and the opinion that writing is something non-linguistic (Vachek, 
Haas, Coulmas, and Sampson were scrutinised) set out from concepts 
which can only revitalise the notion they attempt to expel (3.4). They Jet 
phonographic writing principles decide what language is, and then they let 
this notion of language decide what real writing is (or the most important 
form of writing).  

For the question of the medium-dependency treated in this first part of 
the present work, the point of departure was DeFrancis’ (1989) statement 
about the necessarily acoustic base for ‘full’ human communication. If one 
were to accept the phonetic inclinations of these other authors, then one 
would also have to accept DeFrancis’ view of the medium as genetically 
predetermined (3.4), at least if one embraces the notion that language is 
something learnt and developed in actual communication (2.2). I do 
embrace this last notion, but have found faults with how these other 
authors argued against the representational view: they have kept traditional 
divisions; which depend on a phonographic view of both writing (real 
writing is phonographic) and natural language (verbal vs. non-verbal).  

This phonographic basis of the language sciences was dealt with in 
Chapters 6-8, especially its alphabetic part. But first (i.e., in Chapters 4 and 
5) I treated several things which might seem to speak against the 
conclusion that phonocentrism is rooted in writing.  

Chapter 4 dealt with questions of what could possibly be delimiting 
factors for the expressiveness of different kinds of language. An intriguing 
question is of course why speech so apparently dominates in the world’s 
languages. Everyone agrees that there are many other forms of expression -
vocal as well as non-vocal ones, natural as well as artificial ones -utilised 
by humans for intercommunication. To deal with this, DeFrancis (1989: 5) 
makes the following distinction: partial writing/communication is a system 
of symbols that can be used to convey only some thought; full 
writing/communication is a system of symbols that can be used to convey 
any and all thought (4.1.1). In DeFrancis’ view, only speech is primarily 
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‘full’; all other forms of communication either derive their structure from 
speech or are partial means of communication.  

One could ask whether gestural language, with its ability to imitate what 
we do, ought not to be the primary means of communication. DeFrancis 
cites Hockett (1978), who maintained that the increasingly more pre-
occupied hands (hand-carrying, tools, etc.) of the increasingly more 
inventive human being resulted in the switch from hand to mouth for 
communicative purposes. DeFrancis concludes: 

Yes, here we are, at the top of the heap, thanks in large measure to the fact that 

full speech enabled our ancestors to out-communicate rivals who had only 

gestures and rudimentary grunts at their command. Speech was a major factor 

leading to the ascendancy of the human animal in the process of natural selection, 

and today speech, supplemented by other modalities, continues to be the primary 

means of communication. All human communication is based on one of the 

several thousands of spoken languages now in existence. (DeFrancis 1989: 8f) 

In my view (4.2), the revision of the history of deaf-mutes’ sign 
language has shown that hearing people’s spoken language did not form 
the base for the full sign language, and this of course speaks univocally 
against the idea that “the medium is unalterably part of the genetic 
make-up of the species” (1989: 7). But why do purely semasiographic 
languages not develop the same range of utility as natural language? (4.3) I 
showed that the answer is to be found in how language arises in the first 
place, namely in the intercommunication between people. (4.4) Natural 
language, whether speech or sign language, is at band all the time while 
writing is not. For hearing people, spoken forms of expression will be 
easier to establish than written ones, and new demands of expressibility 
will probably first be met in spoken discourse rather than in written.  

For this reason, corporal means of communication, or simply corporal 
language, was introduced as a term for language forms making use of 
bodily resources only, to distinguish this type of communication from the 
artefactual or extra-corporal ones like writing (4.4). 

Some important problems are not addressed by the discussion on 
‘language at hand’ because it does not take into account the difference 
between various corporal means of expression, for instance between sign 
language and spoken language. If the deaf develop sign languages, why 
has the hearing and seeing majority not developed a gestural language 
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which is as comprehensive as their spoken language? Hearing people do a 
lot of visual signalling simultaneously with their speaking, but why was 
only the latter medium exploited for ‘full’ communication? Could there be 
purely physical advantages of audible expressions as compared to visible 
expressions? (4.5)  

From a hypothetical ‘original’ state where all expression is both gestural 
and phonetic, one may ask how a monomedial language may appear. It is 
not difficult to find some advantages for visual language. But they do not 
tend to promote a monomedially visual language: when a speaker is seen, 
he is most often also heard. On the other hand, he is not always seen when 
heard. This fact may promote a monomedial, phonetic competence even in 
an originally ‘mixed’ state (one can venture that children get used to 
spoken forms without gesturing but not to gestures without vocal 
expressions; this must be seen as part of their language acquisition). Other 
explanations could be based on the possible energy conservation gain in 
using the speech organs instead of the limbs, although ‘limiting effort’ is 
hard to define for a social institution like language. Hockett (1978) 
suggests an explanation based on external factors, as referred to above, and 
in the present work, this has been connected with the phonetisation of 
writing, as will be summarised below.  

One major external factor is writing. For a literate society where many 
activities hinge on written documents, people’s adaptation to the 
phonographic norm may provide part of the explanation. However, I 
stressed that the monomedial picture of language is a picture (4.6). The 
research on nonverbal communication that has been going on for several 
decades now has surely demonstrated this. ‘Speaking’ is a 
multidimensionally performed act. I also argue that the analyses of writing 
provided by writing theorists are unduly phonographically biased. The 
phonocentrist’s ‘trick’ is to count co-functioning as subordination. 
DeFrancis’ ‘partial writing’ is a clear case; he treats it as if the term itself 
implied that a ‘partial’ language form is part of a ‘full’ language form, that 
is, as if it was a supplement. But ‘partial system’ and ‘full system’ were not 
defined in relation to each other but in relation to how much of ‘any and all 
thought’ they could express. 1 maintained that, as soon as we try to 
subordinate in our analyses instead of co-ordinating, we have to justify our 
type of description. We should not pretend that a particular choice is innate 
to graphic communication as such.  

How is it then possible that such a monomedial picture has evolved in 
the first place? (4.7) There is this tendency to let phonographic writing 
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principles decide what language is, and then let this notion of language 
decide what writing is, but what made some writing systems marry 
speech instead of gestures or instead of entering some more polygamous 
alliance?  

First of all (5.2), one has to understand that the corporal language 
employed in a certain kind of situation is very much defined in this kind of 
situation. It does not seem to be intuitively obvious to have an inventory of 
graphs corresponding to certain sounds to judge from historical data. But 
speech is always at hand and can ‘tell’ about texts and individual signs. 
Therefore, the fact that there arises a relation, even a consciously perceived 
relation, is not strange, which I tried to demonstrate with some tentative 
examples. (This also has implications for statements about the languages 
spoken by the users of these early writing systems – the written records 
will not be trustworthy witnesses; 5.3.)  

Then, for the question of why writing mingles with speech but not with 
other corporal forms like gestures (5.4; introducing the term 
corporalisation of writing, not used in this Summary), I used Hackett’s 
labouring stone age man to illuminate the case. Hockett imagined that the 
increase in technology made the hands preoccupied, whence a growing 
reliance on oral means for communication. This line of reasoning is not 
quite convincing, especially when it comes to explaining a monomedially 
oral language, which Hockett aimed at.  

My argument was that if lifting heavy stones promoted oral language, 
there could have been other activities which promoted manual language. 
The preparation of strings for fastening various utensils could have 
included hours of chewing on some woody straw or stiff strip of leather. If 
(some of) the utilisations of the mouth did not exclude a simultaneous use 
of the mouth for speaking, then we also must reckon with the possibility 
that (some of) the manual activities actually did not exclude simultaneous 
signing.  

Consequently, there is no reason to believe that a medium selection, 
initiated by tool-making etc., should exclusively favour spoken language. 
In the same time, however, these arguments demonstrate that in some 
circumstances there could very well be a ‘primacy of speech’. Quite 
obviously, when it comes to the act of writing, and to some extent also for 
the act of reading, hand and eye are preoccupied, leaving the field open for 
audible language to flourish in splendid isolation. 

But then it is a fact that the writing  principles are monomedially 
focused on (a part of) speech. This presupposes a conscious 
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monomedialisation. An intriguing question is by which linguistic means 
this explicit reference to spoken language is first made. If there were no 
original border between spoken, especially verbal, language and the rest of 
total language, why should there be some kind of meta-linguistic 
expression hinging on such a division?  

On the other hand, I held that the champion of the general (or genetic) 
primacy of speech must admit that the language developed around the use 
of speech in writing may have promoted such a meta-linguistic ability. 
Furthermore, I demonstrated that such meta-linguistic comments may have 
developed in other situations as well (while still other situations, like 
hunting, would suggest an ability to request silent language) .  

I also ventured that, as writing was put to service in more and more 
human enterprises, the ‘demand’ for monomedial expressions was 
extended (which did not entail the extinction of gestures – and prosody – 
but these did not count). The same argument would of course apply when a 
‘fully exploited’ writing was adopted by an illiterate people; the new 
people simultaneously adopt the phonocentric view on what is writable.  

Of course, by happenstance, a culture may have started to nurture an oral 
chauvinism, but this would in any event not prove a general or genetic 
primacy of speech. In this connection I also noted that seemingly medium-
determining words like ‘language’ from Latin lingua ‘tongue’, cannot be 
taken to show a general monomedial nature of language. Such an 
expression could be merely a pars pro toto (which it definitely is even for 
spoken language) or it could be influenced by written norms.  

Perhaps it is surprising that writing, as a visual medium, does not 
correlate more with the visual part of corporal language, especially since 
ancient writing often employed pictography (Poyatos 1983). However, 
concrete things could be depicted as easily as gestural signs for them; 
moreover, the dynamics of gestures disappear when depicted; most 
important may be the stylisation of the written sign, which often expels the 
pictographic element in writing systems – one has to remember that 
ordinary writing systems are not designed as representational devices but 
as tools for communication. (But, as I finally admitted, a present-day 
phonetic decipherment may actually mask an ancient correspondence 
between writing and corporal language in large; end of 5.4.)  

 
Chapter 6-8: Phonographic concepts and the origin of the alphabet  

So it is reasonable to think that the employment of a phonographic 
writing system in a culture will provide a specific and ‘physical’ notion of 
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language. Naturally, the employment of spoken language in connection 
with texts will also provide specific notions of how spoken language is 
structured. The influence and constituting nature of writing for our 
language notion and our language sciences has been addressed by other 
authors, but still it would be possible to do very extensive work here. 
However, I limited my efforts to analyses of alphabetic notions in Chapter 
6-8, although I treated two works which really have tried to expose the role 
of writing ‘on all levels’ within linguistics (Linell 1982) or in the notion of 
language and even in the notion of reality (Olson 1994). I undertook no 
review or interpretation of them, but merely showed that they too tended to 
adhere to traditional basic conceptions of language.  

In Linell’s work, spoken language seems to be an independent entity, 
‘erroneously’ analysed with the conceptual apparatus belonging to the 
analysis of written language. I pointed to the fact that there is more than a 
writing bias: there is a phonographic bias grounding our conception of 
what is ‘real’ language. And the word ‘bias’ masks the circumstance that it 
really is a base: the linguist’s concepts have been born and nurtured in the 
context of literacy. (6.2)  

In Olson’s view the development of different writing systems led man to 
see, to hear, language as structured in various ways; syntactically, 
syllabically, phonemically. Further, he argues that the conceptual split 
between what was said and what was meant is a by-product of the 
development of reading. However, Olson’s view of language seems on the 
whole to be the ordinary grammatical one: syntactically and phonemically 
structured and augmented with paralinguistic peculiarities and kinetic 
deictics. Olson does not scrutinise linguistics down to its very foundation 
in the art of writing but is content with the analysis that writing represents 
(rather than defines) the part of language which linguistics usually 
represents. (6.3)  

Whether one thinks that phonemes have an existence of their own or 
not, it can be demonstrated that so-called ‘phonological awareness’ is 
intimately linked with acquaintance with the conceptual sphere belonging 
to alphabetic writing (6.4.1). In connection with this I also discussed the 
conceptual split between form and meaning and the alphabetic origin of 
phonetics (6.4.2). The cultural dependency of the phonemic view was 
demonstrated by reference to studies on adult illiterates, Chinese literates, 
alphabetic literates, word-games, the history of phonographic scripts 
(6.4.1), and instrumental phonetics (6.4.2). The discussion concluded with 
a critical assessment of claims made by Esa Itkonen (1991), who contrary 
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to opinions expressed by Linell for example, stresses the non-importance 
of writing on linguistics both for the phonology of Panini and for grammar 
in general (6.5).  

Since the phonemic conception of speech has been found to be 
dependent on alphabetic writing, an account of the origin of the alphabet 
must take this into consideration. The Greek alphabet is derived from a 
West Semitic ‘consonantal’ alphabet (7.1, 7.2). Consonants were indicated 
by both the West Semitic peoples in their scripts and, from the very earliest 
phonographic times, even by the Egyptians in their hieroglyphic writing. 
For both cases, Gelb (1963) described the phonographic principle as 
‘syllabic’. ‘Alphabetic’, ‘consonantal’, and ‘syllabic’ are, however, not 
very illuminating descriptions and are rather anachronistic due to their 
‘Greek’ connotations (7.3). A new way to characterise the archaic Egyptian 
writing and old West Semitic writing was presented: ‘obstructional 
phonetics’ (7.4). The proposal builds on the articulatory conception of 
consonant production found in phonetics, where it is defined by reference 
to obstructions of the airstream. For all consonants there is an articulation 
at a certain point. It is moreover rather obvious how to regard less 
constricted sounds within the ‘obstructional’ frame, namely by 
approximation to obstructions. This conception circumvents questions of 
vocalisation and syllable structure, a fact which might prove valuable 
when one tries to classify writing systems and to define heritages between 
orthographic principles through time and space.  

But, most pertinently after the demonstration in Chapter 6, can 
obstructional phonetics be used to explain the emergence of a concept of 
the phoneme-sized sound snatches? Is it possible to skip evoking the 
concept of syllable first? Both questions can be answered in the 
affirmative (7.4) although there could of course not be any definitive 
answers of what actually happened in the remote past. The ‘obstructional’ 
model for the introduction of the phoneme-sized segment was furthermore 
compared with proposals made by Mattingly (1987), Faber (1992), and 
Daniels (1992a), but not to decide which model is the right one, but rather 
to point out the differences between them. If it is not possible to decide 
which hypothesis is the correct one, what is then the raison d'etre for this 
kind of investigation? The concept of ‘obstructional phonetics’ can be 
contrasted with another phonetic theory, namely Watt’s ‘Byblos Matrix’ 
(1987) which aims at explaining the letter order of the alphabet (7.5). 
However, while the phonemic notion of speech is ‘unnatural’ there is 
nothing strange about an order, and while the ‘obstructional’ concept can 
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be employed in grammatological discussions, Watt’s matrix does not seem 
to be useful outside its function as an explanation for the alphabetical 
order. Thus, while ‘obstructional phonetics’ may be conjectural, it is not 
theoretically uninteresting.  

Another aspect of the extrinsicness of the alphabetic notion of speech 
and our notions of linguistic structure in general, is that different kinds of 
structural analyses (e.g. different kinds of phonographic principles) will 
yield different descriptions of one and the same language. This has not at 
all been recognised by most authors; rather, in the literature on writing 
systems the claim has often been made that the structure of the language 
spoken by the inventors of a script is the cause of the structure of that 
script (5.3, 8.2). Secondly, there have been claims about the utility of 
scripts based on their alleged ‘fit’ (or lack thereof) to the spoken language 
of the users.  

I have made a detailed investigation of such claims concerning West 
Semitic and Greek scripts (8.2). A list of fourteen COMMON 

ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT LANGUAGE STRUCTURES AND PHONOGRAPHIC 

PRINCIPLES was presented with the ‘assumptions’ clustered into six 
groups dealing with: 1. Greek and syllabic scripts (Linear B and the 
Cypriot Syllabary), 2. The functional load of consonants in Semitic 
languages, 3. The invention of consonantal phonography and the 
phonemic structure of Egyptian (or West Semitic), 4. The Greek language 
and Semitic consonants, 5. The fitness of consonantal writing for Greek, 
6. How the Greeks invented the vowel-indicating alphabet.  

The two main points of my criticism are that there is no recognition of 
the relativity of the standard language descriptions, and that what makes a 
writing systems usable is not primarily this or that phonographic principle, 
but rather the practical employment of it, an employment in which there 
will emerge concrete routines that will make it clear how the system is 
used and what written expressions conducted by it mean.  

 
Chapter 9: Decipherment and phonetic reading principles  

Decipherment seemingly speaks for a representational view of writing 
and for a phonocentric view in general. ‘Phonetic methods’ have made It 
possible to decipher the Egyptian hieroglyphs and Assyrian cuneiform. 
Today, Mayanists employ rebus reading of ancient Mesoamerican 
inscriptions.  

One popular presentation (Coe 1992) of one particular decipherment 
(Maya) was analysed as regards the claims it makes about the essentials of 



 10 – SUMMARY 209 

writing in general. The reason for this analysis was my contention that 
decipherment, because it in one sense holds the key to reading, may 
unjustifiably be raised to the standard for a general claim about how 
writing should work, or simply how writing actually works. (9.2, 9.4)  

Coe (like DeFrancis) holds that the belief that writing can function on an 
ideographic, non-phonographic basis constitutes a fundamental 
misunderstanding. Coe presents it as the great obstacle to the development 
of the ‘right’ methods of decipherment, that is, phonetic methods. The 
seventeenth-century Jesuit priest Athanasius Kircher and his ‘readings’ of 
Egyptian hieroglyphs constitute a conspicuous example.  

However (9.2.1), the problem with Kircher was not only his ideographic 
beliefs but rather that he had a very prejudiced view of how hieroglyphic 
writing worked and to what it was used. Reading Coe’s story about the 
Maya decipherment reveals that what was the ‘problem’ impeding the 
finally accepted phonetic principles was not so much a semasiographic 
view of the script (instead of a view where ‘all writing represents speech’) 
as several ‘irrelevant’ factors, namely: 1. a Kircher (at least one... ) who 
wanted to read his own way, 2. lack of knowledge of existing Maya 
languages among most of the archaeologists, 3. lack of methodology 
especially as concerns linguistic material, and 4. lack of a reliable corpus. 
Coe, in fact, points to all these factors in his ‘own’ story (9.2.1.1; 
mentioning among others Thompson, Whorf, Knorosov). Furthermore, the 
confusion of modern methods of decipherment with ancient writing 
principles must be said to be a real impediment to progress in 
decipherment (9.2.1.1).  

What the early attempts at reading lacked were principles of reading, not 
principles of reading aloud. There are, as a matter of fact, purely semantic 
decipherments. If a reading is to be called a decipherment it has to be 
possible to check it, and this is possible when individual (attempts at) 
interpretations are systematised into principles which are applicable to 
more cases than one. There are many examples of phonetic 
‘decipherments’ – even from the 1990s – that do not lag much behind 
Kircher’s interpretations of the hieroglyphs. (9.3)  

It should also be observed, that it is much easier to explain phonetic 
decipherments (signs are mapped onto our letters) than semantic 
decipherments (9.4). I concluded (9.5) that it is not strange that the 
standard method of evaluating the evolution of writing, as encountered in 
Gelb (1963) for instance, is so phonocentric. One only has to realise that 
the method is an (over-) generalisation of methods of decipherment, that is, 
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methods for the transliteration of alien graphs into sequences of letters of 
the alphabet. 
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Appendix – The precursors of cuneiform writing 

 

 
The scholar who has most consistently explored the token system that preceded the 
Mesopotamian clay tablets is Denise Schmandt-Besserat. I will rely on vol. I of her 1992 
work Before Writing in what follows (including a briefing on the criticism of her 
thoughts).  

To begin with, for the reader with only scant knowledge of the subject, it can be 
useful to outline the research she has undertaken. The material she has been 
investigating consists of small pellets of clay that she has found in – museums. To be 
sure, these tiny objects were in fact recovered in archaeological excavations of Near 
East settlements which have been up to ten thousand years old, but they had been 
regarded as amulets, game pieces, or simply as object of unknown purpose. 
Disconnected from their proper context – from their use – it did not seem possible that 
they could ever be explained.  

However, as early as 1959 A. Leo Oppenheim of the University of Chicago wrote 
about pebbles as a device for keeping accounts in Mesopotamia. He discussed a hollow 
tablet from Nuzi in northern Iraq which had contained pebbles; the inscription on the 
tablet concerned a quantity of small cattle that equaled the number of pebbles in the 
hollow tablet. A decade later, Pierre Amiet at the Louvre (S-B’s teacher) made similar 
claims for clay objects found in ball-shaped clay envelopes from the protoliterate period. 
These envelopes had been excavated in Susa in ancient Elam (east of Sumer, in 
present-day Iran). “The proposition was daring, since the Susa envelopes were two 
thousand years earlier than the Nuzi egg-shaped tablet, with no known example in the 
interval”, Schmandt-Besserat explains (1992: 9). Amiet’s proposition was taken further 
by Maurice Lambert, also at the Louvre: “He clearly identified that the first impressed 
signs of writing were reproducing the shape of the former calculi.” (ibid.) An important 
fact is that the clay balls and tablets from this protoliterate period bear impressions of 
seals: seals are used to mark ownership (or perhaps the opposite: conveyance). The 
pebbles must have been used in an economic system. They must have functioned as a 
device for some sort of accountancy.  

Schmandt-Besserat has extended these theories by proposing that the clay pebbles 
which she has been investigating were also used for record keeping, and moreover that 
they constitute the original system which had been elaborated from the beginning of 
Neolithic times onward until the emergence of writing. She has revealed that the 
number of types of pebbles increases the closer we come to historical times and it 
virtually explodes on the threshold of history. According to Schmandt-Besserat, this 
increase in types shows that there was a slow but steady increase in types of goods in 
prehistoric times, and with the emergence of cities, economic life was widely 
diversified.  

Her picture of the evolution of the accountancy system into writing looks like this 
(abstracted mainly from p. 198): 
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From 8000 B.C.  
Differenlly shaped clay tokens were used all over the Middle East to count concrete 

objects. Concrete counting – no abstract numbers were used. A circular, flat token was 
not used for ‘ten’ but for ‘ten animals’. Different shapes for different kinds of 
commodities.  

Schmandt-Besserat calls them ‘tokens’, avoiding ‘calculi’, i.e. pebbles used for 
counting, since the use of calculi is connected with abstract numbers.  

 
From 3700 B.C.  

In a few hundred years several important steps were taken. This is simultaneous with 
the first great town and state constellations.  

1. Ball-shaped envelopes, 5-7 cm, made of clay are used to contain the clay tokens 
(3700 – 2600 B.C.). Mixed sorts of tokens in one and the same envelope. Impressions 
on the outside by seals. “As a rule, a single cylinder seal was impressed all over the 
artifact, obviously with the intent of covering the entire surface.” (p. 123) “At Shah Dad, 
the impression of a stamp, rather than a cylinder seal, was repeated all around the 
envelope.” (p. 125) Sometimes impressions from two or three seals are found on the 
same envelope. Obviously, the scalings were made to prevent any tampering with the 
contents.  

2. Impressions of the clay tokens begin to appear on the outside of the balls (3500 – 
2600 B.C.). Interpretation: one did not have to crack a ball to know the number of 
tokens inside; thereby one could confirm e.g. the correctness of an amount of goods 
transferred before it had reached its destination. Both opened and unopened envelopes 
have been found.  

3. Clay tablets with impressions in the shape of tokens (3500 – 3100 B.C.). These 
impressions were made by tokens or blunt styli. “Many of these documents were 
authenticated by seals. The seal impressions cover the impressed signs, showing that the 
tablets were first inscribed and then sealed” (p. 134).  

In other words, in the last step we have the beginning of clay tablet writing. We also 
see here that one had started to make special signs with general ‘pens’. It was of course 
not necessary that the envelope first had to collapse into tablets for the general pen to 
develop (p. 128), although the use in one place of sticks or styli to mark envelopes could 
have been borrowed from another place where the tablets were already in use.  

It could also be mentioned that there were punched tokens: they were probably strung 
together, and there are solid clay clumps with seal impressions that Schmandt-Besserat 
suggests have been used to secure the two ends of token strings. (Note: the term ‘bullae’ 
has formerly been used both for these clay lumps and the envelopes, but S-B now 
restricts it to only these solid artefacts.)  

 
From 3100 B.C.  

Certain incised signs – both pictograms and simple geometric designs – are added to 
the impressions, probably to tell, e.g., a ‘disk’ for 10 sheep from a ‘disk’ for 10 cows or 
from a ‘disk’ for the wool of 10 sheep (actually, even the earliest tokens were 
sometimes covered with simple markings). Schmandt-Besserat calls both types of 



 10 – SUMMARY 213 

incised sign ‘pictographic’ since she holds the diagrammatical ones (as well as some of 
the naturalistic) to mimic the shapes of tokens. A pointed stylus was used to trace the 
‘pictographs’ in the clay.  

In the event, the numerical signs would also be produced by the sharp stylus. 
(Cuneiform writing was introduced perhaps through a gradual ‘angularisation’ of the 
rounded forms to ease the incising in clay. In cuneiform writing, the lines are impressed 
rather than drawn, and thus round forms are excluded.)  

 
* 

In sum, the world’s oldest writing system begun as a trivial, everyday matter without 
any discernible religious overtones or the like. Neither do pictures play any great role in 
establishing the writing system as a system, which contradicts older theories where 
writing is seen as an outgrowth of painting (1992: 1-7). 

As just indicated, Schmandt-Besserat has pointed out that some of the non-numerical 
signs may also have originated from the tokens – either from naturalistically shaped 
tokens (like a dog’s head) or, since the tokens sometimes bear markings, one may 
hypothesises that a certain mark on e.g. the ‘ten animals’ token made it possible to 
unambiguously interpret it as e.g. ‘ten sheep’, thus also: an impression of that token will 
give the user a written sign for either ‘ten sheep’ or just ‘sheep’.  

It cannot be denied that there have been a lot of objections against all the derivations 
which Schmandt-Besserat has made of sign forms from impressions of tokens. 
Especially hard criticism was delivered by Stephen J. Lieberman (1980). It was 
mentioned above that the number of token types virtually explodes about the time when 
writing came about. Numerous naturalistic token shapes are found from this period. 
Now, it could be argued that this increase might just as likely have occurred after the 
introduction of tablets, and that naturalistic pictographs may be pictures of real world 
objects rather than of the naturalistic tokens. In her 1992 work Schmandt-Besserat tries 
to prove her chronological scheme by using as many archaeological clues as the material 
can possibly provide, but although much speaks in favour of her view the case cannot be 
said to be fully settled yet. It is also not obvious that all the naturalistic tokens were part 
of the account keeping.  

On the other hand, some of the displayed graphic similarities seem convincing, and 
she connects the fact that not many marked tokens (called ‘complex tokens’ by S-B) 
have been found in envelopes with the fact that such tokens were often perforated and 
thus probably kept together by strings; therefore there may be no impressed images of 
them although ‘later’ they were outlined by a stylus on the clay tablets. There were more 
details of criticism in Lieberman (1980) and there are more ‘replies’ in Before Writing 
(though not specifically marked as such), but here it may suffice to deal with Paul 
Zimansky (1993), who has lodged harsh criticism against Before Writing. 

In general, Zimansky argues against the notion that there was a coherent system of 
tokens: “various people at various times exploited the few geometric shapes that are 
relatively easy to make in clay and used them as counters or for whatever other purposes 
they, as individuals, chose.” (1993: 516) But such an argument can hardly be used 
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against the token system as the forerunner of cuneiform writing; the addition of an 
extensive pictography to the numerical tablets was most likely a very local invention 
(see Michalowski, 1990: 55f & 1993: 998, who argues, however, that the invention of 
the Sumerian writing system was more or less an overnight event not relying crucially 
on previously existing devices. This seems exaggerated since the very reason why this 
logographic system could function was that it was a part of an already established 
accountancy system – there had already developed meaning-giving practices).  

Zimansky does, however, point to some embarrassing details in Schmandt-Besserat’s 
presentation. For instance, only fifteen sheep-marked tokens have been found, Zimansky 
notes, and he asks if it is credible that such a common form of livestock was not 
accounted for more often. One should note, on the other hand, that the mark has been 
found on disk-shaped tokens with their possible meaning of 10 animals; the one-animal 
tokens may be frequent. Zimansky depreciates her classificatory system: “The divisions 
called ‘types’ are simply rough categories with no analytic significance”, and it is 
conspicuous that he does not utilise her division between hollow and solid clay clumps 
(‘envelopes’ and ‘bullae’, respectively, as noted above). Zimansky discusses only the 
hollow clumps (using both terms) despite the significance Schmandt-Besserat ascribes 
to the two forms of clumps.  

Schmandt-Besserat’s token-type classification is not rejected in a review by Jöran 
Friberg (1994), the Swedish mathematician who in the late 1970s published definite 
evidence that even in early ‘tablet times’ there existed different counting systems for 
different commodities (1978, 1979; see also Damerow & Englund 1987, Nissen et al. 
1993). To be sure, he laments the format of the publication of Schmandt-Besserat’s token 
list (vol. II of her work); he would have preferred a CD-ROM to use in connection with 
ordinary database programs. But while Zimansky finds only errors in her list, Friberg 
uses it to extract interesting information (1994: 488ff). Friberg also demonstrates that 
calculations on token contents from envelopes – as if these tokens correspond to the 
numerals he once deciphered – show interesting proportions. Indeed, it is by formulating 
‘reading’ principles for tokens that one will enable structured testing of the 
interpretations, just as Friberg once was able to test numerical values ascribed to 
numerals by setting up equations for actual occurrences of numerals.1  

 
* 

When Schmandt-Besserat writes about the birth of writing, it is not only the 
introduction of non-numerical signs that is highlighted. She is especially fascinated by 
the advent of abstract numbers (1992: Ch. 9). For when the Sumerians started to incise 
the type of goods or animal next to the token impressions, they did not have to mark in 

                                           
1 Actually, Friberg used the equation directly to derive the interpretation of the numerlas.When in Chapter 
9 of the pesent work I speak for the ‘principled reading’ but not necessarily ‘principled approach’ to 
decipherment, I am not speaking against such an attempt (of course not); I only intend to make allowance 
for that the formulation of reading principles should be a creative act. For instance, there are other ways of 
establishing the reading of enigmatic numerals than the solution of equations: Coe (1992: 91) mentions 
that the bar of the Maya dot-and-bar system was found to equal 5 through the observation that the number 
of dots never exceeded four. 
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the numerals themselves the type in question. The numeral sign ‘one’ did not have to be 
interpreted as ‘one sheep’ when it occurred in the context of a ‘sheep’ sign but merely as 
‘one’. We have grown so used to our 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, etc., that we take the concept of 
abstract numbers for granted. But they too are actually inventions, just like the 
numerical signs for abstract numbers and the numerical signs used in concrete counting 
before them. Even today there are cultures were people count in different ways 
depending on what is counted. (Schmandt-Besserat cites anthropologists and she also 
refers to Jöran Friberg, but it should be mentioned that Friberg in his review complains 
about her presentation of data; 1994: 482.) 

To this fascinating perspective of the evolution of abstract concepts the following 
should be added: when ‘sheep’ and other things got their ‘own’ signs irrespective of in 
what quantity they appeared, then ‘sheepness’, so to speak, achieved a sign: “When the 
concepts of numbers and that of items counted were abstracted, the pictographs were no 
longer confined to indicating numbers of units of goods in one-to-one correspondence. 
With the invention of numerals, pictography was no longer restricted to accounting but 
could open to other fields of human endeavor.” (1992: 199, see also p. 194). 

In the light of all the work Schmandt-Besserat has put into tracing cay pebbles in 
museums all over the world, and in the light of how rewarding this work has been to our 
understanding of ourselves, it is the more disapointing to realise how careless 
archaeologists have been when they, as Schmandt-Besserat gives ample examples of 
(1992: 32-34), have not reported tokens, if they collected them at all. For instance, the 
fact that some sites have provided no tokens while Jarmo produced two thousand, she 
explains not only by the extensive expedition to Jarmo, but also by the fact that at Jarmo 
there was a member of the excavation team who was studying clay artefacts, Vivian L. 
Broman. “Methods of excavation are also responsible for the uneven number of 
counters. Tokens pose a challenge to the best excavators because of their size and color. 
Being small and blending in with the fill, they are particularly difficult to spot. 
Expeditions such as Jarmo and Ganj Dareh, where the dirt was systematically sifted, had 
a better chance of salvaging tokens from the excavation dumps than those where this did 
not occur.” (ibid.: 32) 

So there is a need for ‘salvaging tokens from the excavation dumps’ – and if this did 
not happen during the excavation of a site, then there is plenty of work for future 
archaeologists: the excavation of 20th-century excavation dumps must be a most 
rewarding task. Throwing artefacts on excavation dumps has no doubt severely 
obscured layer structure and find-spot distribution. In many cases this will probably be 
an irrevocable loss. 
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