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A Classification of Writing Systems
— A Step toward General Graphology —
Takahiro FUKUMORI & Jun IKEDA

This paper discusses various issues concerning the nomenclature and typol-
ogy of the world’'s writing systems, and proposes a new system of classifying
writing systems based on the language they convey, the linguistic unit(s) they
represent (i.e. words, syllables, consonants, segments, and semantic classes),
their graphic shapes, and, if evident, their genealogy. We thus classify writing
systems in the following format:

language-shiki unit-gata (geneal ogy-)shape-kei writing.

If two or more types of unit are represented by the same set of graphs, we
order them according to the number of graphs used to represent each of them
as well as their functional load. If a writing system contains two or more sepa-
rate sets of graphs for different types of linguistic unit, we separate them by a
slash. As we accept the view thadll writing systems probably have some
degree of logography” (Sproat 2000: 142), we abbreviate “X-logographic”
simply as “X” (X here stands for “syllabic,” “consonantal,” and/or “segmen-
tal”). Note also that we classifysetsu (“graph,” the smallest free graphic unit)
rather tharjiso (“grapheme,” the smallest free or bound graphic unit) gkl
(“polygraph,” a cluster ofisetsu which represents a single linguistic unit).

Some examples of our classification:

Japanese Kanji: Japanesahiki logographic-syllabigyata Kanji-kei writing
Hiragana: Japanesehiki syllabic-gata Hiraganakei writing
Han’gul: Koreanshiki syllabic-gata Han’qgil-kei writing

Turkish alphabet: Turkishshiki segmentaljata (Proto-Sinaitic-Phoenician-
Greek-) Latinkel writing
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Mongolian writing: Mongolianshiki segmentaljata (Proto-Sinaitic-Phoenician-
Aramaic- Syriac-) Uyghukei writing

Akkadian cuneiform: Akkadianshiki syllabic-logographic-determinativgata
Sumeriankei writing

Ugaritic script: Ugariticsshiki consonantal/syllabigata Ugaritickei writing

Phoenician script: Phoeniciarshiki consonantagata (Proto-Sinaitic-) Phoenician-
kei writing
This system, albeit tentative, provides any writing system in the world with a

nomenclature which designates its essential traits.
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