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1. Introduction 

2. Language, speech , and writing (+ Anthropology)

3. Graphetics (+ Literacy acquisition)

4. Graphematics (+ Psycholinguistics /Cognitive Linguistics )

5. Orthography (+ Sociolinguistics )

6. Writing system typology (+ Diachronic Linguistics )

Schriftlinguistik : Areas of study 

Dürscheid 52016: Einführung in die Schriftlinguistik

1. Gesprochene und geschriebene Sprache

2. Schrifttypen und Schriftsysteme

3. Schriftgeschichte

4. Graphematik

5. Orthographie

6. Typographie

7. Schriftspracherwerb

2



3

(already exactly the same in the first edn. of 1993: 533–534)

Schriftlinguistik : A possible definition

label for efforts of gaining consistent descriptions 

and analyses of the written form of languageand 

of developing them to a general theory of writing 

as a constitutive part of a general theory of 

language
Glück 2016: 596, my translation 

SO FAR

OPEN

ONGOING



German 

structuralist 

Schriftlinguistik

focused  on German, interested in 

fundamental theoretical aspects  

(e.g., relation between speech  and 

writing) and descriptive concepts  

(e.g., grapheme)

existing research community (e.g., 

research groups)
4
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germanistische, 

strukturalistische 

Schriftlinguistik

Angloamerican 

linguistic research 

on writing

overview monographs  by 

individual scholars  (i.e., no 

community) focused  on 

typological and diachronic 

aspects ; multiple writing systems  

are being analyzed, but in 

juxtaposition and not relation to 

each other
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angloamerikanische 

linguistische 

Schriftforschung
germanistische, 

strukturalistische 

Schriftlinguistik

‘Einzelphilologien’

focus on diachrony, ‘historical 

graphematics’; varying terms and traditions 

depending on language; 

no justification of research on writing 

necessary  
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angloamerikanische 

linguistische 

Schriftforschung
germanistische, 

strukturalistische 

Schriftlinguistik

‘Einzelphilologien’

interdisciplinary work on 

aspects  of writing and literacy

scattered research in diverse 

disciplines  interested in writing 

(cognitive sciences , anthropology, 

etc.): different methodology, 

terminology, publication venues, 

practices  
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Angloamerican linguistic 

research on writingGerman 

structuralist

Schriftlinguistik

‘Einzelphilologien’

interdisciplinary work on 

aspects  of writing and 

literacy

shared  interest in a unified 

framework of studying  

writing 
potential for exchange , 

collaboration 8

Grapholinguistics: An international, 
interdisciplinary field



− field and topic are still marginalized

− there is barely any institutionalization (i.e., no chairs, no integration in curricula)

− very limited interdisciplinary exchange

− no consensus also withinlinguistics 

− this is highlighted by the many co-existing alternatives in English that label the study of writing: graphology, 

grammatology, graphonomy, graphem(at)ics, grapholinguistics, script(ur)ology, philography, writing systems 

research [Meletis 2024]

− reception of grapholinguistic works from other academic cultures is very limited (pressing example: 

lacking reception of German-language works in Angloamericanresearch)

− this makes possible work like Is a structural graphemics possible? [Daniels 1991]

− limited comparison of studies on specific writing systems⟶ no descriptive categories/comparative 

concepts, i.e., no descriptive framework for description and comparison

9

Schriftlinguistik : Challenges so far



− workshops of the Association for Written Language and Literacy

− 15 biennial workshops since 1997

− eponymous journal and book series Studies of Written Language & Literacy at John Benjamins

− conference series LautSchriftSprache / ScriptandSound

− 6 conferences since 2011

− eponymous book series at Reichert Verlag

− conference series The Idea of Writing

− eponymous book series at Brill (seemingly dormant)

− conference series Grapholinguistics in the 21st Century

− four biennial workshops since 2018  (/gʁafematik/ 2018, 2020, 2022, 2024; next one: June 2026, Reading)

− proceedings published in the related open-access book series Grapholinguistics and Its Applications (Fluxus 

Editions)
10

Opportunities for exchange (aside from this theme 
group)



Description

11
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Meletis 2020: 21

Modular model of writing systems

WRITING SYSTEM

GRAPHETICS

GRAPHEMATICS

ORTHOGRAPHY

LANGUAGE SYSTEM

scripts:
basic shapes

graphemes

norms, rules

linguistic units



graphetics

perceptual

productional

descriptive

— How do scribes/designers make use of 

resources of graphetic variation in order to 

constitute and convey a specific meaning 

in a given communicational situation?

— Are there universals in the manual 

production process (e.g., hand movements 

that occur in the production of all scripts)?

— How can typographic variation that exists 

among type families be adequately 

described?

— How can basic shapes be segmented? 

What are the minimal distinctive 

segments?

— How do the graphetic features of a text 

influence the constitution of meaning that 

occurs during the perception (i.e., reading) 

process?

— Which are the units that are most relevant 

during the reading process? 

13

Graphetic subfields



elementary form
(segment of a basic shape)

graph
(concrete manifestation of basic shape)

basic shape

14

grapheme

Graphetics: Basic units



Meletis 2020: 39
15

spatiality (and not 
visuality) as the 
constitutive feature of 
writing 

Graphetics: Spatial division
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Graphetics: Material
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Meletis 2020: 68

Graphematics: Language, speech, and writing



1. distinguishes meaning (= distinctiveness criterion)

– minimal pairs of existing words of a language (not pseudo- or non-words): German <Farbe> 

‘color’ vs. < Narbe> ‘scar’

2. relates to a linguistic unit / feature (= linguistic value criterion)

– German <denkt> vs. <de ckt>, but |c| does not refer (at least in a native context) to a linguistic unit 

on its own, only in combinations; |c| is no grapheme, <ch> is (= complex grapheme)

3. is minimal (= minimality criterion)

– < ng> is no grapheme, since < n> and < g> are already graphemes themselves; in complex 

graphemes (such as < ch>, at least one component cannot be a grapheme itself

18

Meletis 2019

Graphematics: The ‘grapheme’
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Meletis 2020: 104

Graphematics: The ‘grapheme’
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Meletis/Dürscheid in press

Graphematics: Allography
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Meletis 2020: 109

Graphematics: 
Allography



22

isolated, 
initial, 
medial, 
and final forms

Graphematics: Allography
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Graphematics: Allography

Wong, Kimberly, Frempongma Wadee, Gali Ellenblum 
& Michael McCloskey. 2018. The devil’s in the g-
tails: Deficient letter-shape knowledge and 
awareness despite massive visual experience. 
Journal of Experimental Psychology: Human 
Perception and Performance
44(9). 1324–1335. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/xhp0000532
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Variant characters (yìtǐzì異體字) are alternate forms of the 

same character: 
峰/峯 fēng 'mountain top‘, 
群/羣 qún 'group, flock‘, 
册/冊 cè, 
裏/裡 lǐ 'inside'.

Graphematics: Allography

Galambos 2017
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Meletis/Dürscheid 2022: 213 

Graphematics: Typology



“So, it’s about someone writing something that can be read 

by others, and about adhering to the specified conventions 

that most language communities have now agreed upon 

with varying degrees of bindingness.”

Karg 2015: 5, my translation

26

Orthography



− external, (doubly) codified norm

− social bindingness

− (small) degree of variation 

− changeability

Nerius 2007: 34–40, 2020: 369–370
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Orthography: Features



“[…] the aspects most commonly codified by 

means of orthographic rules are grapheme-

phoneme correspondence, word division, 

hyphenation, capitalization, and the spelling of 

loan words.”
Coulmas 1996: 379

28

Orthography: Areas of regulation



phonographic
correspondences

word separation capitalization
integration of 

loanwords

Chinese – – – +

Japanese + – – +

Korean + + – +

Thai + – – +

Arabic + + – +

Hebrew + + – +

29

Orthography: Areas of regulation
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− origin: natural development vs. artificial implementation

− regulation: (How) is an orthography regulated? By who?

− modification: Has the orthography been changed or reformed?

− codification: (How) are the conventions/rules codified?

− community involvement: Were/are the actual users of the orthography involved 

in its design?

− variability: How much possibility is there for (un)licensed variation?

− linguistic motivation: Are the rules/correct spellings linguistically motivated, i.e., 

do they conform to the graphematics of the system?

Orthography: Criteria for a typology



Explanation

31



Context: taken from a review of an 

important collected volume on writing,

Daniels/Bright 1996

“‘More’ would constitute, or at least contribute to, a semiotic 

theory of writing systems: a theory that would explain, to put it 

pithily, why each such writing system is the way it is, instead of 

some other way, and why all such systems have in common 

what they have in common.”  

Watt 1998: 118

32

Prologue: Epistemological interest



‘the total linguistic fact’ following  Silverstein 1985

use/practice

system/structure

ideology

33

Explanation: The total (grapho)linguistic 
fact
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Meletis 2020: 183

From evaluation 
to explanation



3535

Structure
Structural linguistics

Processing
Psycholinguistics

Practices and 
ideologies

Sociolinguistics

SYSTE M USE

+

+

+
(e.g.,attitudestowards fontsor towards

practices such as handwriting)

A comprehensive study of writing



“The study of writing is 

like the study of language 

– but in a microcosm.” 

36

Meletis 2020: 398



processing fit
UNIVERSAL

suitability for physio-

logical and cognitive

processing

sociocultural fit
  SYSTEM -SPECIFIC

sociocultural, political, 
… suitability for

a given literate 
community

linguistic fit
TYPOLOGICAL

suitability as secondary semiotic systems 
related to language(s)

systematic fit
STRUCTURAL

quality as structural systems

Meletis 2020

37

Explanation: Multiple perspectives
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“Every language gets the 

writing system it 

deserves.” Frost 2012: 266, my emphasis

Frost, Ram. 2012. Towards a Universal Model of 
Reading. Behavioral and Brain Sciences 35, 263–
329. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X11001841

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X11001841
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9jtiw721RAg 

Chinese as an alphabet?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9jtiw721RAg


40

Chinese as an alphabet?
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Lion-Eating Poet in the Stone Den

Living in a stone den is a poet-scholar named Shi, addicted to pork. Having lost his official post, 
he vowed to eat 10 lions. The lions seemed inclined to interfere. Mr. Shi set up an office, and used 
his master's influence to dispatch a messenger named Shi to fetch lion corpses , awaiting his 
time to eat. Only upon eating did he begin to understand the ways of the world. Mr. Shi sent his 
envoy to the market to observe another man named Shi. Try to explain this matter.

Chinese as an alphabet?
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English as an abjad?

Wrtng sstms r vrwhr n r dl lvs. Th llw s t 

rcrd ds, shr nfrmtn, nd cmmnct crss  tm 

nd spc . vn wtht vwls, mch f th mnng cn 

stll b ndrstd bcs  cntxt flls n th gps .
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Linguistic and processing fits
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Linguistic and processing fits



− (non-)integration of foreign material, i.e., purism

− visual and/or functional cultural (un)specificity (e.g., Roman script as unspecific)

− not only how a system is structured but also who created it (social hierarchies, hegemonies, 

dominance and subordinance)

− technological affordances (e.g., Unicode encoding for scripts)

− pluricentricityvs. monocentricity

− qualitative and quantitative breadth of literacy practices

− attitudes towards standard language (and orthography) and authorities of linguistic policy

− amount of history, i.e., age of a writing system and literacy practices in a given culture

− biscriptality [Bunčić 2016] and contact phenomena [Coulmas 2014]

− types of orthographic regulation (community involvement, natural/artificial, codification, 

variability)

− status (alive, moribund, dead)

45

Sociocultural fit
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develop-
ment

implementation of 
a regulation/codification reform

PRE - ORTHOGRAPHY NATURAL ARTIFICIAL

creation
time and use, 
internalization

ARTIFICIAL NATURAL

46

Time and use
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Research 
tradition

Primary 
descriptive 

focus 

Primary 
explanatory 

fit 

Graphetics 
materiality

Graphematics 
linguisticality

Orthography 
normativity

Systematic 
fit

Linguistic 
fit

Processing 
fit

Socio -
cultural fit

New 
Literacy 
Studies

orthography sociocultural ○ ○ ● ○ ○ ○ ●

Orthographic 
Depth 
Hypothesis

graphematics processing — ● — ○ ○ ● —

Writing 
system 
typology

graphematics linguistic ○ ● ○ ○ ● — —

Contextual 
character 
similarity

graphetics processing ● ○ — ○ — ● ○

Legend:  ● = central focus ○ = secondary / implicit —= largely absent

Levels and fits: a two-dimensional model
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Dimension Graphetics Graphematics Orthography

Primary focus
Material form and spatial 

organization
Linguistic functionalization Normative regulation

Relation to language Indirect Direct and structural Mediated and institutional

Constraint strength Weak Strong Variable

Dominant pressures
Perceptual, technological, 

cultural
Representational and linguistic Ideological, educational, political

Typical phenomena Typeface, layout, visual variation
Grapheme inventories, 

graphotactics , unit mapping

Spelling rules, reforms, 

standardization

linguistic constraints operate as a gradient across the architecture of writing systems, 
exerting strong pressure on graphematics, variable pressure on orthography, and weak 
pressure on graphetics

The constraint gradient
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Language constrains ⟶writing.

Writing systems adapt to linguistic structure.

− phoneme inventories shape grapheme systems

− syllable structure shapes representational units

− morphology shapes spelling stability

Writing constrains ⟶ language.

Literacy reshapes how language is perceived and 

used.

− phonemes become cognitively salient units

− word boundaries become discrete categories

− complex syntax becomes more common in use

Reciprocal constraints: Writing shapes language

Conclusion

Writing systems are not passive 

reflections of language.

They are active technologies that 

reshape linguistic structure.



Conclusion
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Writing systems balance: 
— linguistic structure
— processing constraints
— social stability

Perfect fit is impossible. 
Trade-offs are inevitable. 

Writing systems as optimization problems
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Thank you!
Kiitos!
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