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On linguistic ambiguity
(1) Homonyms

a. A Coke can
b. A He can swim

(2) Polysemy
a. He spent one day in Paris (= 24 hours)
b. He only leaves his house during the day (vs. night)
c. His day begins at six (= awake)
d. | work a ten-hour day (= time at work)
(3) Syntactic ambiguity

He likes boys and girls from Paris



On linguistic ambiguity

Pessimistic view

“If the language assigns a unique denotation to each signal, then the
interpreter’s task is relatively simple. If signals may have multiple
denotations, then interpreters may try to disambiguate, so as to infer
the producer’s intention. This entails extra effort on the part of the
interpreter. Moreover, if the methods of disambiguation are fallible,
then ambiguity increases the chance of miscommunication.” (Wasow
et al. 2005)



On linguistic ambiguity

Optimistic view

* There is no estimate of the amount of ambiguity that triggers
misunderstandings.

 Hearers are unaware of the “extra effort” that linguists attribute to
ambiguity.

 Lexical ambiguity reduces the size of the lexicon (Brochhagen & Boleda
2022) and syntactic ambiguity the length of utterances (Fortuny 2024).

 Ambiguity is an unavoidable property if coding and decoding complexities
are balanced (Fortuny & Corominas 2013: 264).

 Ambiguity is “a central property if one wants to understand how language
is designed” (Fortuny 2024).



On the ambiguity of writing systems

Thesis 1. The awareness of linguistic ambiguity was opportunistically
used to achieve full writing (cf. Mattingly 1992).

Thesis 2. The graphic multivalence of a script is not isomorphic to the
ambiguity of its underlying language.

Thesis 3. All scripts display graphic multivalence (Appendix)



On graphic multivalence

 Homophony (rebus writing)
* [nitial homophony (acrophony)
* Polyphony

* Graphic multivalence reduction/generation
» 4.1 Determinatives
» 4.2 Phonetic complements

e 5. Multiplicity of patterning
* 6. Orthographical disharmonies (appendix)



Thesis 1

The awareness of linguistic
ambiguity was opportunistically used
to achieve full writing



Homophony (rebus writing): a graph for a word a is also used to
represent a semantically unrelated homophonic linguistic form b

Sumerian; Woods (2010, 2020) Chinese (Boltz 1994, 1996, 1999,

~&-< ti ‘arrow’> ti ‘life’ 2000)
1 gu ‘ox’> syllable gu 2 zhi ‘to go’ > zhi GEN marker

R gi ‘reed’> gi ‘to render’ + wing ‘king’ > wdng ‘go toward’

)ﬁ»ak ’do/make’ > ak (GEN 5& lgi ‘wheat’ > lai ‘come’
suffix) = zi ‘nouse’ > zi ‘self’
F e ‘house’ > e (ERG suffix) H qi ‘basket’ > gi ‘his’, ‘her’, ‘its’

I¥ a ‘water’ > a (Loc suffix) 2 zhé ‘to roast’ > zhé nominalizer



Homophony (rebus writing): a graph for a word a is also used to
represent a semantically unrelated homophonic linguistic form b

Egyptian (Gardiner 1957)

] pr ‘house’ pr
= hr ‘head’ hr

& o~ Jrt ‘eye’ jr



Initial homophony (acrophony): a pictogram for a
word is used to express its initial segment

Maya syllabograms; proto- Egyptian phonograms (Gardiner
Ch’olan forms (Macri & Looper 1957, Hoch 1998, Valério &
2003, Valério & Ferrara 2019) Ferrara 2019)

"5 *kay “fish’ > ka (syllabogram) N 3(V) ‘vulture’ (Old Egyptian) > ?

§ *k’u? ‘nest’ > k’u _raR ‘mouth’ (Old Egytian) > r
%/ *na? ‘mother’ > na J bw ‘place’ (Old Egyptian) > b

(T8 nok ‘cloth(es)’ > no . Nt ‘waves’ (Middle Egpytian) n




Initial homophony (acrophony): a pictogram for a
word is used to express its initial segment

Egyptian | Protosinaitic | Reconstructed word | Acroph.value | Phoenician | Greek
*alp, ‘ox’ £
*bayt ‘house’
*gaml ‘throw-stick’
*dalt ‘door’

*haw ‘man calling’
*waw ‘hook’

*kap ‘palm’
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*lamd ‘goad’

DE ot



Conclusion (l): on ambiguity as the key to full
writing
“Rebus tends to appear as the first choice for phonetization, as it is direct,

intuitive, and economical. [...] Acrophony is the alternative to rebus, as it
is indirect and requires some linguistic/phonological awareness.”

“Rebus is used to the highest extent possible, depending on the amount
of homophony in the underlying language. When rebus is no longer
possible, acrophony becomes necessary.”

“Scripts invented for languages with high monosyllabicity (predominantly
monosyllabic morphemes) use rebus exclusively (Old Chinese,
Sumerian).”

“Most other cases use rebus supplemented by acrophony (Egyptian,
Anatolian Hieroglyphic, Nahuatl) and acrophony only (Early Maya, Proto-
Sinaitic).”

Valério & Ferrara (2019)



Polyphony: a logogram for a word a is also used to represent
a word b when b is semantically related to a

¥ an ‘sky’/‘heaven’ > dingir ‘god’ (Sumerian; Coulmas 2003)
&= ka ‘mouth’ > inim ‘speech, word’ > dug ‘to speak’

Y kou ‘mouth’ > ming ‘call out’ (Shang script; Boltz 1996)
P mu ‘eye’ > jian ‘to see’

® re< ‘sun’ > hrw ‘day’ (Egyptian; Gardiner 1957)
9 msdr ‘ear’ > sdm ‘to hear’
% b ‘mace’ > hrp ‘govern’



Thesis 2

The graphic multivalence of a script
is not isomorphic to the ambiguity of
its underlying language



Graphic multivalence reduction: determinatives in
Sumerian (Coulmas 2003; Woods 2010, 2020)

¥ (dingir, ‘god’) > DET before the name of a god

AdIinanna = the goddess Inanna
&= (Ki) > DET after a toponym
Ur~ki = the city of Ur
=% (lu, ‘profession’) > DET before the name of a profession

Alakurgarra = a temple musician
2 (€, ‘house’, ‘building’) > DET before the name of a building

Nékur = the temple of Enlil (at Nippur)



Graphic multivalence reduction

Phono-semantic compounds in Chinese

1. X mu ‘tree’ > mu ‘to wash

(oneself)’

2. 7K mu ‘wash (oneself) + ; (det.
‘water’) = K mu ‘to wash (oneself)’

rebus

1. 5 md ‘horse’ >, . ma ‘mother’

2.5 ma ‘mother’ +% det. ‘female’ =
5 ma ‘mother’

i

2>

Determinatives in Egyptian
det. for masculine names

det. for names of buildings

det. for activities involving
the mouth, head or ideas

det. for god’s names



Multiplicity of patterning

Sumerian

. -logogram matu ‘land’
-phonogram mat
-DET for names of mountains
% : -logogram an ‘sky’
-phonogram an
- DET for names of deities
=1: -logogram gis ‘wood’
-phonogram iz
- DET for names of wooden objects

Egyptian

-logogram pr ‘house’
-phonogram pr
- DET for names of buildings

-logogram nmtt stride; jw come
-phonogram jw
-DET for words involving motion



Multiplicity of patterning and graphic
composition in Chinese

}Ké mi ‘rice’
%ﬁﬂ% T &4 zhén.g ‘measure’
ﬁ‘?) ni ‘female’

Figure 3.6 The Chinese character shu ‘number’ and its graphic composition.

Index numbers show number of strokes.

Coulmas (2003)



Conclusion (Il): on non-isomorphism

* Polyphonic characters # polysemic words: @ r< ‘sun’ > hrw ‘day’

* A logogram and a homographic phonogram may not be strict homophones: “ matu
(‘land’) # mat (syllable)

* Deteminatives and phono-semantic compounds have no correspondence in speech
(speech presents no discrete units to avoid ambiguity —Fortuny (2024))

* Determinatives create a graphic multivalence with no correlate in linguistic ambiguity

* Graphic composition # layered organization of speech units (shu ‘number’)

%6 mi ‘rice’
i&ﬂ% e &4 zhén.g ‘measure’
QAS nu ‘female’




A remark on theses 1 and 2

The awareness of linguistic ambiguity but also the
generation of graphic multivalence
(determinatives, graphs belonging to multiple
patterning) are key factors in the development of
logo-syllabic scripts
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Appendix. Thesis 3

All scripts display graphic
multivalence



<u>
<0>
<0e>
<00>
<ue>
<ui>
<ou>
<WO0>
<ew>
<ewe>
<oeu>
<0Us>
<ough>
<oups>

truly

do

shoe

S00N

true
lawsuit
routine
two
screwed
jewel
manoeuvre
rendezvous
throughout
coups

Orthographical disharmonies: English

Ways of spelling /u:/ in English

English /[/ and its graphemes

/]

<$>

<sh>

<sch>

<8§>

<S1>

<8S1>

<SCI1>

<Ce>

<c1>

<ch>

sugar

sha
schist
issue
mansion
mission
conscious
ocean
suspicion

chaperone



Orthographical disharmonies: Finnish 1:1 ‘sound’-
letter correspondence (Suomi, et al. 2008)

1 sound : 2 letters 1 letter : two sounds (allophony)
tuli “fire’ /'tuli/ onpa se hyva (‘That's good’)
tulli ‘customs’ /'tul:i/ ['ompa se "hyvee]
<Il>: [I:] (<II>: *[ll]) <n>: [n], [m], ...
But: <n>: /n/

kengdit ‘shoes’
/ken:aet/ zero letters : 1 sound
<ng>: [n:] (<ng>:*[ng])
Spoken: Md en [?] tiedd ('l don’t know’)
Standard written form: Ma en tieda



Conclusion (l1): on the universality and variability
of graphic multivalence

Script type Graphic multivalence manifestations

Logosyllabaries Sumerian Polyphony, homophony, multiplicity of patterning

Chinese

Alphabets English orthographic disharmonies
Finnish
Logosyllabary  Egyptian  Polyphony, homophony, acrophony, multiplicity of

+ segmental patterning; orthographic disharmonies
component



