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Florian Coulmas
“Revisiting “The tyranny of writing’ ”

The study of language, as the study of any subject, is dependent on writing because the
scientific enterprise is. The scientific world view assumes that the things and events that
constitute the universe are understandable. Another fundamental assumption is that
knowledge accumulates and progresses, that is, that we know more now than people knew in
Aristotle’s time. In the absence of writing people are not ignorant, but for science as we
understand it, writing is indispensable. It enables scientific insights to be given permanence,
separating message from messenger, text from author, judgement from judge, sentence from
speaker. And it allows us to critically assess, take issue with, and build on the knowledge of
our forebears. This paper discusses the question of what writing means for the study of
language, taking as its point of departure Ferdinand de Saussure’s critique of spelling
conventions and its consequences for the evolution of modern linguistics. As in other scientific
disciplines, in linguistics, too, writing is a major tool. However, what distinguishes the role of
writing in linguistics from other fields of scholarship is that it relates to the object of
Investigation in complex ways concerning both the scientific analysis of language and the
social conditions of its use. In literate society it is imperative to understand what the
“tyranny of writing” meant for the study of language when Saussure first used this term a
century ago, and what it means today.

Tomasz Wicherkiewicz
“Writing and script in identity engineering”

- Writing systems, script, orthographies, their choices, developments, and reforms affect the
users’ communities in multiple ways. They can and often do start and/or result in power play
and evident (because most visible) dominance of language(s) over other language(s).
Wherever peoples are under the political influence of others, the more powerful polity usually
imposes (“top-down”) its scriptal principles (script, writing system, orthography, spelling,
font, letters, etc.). On the other hand, many communities try to construct, strengthen or
transform their identity through a “bottom-up” scriptal planning programs and activities.
Both directions aim at achieving their goals through identity engineering and by what in
some instances of language planning is labeled “language engineering”.

Those aspects of language dominance and identity engineering have long attracted my
attention as sociolinguist (also within the paradigms of historical sociolinguistics), minority
policy expert and observer of language endangerment, maintenance and revitalization
instances.

In the proposed presentation I would like to refer to pragmatics and study of language and
identity engineering, followed and exemplified by some case studies from the sociolinguistic
history and the present language constellation(s) in Central-Eastern Europe.
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