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Course Expectations

● Questions: raise your hand and wait to be called on or 
message the chat

● Questions are always welcome!
● There is a lot of content to cover, but feel free to ask me to 

slow down
● Mute yourself when you are not speaking
● Be kind and considerate to everyone in the class



Overview

1. Conlanging and linguistics
2. Morphology: the structure of words
3. Grammar: the structure of phrases
4. Phonology: the sounds of language
5. Language evolution
6. Writing systems



Conlanging and Linguistics



Linguistics: the scientific study of language

But what is language?

● “A language is a system of arbitrary vocal symbols by 
means of which a social group cooperates.”
–Bernard Bloch & George Trager

● Thoughts → words → sounds/gestures → communication



What is a conlang?

● An artificially created 
language

● Auxlangs
○ Volapük, Esperanto, 

Ido, Interlingua

● Engelangs
○ Lojban, Toki Pona

● Artlangs
○ Sindarin, Quenya, 

Newspeak, 
Dothraki, Klingon



Morphology: the Structure of Words



antidisestablishmentarianism

Derivational morphology

             establish
             establish-ment
       dis-establish-ment
       dis-establish-ment-arian
anti-dis-establish-ment-arian
anti-dis-establish-ment-arian-ism

             establish
       dis-establish
       dis-establish-ment
       dis-establish-ment-arian
       dis-establish-ment-arian-ism
anti-dis-establish-ment-arian-ism

Free morpheme

Bound 
morpheme



How do we separate morphemes?

● Chalkboard

● Untranslatable

● Quickening

● Helicopter

= un-translat-able

= quick-en-ing

= heli-copter (originally helico-pter)

= chalk-board



Some languages take it to the extreme

Rindfleischetikettierungsüberwachungsaufgabenübertragungsgesetz

Λοπαδο τεμαχο σελαχο γαλεο κρανιο λειψανο δριμ υπο τριμματο σιλφιο καραβο μελιτο 
κατακεχυ μενο κιχλ επι κοσσυφο φαττο περιστερ αλεκτρυον οπτο κεφαλλιο κιγκλο πελειο 
λαγῳο σιραιο βαφη τραγανο πτερύγων
Dziewięćsetdziewięćdziesiątdziewięćmiliardówdziewięćsetdziewięćdziesiątdziewię
ćmilionówdziewięćsetdziewięćdziesiątdziewięćtysięcydziewięćsetdziewięćdziesięci
odziewięcioletniego
�नर�तरा�धका�रत-�दग�तर-क�दलदम�द-सुधारस-�ब�द-ुसा�द्रतर-घनाघन-व�ृद-स�देहकर-
स्य�दमान-मकर�द-�ब�द-ुब�धुरतर-माक�द-तरु-कुल-तल्प-कल्प-मदृलु-�सकता-जाल-ज�टल-
मूल-तल-मरुवक-�मलदलघु-लघु-लय-क�लत-रमणीय-पानीय-शा�लका-बा�लका-करार-�व�द-
गलि�तका-गलदेला-लवङ्ग-पाटल-घनसार-कस्तू�रका�तसौरभ-मेदरु-लघुतर-मधुर-शीतलतर-
स�ललधारा-�नराक�रष्णु-तदीय-�वमल-�वलोचन-मयूख-रेखापसा�रत-�पपासायास-प�थक-लोकान ्

https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/Unsupported_titles/Ancient_Greek_dish
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/Unsupported_titles/Ancient_Greek_dish
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/Unsupported_titles/Ancient_Greek_dish


Types of morphology

Isolating PolysyntheticAgglutinativeFusional

Few morphemes/word Many morphemes/word

Mandarin
Vietnamese

Latin
Spanish
French
Italian
Romanian

German
Russian

Turkish
Swahili
Quechua
Japanese

Inuktitut
Chukchi
(Most Native 
American 
languages)



● Person
● Number

○ Clusivity

● Tense
● Aspect
● Mood
● Voice
● Evidentiality

...a
nd

 s
o 

m
an

y 
m

or
e!

Verbal inflections (conjugations)



● Gender
● Number
● Case

○ Ergative-
absolutive 
alignment

...a
nd

 s
o 

m
an

y 
m

or
e!

Noun inflections (declensions)



Grammar: the Structure of Phrases



Word order

● Constituent order: placement of subject, verb, and object
○ SVO: She loves him English, Swahili, Chinese languages
○ SOV: She him loves Japanese, Hindi (most common)
○ VSO: Loves she him Classical Arabic, Hawaiian
○ VOS: Loves him she Malagasy
○ OVS: Him loves she Hixkaryana
○ OSV: Him she loves Warao

● Separating V and O is grammatically unfavored
● V2 word order: verb comes second

○ “I go often” → “Often go I” (not “Often I go”)



Dryer, 2013



Changing word order

● Many languages use subject-verb inversion to mark a 
yes-no question
○ Du bist da. → Bist du da?

You are here. → Are you here?

● English is unusual because it relies on do-support
○ Du besitzt ein Auto. → Besitzt du ein Auto?

You own a car. → Do you own a car?



Pirahã: a fascinating case study

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nDM8G5tuHF8


Phonology: the Sounds of Language





dental

bilabial

labiodental

alveolar

retroflex palato-alveolar

palatal

velar

uvular

pharyngeal

glottal



Clicks

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KZlp-croVYw&t=87




Tones

● Affect the meaning of words in tonal languages
● Varying degrees of complexity, from low/high to 

tone “shapes”
● Some languages use pitch accents: series of 

pitches within a word, rather than inside a 
syllable

Creative Commons: 
Wereon

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-1xdgS-3lGA&t=70


Phonotactics

● Rules for acceptable sound combinations in syllables
● Also specifies what sounds are allowed in each position

English
(C)(C)(C)(V)V(C)(C)(C)(C)(C)
/s   t    r    ɛ    ŋ  (k) θ  s/
“strengths”

Hawaiian
(C)V(V)
/p o e/
“round”

Mandatory



Language Evolution



Language families

● Sets of languages can be 
traced to a common 
ancestor through 
comparative linguistics

● Examples: 
Indo-European, 
Afro-Asiatic, Sino-Tibetan





Changes in the English language

Wé þurh holdne hige hláford þínne /
sunu Healfdenes sécean cwómon /
léodgebyrgean· wes þú ús lárena gód·

We, by resolute resolve, your lord, /
the son of Half-Dane have come to seek, /
that protector of the people; be you a 
good guide to us;

And smale foweles maken melodye, /
That slepen al the nyght with open ye, /
So priketh hem Natúre in hir corages, /
Thanne longen folk to goon on 
pilgrimages,

And small fowls make melody, /
That sleep all the night with open eyes, /
So nature pricks them in their hearts, /
Then folks long to go on pilgrimages,

ca. 1000

1380s



Sound changes

● Great Vowel Shift in English
○ 1400-1700

● Lenition: softens consonants
○ Grimm’s Law
○ Latin pater vs. English father

● Metathesis: flipping of two 
sounds
○ Latin miraculum → Spanish 

milagro
○ Middle English brid → English bird

Word
Late Middle 

English
before GVS

Modern 
English

after GVS
bite /iː/ /aɪ/

meet /eː/
/iː/

meat /ɛː/
mate /aː/ /eɪ/
out /uː/ /aʊ/

boot /oː/ /uː/
boat /ɔː/ /oʊ/



Writing Systems



Orthography

● Relationship between graphemes and phonemes
● Can become deeper over time due to sound changes not 

reflected by spelling
○ Thai hasn’t had a spelling reform since 1283

Shallow Deep

Finnish
Swahili

Spanish

Thai
Tibetan

French
EnglishKorean

Greek Irish Gaelic

Japanese kana



Alphabets

● Glyphs are letters, representing both vowels and 
consonants (sometimes combinations)

● Often (not always!) contain lowercase (minuscule) 
descended from uppercase (majuscule)

● Examples: Latin, Greek, Cyrillic



Abjads

● Similar to alphabets, glyphs are letters
● Only (or mostly) consonants are explicitly written
● Examples: Hebrew, Arabic, Phoenician, Aramaic



Abugidas/Alphasyllabaries

● Glyphs are consonant-vowel sequences
● Unlike abjads, vowels are normally written, but as 

secondary parts of glyphs
● Work well with languages that use CV phonotactics
● Examples: Devanagari, Gujarati, Khmer, Thai, Geʽez

देवनागरी



Syllabaries

● Glyphs represent unique syllables
● Works well with languages that use CV phonotactics
● Examples: hiragana, katakana, Cherokee, Linear B



Abugidas vs Syllabaries



Alphabetic Syllabary

● Consonants and vowels all have 
graphemes which are arranged into 
larger syllable-sized glyphs

● Example: Hangul (Korean)
○ Featural script: grapheme shapes are 

informative, not arbitrary
○ Designed by King Sejong in 1443

Glyphs



Logographic Systems

● Glyphs are characters, sometimes composed of smaller 
graphemes like radicals

● Glyphs do not directly indicate pronunciation, must be 
learned by speakers

● Examples: Hieroglyphics, cuneiform, Chinese characters



My recommendations for conlanging

Do
● Study other languages to 

gain insight
○ Think about what you like and 

dislike from them

● Learn about grammar
● Suggestion: build a world 

for your languages to live in

Do not
● Make a relex
● Make a “kitchen-sink” 

conlang
● Limit yourself based on 

what is familiar from 
your native languages



Beginner-friendly resources

● Zompist.com
○ Language Construction Kit
○ Advanced Language Construction

● Youtube channels
○ Artifexian (worldbuilding)
○ LangFocus
○ NativLang

● PolyGlot



Thank you! Any questions?


