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ABBREVIATIONS 

I N one of those fanciful stories for children included 
in the "Just So Stories", Rudyard Kipling takes 

us in imagination back to Neolithic times and 
describes how an alphabet might have been devised. 
A stranger came upon a man and his small daughter, 
and the little girl thought she could send a message 
back to her mother by the stranger. Her message 
consisted of 'pictures' scratched on birch bark, but 
unhappily the pictures were completely misunder
stood, with sad consequences for the stranger. As 
a result of this misadventure, the little girl started 
to draw signs to represent sounds, and in a short 
time with the help of her father produced an alphabet 
-it may seem curious that this alphabet should con
sist of the very letters used in modern English, but 
any other would clearly be pointless in a child's 
story written in English. Kipling must have realized 
when he wrote these two fascinating little stories, 
one showing the inadequacy of the picture language, 
and the other purporting to describe the origins of 
writing, the natural attraction of signs and symbols 
for children. The simplicity of the symbol in con
trast with the complexity of a pictorial representation 
for conveying a message has always attracted 
children, and in these stories he gives the child 
struggling with the alphabet something tangible on 
which to base the written characters it is trying to 
recognize and reproduce. 

The primary difficulties of spelling and writing 
flimple words are normally overcome at an early age, 
and then comes a phase when they are used in play. 
'Secret messages' become a feature of games, which 
very soon develop into the construction of simple 
codes, with all the delights of conveying information 
from one to another without their elders understand
ing. The obvious development in the world of adults 
is the preparation and use of more elaborate codes 
for various purposes. Mention must also be made here 
of the anagrams adopted by t he alchemists and other 
natural philosophers for concealing their results from 
all but the initiated. With the growth of knowledge 
the use of anagrams died out ; but what are we to 
make of the tendency in much modern scientific 
9.Ild other writing to sprinkle the page with symbols 
and abbreviations ? Has the pendulum swung back 
again? 

Going back to the child 's delight in the use of 
'secret messages', it is worth while recalling the 
pleasure with which many have learned the recognized 
symbols of the chemical elements, and delighted in 
their use with algebraic symbols to formulate chem
ical equations describing chemical reactions-alas, at 
first, many reactions which could never take place 
in man's chemical laboratories. But with this use of 
symbols came the warning of the careful teacher, 
that the symbols had a quantitative meaning, and 
while they might pass as abbreviations in private 
notes, they must not be used in writing up descriptive 
accounts of chemical work. With the progress of 
chemistry, and particularly of organic chemistry, it 
became extremely useful to denote certain definite 
groups of elements which pass from compound to 
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compound apparently as units with special symbols; 
thus in addition to the symbols of the elements, we 
have 'Me' to represent the methyl group or radical, 
'Ph' the phenyl group, and so on. Nevertheless, it 
was unusual to find such abbreviations in the text 
of chemical books and papers. Even more com
plicated substances are now being identified, part
icularly in the field of biochemistry, and with each 
new compound the urge to find and use abbreviations 
seems to grow. Adenosine triphosphate soon became 
'ATP' ; then there was 'ADP' (adenosine diphos
phate); many others will come to mind. No one 
can blame workers in the rush of discovery jotting 
down abbreviations in their own notes, or even using 
them in writing down a reaction in symbols. But 
should they be used in the text of a paper ? The 
symbols of the elements are internationally recog
nized, but many of these new groups of letters 
represent merely the initial letters of the English 
names of parts of a compound. Can it be accepted 
that such names will receive international approval, 
even if the constitution indicated be not disputed ? 

This use of symbols as abbreviations is, however, 
going further than the naming of compounds. 
Authors sometimes adopt their own abbreviation for 
a substance and seem to think that because they 
have defined it once at the beginning of a paper, 
they can then use it freely-and sometimes they 
do so without even the formality of a preliminary 
definition; we have seen in a communication sub
mitted as a "Letter to the Editors" the symbol 'F', 
which on careful study was found to signify 'form
aldehyde'. Another tendency is to use symbols as 
nouns, with the result that we find such phrases as 
'an Ru of higher value' ; the use of pH as a noun 
is perhaps sanctioned by long usage. It is apparently 
overlooked that very often a pronoun could ade
quately be used in place of the abbreviation. Atten
tion to such matters might go some way towards 
meeting recent criticisms that scientific workers are 
unable to write intelligible English. 

It must not be thought that chemists are the only 
offenders. Physicists have for many years used 
E.M.F., A.c., D.c., and more recently we have had 
'h.f.' for 'high frequency' and 'r.f.' for 'radio fre
quency'; and there are symbols common to all the 
physical sciences such as N.T.P. and the various 
abbreviations, most of them well known and widely 
accepted, for weights and measures. But there 
does not seem to be the same urge to devise new 
abbreviations in this field. 

The practice of using initial letters instead of the 
full names has come into increasing use in daily life 
during recent years. It is difficult to suggest where 
it started, though perhaps the Services must take a 
share in the blame ; its placarding of camps with 
notice-boards having perhaps up t o half a dozen 
letters indicating the whereabouts of officials whose 
functions were theraby indicated must have initiated 
many a recruit into the habit. Indeed, it became a 
point of honour to be able to talk to one's fellows 
in these 'letter' terms-whether this was a return 
to the secret-message game or due to the need for 
brevity need not be discussed. The names of in-

stitutions and bodies in civilian life have been similarly 
treated. We need only mention the Association of 
Special Libraries and Information Bureaux, widely 
known as 'ASLIB', or the Universities Federation 
for Animal Welfare, which is reduced to 'UF A W'. 
The ugly appearance of a succession of capital letters 
in a line of printed text is apparent, and possibly 
for this reason the tendency has been to use an 
initial capital letter only ; the abbreviation then 
becomes a word, but not an elegant one in appearance 
or sound. The Department of Scientific and Industrial 
Research and the National Physical Laboratory are 
perhaps fortunate in that the initial letters do not 
form pronounceable words. The examples quoted are, 
of course, British, but equally curious names have been 
invented in other countries. 

In the international field the same tendency has 
been apparent. The United Nations Organisation 
quickly became 'UNO' and then 'Uno'; the United 
Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration be
came 'UNRRA' and 'Unrra'. The United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation has 
become 'Unesco'. Now we have the World Health 
Organisation, which is heading its publications 
'WHO'. The Students International Clinical Congress 
now in session in London, Oxford and Birmingham 
opens a descriptive programme with an article entitled 
"A welcome to SICC delegates" ! 

The examples, from many fields of activity, could 
easily be multiplied. What is the remedy? Or, 
perhaps, what can be done to check the appearance 
in various languages of artificial words, which usually 
happen to be ugly in appearance and uncouth in 
sound ? Words which have already passed into 
general use will no doubt stand or fall by virtue of 
their suitability to express a particular function or 
object. In devising titles of new institutions or bodies, 
however, consideration should be given to the 
possibility that initial letters may be used in abbrevia
tion, and suitable steps taken. It should not be beyond 
the wit of man to provide titles which are con
veniently short or capable of reasonable abbreviation. 

THE ART OF WRITING 
The Alphabet 
A Key to the History of Mankind. By Dr. David 
Diringer. Pp. 607. (London: Hutchinson's Scientific 
and Technical Publications, n .d.) 50s. net. 

T HIS exhaustive work incorporates the substance 
of the author's "L'alfabeto nella storia della 

civilta" (Florence, 1937) and includes all non
alphabetic systems of writing, as well as the great 
family of true alphabets derived, so the author 
believes, from a single source in Phcenicia or North 
Syria. The two systems are curiously separate in 
their history, and it is no accident that the true 
alphabet originated in one of the very few regions 
where, by a series of historical accidents, the Cunei
form, Hieroglyphic, and probably also the Minoan 
systems overlaid each other, and set people thinking 
about a revolutionary change. 

Each group of scripts is introduced by a short 
account of their region and people of origin, and 
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