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Abstract

The present paper offers a systematic accountdafcesl formations such as
acronyms and alphabetisms in English. Oppositidnsady presented in previous
studies are taken into consideration and refinedoprehensive picture is attempted,
with explanatory power, meant to provide ‘quirkyaenples, so far left unexplained in
the literature. New aspects are revealed with etspe lexicalization phenomena,
productivity, conversion, syntactic behaviour.
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Résumé

Le présent travail se propose d'offrir une vue damnble systématique sur les
formations lexicales réduites de l'anglais, telles acronymes et les sigles. Des
oppositions présentées par nombre d’études deadip@aintérieures sont rediscutées et
réévaluées. On essaie de réaliser un tableau geperuisse fournir des explications
pertinentes pour les exemples problématiques rggt§a’a present sans solution dans
literature de spécialité. Sont soumis a I'analysenduveaux aspects concernant des
phénomeénes tells que la lexicalization, la proditétiou la conversion, ainsi que le
comportement syntaxique des structures lexicalammeées.

Mots-clés acronymeabrégementexicalisation formationdes motsconversion

Introduction

The present paper endeavours to offer a comprelersirvey of some
important issues that arise when a descriptionwaf telated classes of English
abbreviations is attempted. We refer to the relaladses of lexical items known as
acronyms and alphabetisms. The latter class israfeored to as ‘initialisms’ by some
linguists (see, for instance Harley, 2004, or Degmit al, 2007). In other studies, the
term ‘initialisms’ is used to cover both acronynaphabetisms and abbreviations
(Lépez Rua, 2002, Huddleston & Pullum, 2002). Tfemee for reasons of clarity, we
have chosen to dispense with the term in this paper

A tentative perusal of the literature reveals thate are certain problems in the
treatment of such formations. These problems grarapt from the very first attempt to
categorize or define the structures in questiom. ikstance, while all linguists are in
agreement that the two classes are related, amttigbe defined in opposition with each
other, not all of them integrate the two typesasfrfations similarly. Some of them look
at formal features that characterize the two ctassed therefore choose to place
acronyms and alphabetisms in a larger class otiged formations’ or ‘shortenings’
(Denninget alia, 2007, Jackson & Amvela, 2007, Katamba, 2005, £dpéa, 2002, to



name but a few) while others focus on word-formation process@glyat the basis of
these types of structures and group them under labels asoddities (Aronoff, 1976),
unpredictable formation@Bauer, 1983)minor word formation process¢sluddleston &
Pullum, 2002). More issues arise when a descriptibthe structures is attempted,
pertaining to fuzzy boundaries of categories, tegisand stylistic markedness,
lexicalization phenomena and, for certain subclsseen syntactic matters.

In what follows, we will try to offer a systematdiscussion of these issues,
which will permit us to develop a more compreheasihew of these structures. We
will also try to discuss some problems relatedisbirtct syntactic behaviour of certain
subclasses of acronyms and alphabetisms, firstnadbeby Huddleston & Pullum
(2002) and then refined by Harley (2004). Our mtwohs are that the set of
parameters used to define and categorize the famnsaheeds to be expanded for a
better grasp of their descriptive features and \weba

1. Definitions of Acronyms and Alphabetisms

One of the defining features of both acronyms dpbabetisms is that they are
reduced formations, coined by speakers with a ¥@t@conomizing’, to referring in a
more efficient manner to a concept otherwise esaesby a long full phrase.
Emphasis is thus laid on the pragmatic effectivenafsthese formations, on their
‘brevity’ (Pyles & Algeo, 1993). Secondly, a subdgtive function is brought to
attention, the fact that a need for economy prosl@cshortened form that substitutes
and might ultimately come to actually supplant trgginal base form, the source
phrase. This is the case of an acronym suchder (< Radio Detecting And Ranging)
or an alphabetism such @K (< All Korrect), which substituted their base farrand
ultimately supplanted them. Such cases are quiteemus, as shown in the literature.

A definition of acronyms and alphabetisms is gdhepgiovided by placing the two
formations in opposition with each other. Pronoatich is normally the criterion used to
differentiate between them: while acronyms are eceduformations where the initials of
the constituents in the source phrase are prondunceoncatenation, as a well-formed
autonomous lexical itemA(DS /ejdz/ < Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome),
alphabetisms are reduced formations where eaeh igtpronounced separateBBC /bi
bi si/ < British Broadcasting CorporatioDOA /di jow ej/ < Dead On Arrival). This
distinction is phonologically grounded, it appeds.noticed by Plag (2003), Huddleston
& Pullum (2002)inter alia, not all such reduced formations are equally puoneable as
fully-fledged words in English, according to phasgital rules. For instance, a reading out
of an item such aBBC would produce what Plag (2003) calls “an illegabpological
word”, since both /bbk/ and /bbs/ feature “an #legord-internal combination of sounds
in English” (Plag, 2003: 128). It therefore followstBBCis indeed a poor candidate for
an acronym, but an excellent one for an alphabetism

Some linguists further distinguish between suchicstires and abbreviations
(Dr., Mr., e.g, ME), which are only orthographic shortenings and nssmabols for
their source phrases. Abbreviations are meant tortweounced in full when read out
loud: doctor, mister, for exampleMiddle English

! Harley, 2006, treats these formations as a casextfeme economizing’. In her view, both
acronyms and alphabetisms are to be subsumed ttarper class of clippings. They are “a kind of
extreme clipping: using the initial letters of tb@ntent word in a phrase to stand in for the wipbiease.”
(Harley, 2006, p. 96) This view is supported bynBsn (2010).



As with all types of classifications, no matter ahicriterion or parameter is
applied, categories are not completely clear-catindaries are more often than not
blurred by counterexamples. This is why there &diss in the literature that favour
approaches which focus on the word-formation preegdying at the basis of these
structures in an attempt to account for the exésteaf such exceptions. Bauer (1983),
for instance, taking over from Aronoff (1976), disses the unpredictable character of
acronyms and alphabetisms. In her opinion, thesetstes are to be grouped together
with clippings, blends, manufactured words and Hackations not necessarily
because most of these classes seem to be formetadniening, but because of the
unpredictability of their form: “it is by no meamsear that the forms of these words
can be predicted by rules without appealing to siktbnderstood notions as
euphony.” (Bauer, 1983: 232) There are at least saarces wherefrom the lack of
predictability for acronyms springs, she says.

In the first place, the source phrase providegaisifor acronyms with a certain
freedom. Consider, for instance, the acron@BASIC (< Beginners'All-purpose
Symbolic Instruction Code), where only the firsttpaf a compound adjective such as
all-purposeis the basis for one letter in the acronym. Thtisasion is to be compared
with WASP (< White Anglo-Saxon Protestant), where both ahétiin the compound
adjective are bases. By the same tok&RAS(< Generally Recognized As Safe) takes
as basis the adveds whereas-IST (< Federation of Inter-State Truckers) does not
take the prepositioaf into consideration.

In the second place, phonological rules do notipteeghy some formations such
asOD (< Over-Dose), 0BO (< Body Odour) cannot be acronyms (since theyhman
easily pronounced as one word). An interesting g@tans provided by the paltAL

I/dzei ei ell (< Japanese Airlines) addAL /ai d3eel/ (< International Journal of
American Linguistics), where the same syllablgesited differently. See also a hybrid

formation such asIPEG /d3er peg/ (< Joint Photographic Experts Group), where
pronounciation is of no help in labeling the item.

An interesting angle is also put forth by KatamB&05) who defines acronyms
as shortenings that are interesting types of armlersal in the sense that they are
initially spoken word-forms derived from words ihet written language. In a first
phase of existence, such items are spelt with alapitters, indicative of the fact that
the people are still aware of the phrase that ¢ated their source. In time, some
acronyms start being spelt like any other ‘ordihamord. See for instance, the
situation of NATO (< North-Atlantic Treaty Organization) oAIDS (< Acquired
Immune Deficiency Syndrome), which are often spelNato or Aids. A further stage
in the evolution of acronyms is complete loss ofiwation, that is loss of awareness of
the source phrase, as is the casAid§ scuba radar, laser. Nobody remembers, for
instance, thatscubais an abbreviation for ‘self-contained underwateeathing
apparatus’. This actually stands proof for the fiatt the respective acronym has
become lexicalized it has become a fully-formed lexeme, a view sufgbalso by

2 We look upon lexicalization as a process by meansvhich words previously analyzable
morphologically are rendered opaque, ‘petrifiedieTimplications of this process are that the megaoin
the items becomes specialized and that “their ptigsehave to be specified individually in the doary
rather than being consistent with the grammatigkdsr of word-formation.” (Huddleston & Pullum, 2002
p. 1629).



Brinton & Traugott, 2005. Another good examplepis (< Personal Identification
Number) whose source phrase is no longer known dayyrspeakers, which led to the
formation of a new phrase that in fact containsuneldnt lexical informationpin
number.

As noticed in Huddleston & Pullum (2002), uppereagsronyms can be often
doubled by alternants (i.e. their unreduced sopluase) in the context where they
appear, whereas lower-case acronyms no longer dt $8 important to notice here
that when it comes down to lexicalization, verylditis mentioned with respect to
alphabetisms. Brinton & Traugott (2005:42) mentiloat, although alphabetisms might
not be viewed as fully-formed lexemes, there aréacecases where they start being
treated as unified lexememmcee (MCJ< Master of Ceremoniesyeep(VP) (< Vice-
President). Consequently it might not be amissdiesitler that alphabetisms appear
more ‘motivated’, more ‘transparent’ than acronyms, the source phrase is more
easily retrievable for speakers of Engfish

So far it appears that the main feature distindngstetween acronyms and
alphabetisms is still that of pronunciation. Thisra degree of unpredictability in their
formation, since, as proved by Bauer (1983), samexi only usage accounts for
choosing one alternative (consider alSAT (< Value Added Tax) which is
pronounced both as an acronym and as an alphabefisronyms appear as a class of
reduced formations highly receptive to lexicaliaatiwhile alphabetisms appear more
resistant to the process. This is probably becafiselaim of acronyms to lexical
autonomy, due to their one-word pronunciation.

2. Models of Differentiation between Acronyms and Alplabetisms

This subsection deals with three models of diffeation between acronyms and
alphabetisms. We have chosen to discuss eachad thedels in chronological order.
Each of them comes up with relevant informationaim attempt to differentiate
between the two types of reduced formations unceudsion.

2.1.Fisher’s (1998) Model

Fisher's (1998) analysis of shortenings offersresightful systematized picture.
She methodically builds a clear-cut model of analys fully integrating acronyms
and alphabetisms into a larger picture, which weaduce in a slightly adapted form
below, under Figure 1:

3 The fact that lower-case acronyms are consider&e heavily lexicalized items is also seen in a
phenomenon remarked upon by Dennieg al. (2007): there are cases when credible acronymic
etymologies have been concocted for unaccounteddods. This is the situation pbshwhich is falsely
believed to have originated from the syntagomt out starboard homepurportedly a remark about how
posh people used to book their reservations frogidf to India.

* There are, of course, counterexamples: an integeshe islol which is an alphabetism created
for internet chat use, meaning ‘laughing out lout'appears that in time, the alphabetism startebet
pronounced as an acronym and then it started spgwierived forms and underwent conversidohn
lolled at what Mary saidSome people even think thial means ‘a laugh’ and use it as a regular noun
with a singular formIfl) and a plural onddls). We should notice however that lexicalizationemlplace
after the item starts being pronounced as an acronyngeStdol (alphabetism). Stage Bl (acronym)
Stage 3: derivations ofol + loss of source phrase awareness. (http://forumnetecence.com/
showthread.php?t=1634516)



Figure 1

TYPE BASE FORM PRONUNCIATION EXAMPLES
abbreviation | one word alphabetical or going back bo.

the base form
clipping one or more orthoepical enviro
alphabetism | two or more alphabetical SOS
blend two words orthoepical brunch
acronym three words or morg  orthoepical AIDS

As one can see, in Fisher's model there are slighiations to the defining
features discussed in Section 2 of this paper.ifgiance, abbreviations (which she
actually calls ‘shortenings’) are not just read dotid as base forms but also
alphabetically. However, they are supposed to hieiaons of one word only (it
follows that items such as.g. or p.m. are to be grouped with alphabetisms in her
model).

An important image of the differences between agmmand alphabetisms is
drawn by Fisher in Figure 2, where she delvestimtodata provided by Cannon (1989)
and sums them up in a very palatable form:

Figure 2

CRITERION ALPHABETISM ACRONYM

pronunciation alphabetical; stress on [astthoepical; stress mainly
syllable; favoured vowels /if,on the first syllable
/el and /ei/

spelling one to five letters three to nine letters

base form at least two words at least three words

productivity  (new| rare restricted

word-formations)

subject area mainly science mainly science, busipes

and politics
semantics — often homonymy

This model is relevant for a better definition af@enyms and alphabetisms in
that pronunciation is no longer the main differatitig feature between the two
classes. Special emphasis is laid on spellinghenength of the source phrase (two vs.
three words at least) and on extended semanti¢sud_ériefly comment upon some
aspects related to the oppositions proposed inr&igu

It is apparent that Cannon’s (1989) findings hawdargone certain changes. For
instance, with respect to productivity, which wealarstand to be the ability of the class
of items to produce derived forms, the last twoadies or so have proved that these
classes have started to become more productivenyaos more than alphabetisms. Let
us consider, for exampl®&UP (< Young Urban Professional) which has produced an
entire plethora of derived formguppie to yuppify yuppification yuppiedom de-
yuppify, yup-speak etc. One should also include hembat Katamba (2005) calls
‘copy-cat formations’, items built by analogy wighppie



D Woppies Wealthy Older Professional Persons

Yummies Young Upwardly-Mobile Marxists
Dinkies Double-Income-No-Kids
Nilkies No-Income-Lots-of-Kids

Also, let us not forget the example offeredlbly(< Laughing Out Loud), which
has lexicalized and has started producing verbdl rominal paradigms, d®D (<
Over-Dose) which is regularly used as a v&hg OD-ed in my backygrdn a similar
vein, consider such formations diskdom WASPIishAIDS babyAIDS virus etc.

The subject area has also extended, with the rfsa @vhole variety of
alphabetisms and acronyms in the domain of Intezoeimunication; see, for instance,
imho (< In My Humble/ Honest Opinionjnotos(< Member Of ThaVhere Do Words
Come From Opposite Sex)otfl (< Rolling On The Floor Laughing)tfm (< Read
The Fucking Manualykwim(< You Know What | Mean), etc.

In the area of semantics, some further commenht isrder. Cannon (1989)
acknowledges the fact that acronyms might occalljoba created as homonymous to
already existing lexical items in English. The pti@enon is also recorded by Denning
et al. (2007) as reverse acronyms, those acronyms crégteeversing the process of
word-formation, where the base is invented to fugtie acronym, not the other way
round. Consider, for instance an example suchNV#sSP (< White Anglo-Saxon
Protestant) which obviously has a derogatory tirgeMADD (< Mothers Against
Drunk Driving) which is meant to have a humoroumehsions, or eveSAD (<
Singles’ Awareness Day) which is a counter-coinfageValentine’s Day’ and which
is meant to form a pun that echoes a celebratomuiaic phraseHappy SADDay!
(Nancy Gibbs,A Day to Forget TIME, February 18, 2008). In fact, Fisher herself
(1998) remarks upon the metaphoric transfer thastglace in the coining of such
items: the meaning of the existing word is trarsf@rto the acronym. She provides
examples such aBASIC (< Beginners’All-purpose Symbolic Instruction Cddar
WIMP (< Weakly Interactive Massive Particle), or ew&tN (< Whip Inflation Now),
the latter being interpreted as an implicit speach In the same line, consider NOW
(< National Organization of Women), which can sary be interpreted as having
pragmatic weight.

Cannon (1989) and Fischer (1998) omit to mentioat thlphabetisms do
manifest interesting behaviour in point of theimsatics. Pyles & Algeo (1993)
remark upon their propensity towards functioningeaphemisms and illustrate their
thought with such examples &© (< Body Odor) orVD (< Venereal Disease). To
these we could easily add a whole number of sachsit Consider, for instanc8TDs
(< Sexually Transmitted Disease§0OB (< Son Of a Bitch) RTFM (< Read The
Fucking Manual)OD (< Over-Dose)BS(< Bull Shit), etc. An illuminating example is
offered by Allan (2012), where the wotits has double meaning (among other things,
it also means a British variety of bird), hence poa:

(2) “Twenty WRNS walked into the cold store and fortyé tits came out”
(WRNS, homophonous witlwrens [a kind of bird] is the acronym for Women'’s
Royal Naval Service).” (Allan, 2012: 9)

It appears therefore that both acronyms and algisate can be used with
stylistically marked value, either by metaphori@ansfer (reverse acronyms) or
euphemistically (certain alphabetisms). In facthsaonnotative uses also support the
lexicalization hypothesis already discussed in iBec®. It thus appears that these



semantically charged reduced formations are neenhes instead of just new surface
forms (i.e. allomorphs) of the same source phr&ag( 2003) As shown also in
Huddleston and Pullum (2002), in a recent coinagsh sasdinky (< “married couple
with [double_ncome but o kids yet]”) the meaning of the acronym incorporates the
meaning of a larger phrase than the source onehwhight stand as proof that we are
in fact dealing with a new lexeme instead of aarabirph of the source phrase.

2.2. Lopez Rua’s (2002) Model

Lépez Rua’'s model is one of the most comprehensizeénave encountered in
the literature. Her aim is to provide a systematarount of the metalinguistic
categories involved in the description of shortgeinoften neglected in lexical
morphology. In order to accomplish this, she ubesdtamework of the revised version
of prototype theory, which, she explains, appeatsffier special insight and has better
explanatory power than the classical theory. ldue to the lack of flexibility in the
classical theory that a series of ‘quirky’ exampdes left unaccounted for. Consider,
for instance,Carisform (< Carribean Institute of Social Formation), a ijpleeral
formation that previous researchers had troubleliladp. We notice here that the
approach proposed by L6pez Rua does in fact maagiéminate a feature that used
to be used as a defining criterion in older studiBauer, 1983): the feature of
‘unpredictability’ that helped Bauer integrate agnms and alphabetisms under the
class of ‘unpredictable formations.’

Lopez Rua emphasizes the explanatory value of pygnoach, an approach that
seems especially appropriate in the descriptionaofonyms and alphabetisms,
structures that are characterized by variety amdptexity and that normally defy all
attempts at comprehensive description in a classishion.

In order to provide such a comprehensive descripti@ set of defining
parameters are necessary. Below we present tipausimeters selected by Lopez Rua:

Lopez Rua’s (2002: 35) Set of Defining Parameters

1. Number and Type of source form(i.e. the morphosyntactic unit which is
shortened): one or more; a word or a phrase. Exasnlglon (< Monday), motel (<
‘motor’ + ‘hotel’), Inbucon(< International Business Consultants).

2. Pronunciation of the resulting form: unexpanded (ordinary word or letter
names), or expanded (source form). Examp@sZIP (< Zone Improvement Plan),
KDP (< Potassium % from Latin Kalium * Dihydrogen, Bpbate)NY (< New York).

3. Orthography or spelling: small letters, capitals, or a combination of both
Examplesiaser, SALT(< Strategic Arms Limitation Talks/TreatyGEnie (< General
Electric Network for Information Exchange).

5 Plag comments upon the pair of acrony\8TART(< Strategic Arms Reduction Talks) aBéLT
(< Strategic Arms Limitation Talks), the first ofhich was a reverse acronym purposefully coined not
only in order to refer to a possible disarmamesgatly between the US and the Soviet Union but also t
somehow hint at the fact that the Americans intdrnidemake a new, serious effort in disarmamenstalk
with the Soviet Union at a moment when people mmyéw believed in such honest intentioBALTwas
another reverse acronym for the name of the progmanthat replaced the by then unsuccessful
programmeSTART Plag (2003, p. 128) makes the following commé&gtich data show that in political
discourse, the participants consider it importanmtame a phenomenon in a particular way in ordevino
a political argument. The assumption underlyinghsacstrategy is that the name used for a given
phenomenon will influence the language users’ cpnoé and attitude towards that phenomenon.” The
plus of meaning offered by these reverse acronyeadp in favour of their being newly-formed lexemes
instead of mere allomorphs for their source phrases



4. Degree of shortening from maximum (one or two initials replacing one
source word, as in laser), to medium or minimumyirich the resulting form retains
splinter§ or even complete words of the source, agiiBeCa (< Triangle Below
Canal Street) dEximbank(< Export Import Bank).

5. Degree of phonic integration of the constituentshigh (sound intersection
or overlap), medium (sound union), or low (soundstgring). In ‘high’ integration
there is an assimilation of identical or similarusds occurring in the constituents
which are to be shortened and combined (for exampk phonemes /b/ and /d/ in
bomdron< bombardment squadron). In ‘medium’ integratioare is no intersection of
common sounds; the remaining parts of the souneesimply joined, but they form
either a syllable or at least a pronounceable sexguim the resulting item (for instance,
br- and unchin brunch < breakfast + lunch; or the initials of an acrongoch as
radar). Finally, in ‘low’ integration each originabnstituent provides a splinter which
becomes an independent syllable in the resulting;fthese syllables are then simply
clustered in order to build the new item, adNimbisco(< National Biscuit Company).
Another example of low integration would be thestdwing of initials in typical
alphabetisms such &BC (< British Broadcasting Corporation).

6. Mode of expressionspeaking and writing, or only writing.

A closer look at the set of parameters proposeddmez Raa is in order. If we
were to compare this picture with Fisher's (1998appears the last three parameters
in the set (i.e. ‘degree of shortening’, ‘degreepbbnic integration’ and ‘mode of
expression’) have replaced those of ‘productivityibject ared’and ‘semantics’. In a
comprehensive formal description of shorteninggpdzRUa’s parameters do indeed
seem to bring a modicum of extra-relevance. Faante, the last parameter (mode of
expression), is used to differentiate between sngtlortenings (only written ones,
represented by abbreviations) and complex shodenifboth written and oral,
represented by all other classes of shorteninggjolild be interesting to see in what
manner Katamba'’s (2005) observation on role-reVéosaations (written mode being
source to spoken mode formations, as is the cagerohyms) can be integrated in this
model or if this integration could further illumitgathe picture.

Lopez Rla uses these parameters to draw an imberestt of prototypical
features for each of the classes of shortenings. sWadl limit our discussion to
acronyms and alphabetisms and only briefly refepttwer classes when discussing
borderline cases and their integration in a monenissive model that has a higher
explanatory force. Consider the prototypical feegufor acronyms and alphabetisms
offered below in Figure 3 and Figure 4, respecivel

® The term is borrowed from Lehrer (1996) and rafin8 therefore regard as splinters those
graphic and phonemic sequences (not only in bléudslso in peripheral initialisms) which are neith
inflectional nor derivational morphemes, nor conidgn forms g€lectro; -scopg, and whose length
generally allows their identification as belongittga previous word. Consequently, splinters tendeo
syllables or units larger than syllables in th@urges, asOx and -bridge in Oxbridge (‘OXford and
CamBRIDGE’), orDigi- and alt in Digiralt (‘DIGltal radar ALTimeter’).” (Lépez Rua, 2002, B7-38)

" *Subject area’ has actually lost relevance as fteréntiating parameter since the classes of
acronyms and alphabetisms have lately expandedvabsand extended in all subdomains (L6pez Rua,
2002, Brinton & Brinton, 201dnter alia).



Figure 3: Hierarchy of prototypical values of agrovs laser, radar

PARAMETERS PROTOTYPICAL VALUES

Pronunciation their unexpanded form is orthoepic

Degree of shortening their degree of shortenimgagimal (1 or 2 initials
per word)

Degree of phonic integration their degree of phamiegration is medium

Source form(s) their source form is prototypicalhe phrase

Orthography they are prototypically written in shietters

Mode of expression they are used both in speakidgrawriting

Figure 4: Hierarchy of prototypical values of alppisms:BBC

PARAMETERS PROTOTYPICAL VALUES

Pronunciation their unexpanded form is letter litele

Degree of shortening their degree of shortenimgaisimal (1 initial per word)
Degree of phonic their degree of phonic integration is low
integration

Source form(s) their source form is prototypicahe phrase
Orthography they are prototypically written in dajs

Mode of expression they are used both in speakidgrawriting

The picture drawn by Figures 3 and 4 acknowledgengkes such akser or
BBC as prototypical for their class and traces impartifierences between the two
prototypes. As in previous models, clear-cut differes arise in point of pronunciation,
spelling and source phrase. Special emphasisdsolaithe degree of shortening and
degree of phonic integration, which come to furttefine the differences between the
two classes. It thus appears that the model offeyelddpez Rua does indeed provide a
plus of explanatory force. This is to be checke@nvtaking into account various classes
of hybrid formations: a) acronym/alphabetism — sastVAT (< Value Added Tax),
pronounced as an alphabetism when spelt with ¢dettars or exhibiting features of
acronymy when spelt and pronounced alternativédy){ b) acronym/alphabetism/blend
— such asBMulation (< IBM + eMULATION, i.e. ‘emulation of Internatical Business
Machines’); see alsechovirus(< ECHO + virus; ECHO: ‘Enteric Cytopathogenic
Human Orphan’); c) acronym/alphabetism/clipping wchs as CLAB (< Custom
LABoratories Inc.),coth (< Hyperbolic COTangentBOPS (< Bomber OPerationS),
DSAT(< Defensive SATellite), de-Sped< Equipment SPECification).

Not much is said about productivity or about exethdemantics, which had a
place in Fisher's (1998) and Cannon’s (1989) mqdethough, as we have seen, there
is some relevance to using the latter at leastliftgrentiating purposes. Lexicalization
phenomena are not mentioned either, even if ansipmo could be traced between
acronyms and alphabetisms with respect to thisnpete.

On the whole, the model proposed by Lopez Ruahmserit of systematically
describing the classes of structures under studipds offer a far more comprehensive
picture and it accounts for hybrid cases left utared properly by previous analyses.

Harley’s (2004) Model

In an attempt to address issues related to theadexiomains that favour the
appearance of alphabetisms, Katamba (2005) draav®llbwing picture:



Figure 5

DOMAIN EXAMPLE

Organizations UN (< The United Nations), NFL (< tNational
Football League)

Places LA (< Los Angeles)

Science DNA (< Deoxyribonucleic Acid)

Media Companies BBC (< The British Broadcastingpgooation)

Academic Institutions UCLA (< The University of @aknia, Los Angeles)

Miscellaneous TLC (< Tender Loving Care) DJ (< Disckey)

If we analyse this picture we notice that somehafse alphabetisms have as
source phrase a definite description, such as @a@wns, media companies and
academic institutions. It is interesting to furtinetice that in most cases the determiner
of these definite descriptions is retained evererathe source phrase has been
abbreviated into an alphabetism: we sag UN the NFL the BBC the CIA(< the
Central Intelligence Agencythe FBI (< The Federal Bureau of Investigatiod)
significant exception is to be noticed in the beabarv of a restricted class, that of
alphabetisms created from source phrases thatrdgsigcademic institutionslCLA,
but not the UCLA MIT (< Massachusetts Institute of Technolody)t not *the MIT;
NYU (< New York University), but notthe NYU.

An interesting picture emerges if we take into ed@sation the behaviour of
acronyms derived from definite descriptions, whidn be patterned with that of
alphabetisms of academic institutions. In her stubharley (2004) notices that
acronyms derived from definite descriptions alwhgbave like proper names in that
they lose the determiner from the source phrasensider a few such examples
provided by Harley (2004: 388-389):

(3) RADA(< The Royal Academy of Dramatic Art)

I'm still at school but | would like to apply to R®. [Gordon Ashbee,
“‘Royal Academy of Dramatic Art Frequently Asked Gtiens,” RADA, 2002,
http:Avww.rada.org/facg.html] (Cf. *I'm still at kool but | would like to apply to the RADA.)

(4) UNESCO (< The United Nations Educational, Scientific, a@dltural
Organization)

To fulfill its mandate, UNESCO performs five pripal functions. [UNESCO,
~What Is UNESCO?” 2000, http:/www.unesco.org/gefiersg/about/what.shtml] (Cf.
*... the UNESCO performs five...)

(5) UNICEF (< the United Nations International Children’s Egency Fund)

UNICEF helps children get the care and stimulatieey need in the early years
of life and encourages families to educate girlsvalt as boys. [UNICEF, “Changing
the World with Children,” 2003, http:/www.unicefgduwwide] (Cf. * The UNICEF
helps children...)

The behaviour of acronyms contrasts with that ghabetisms (save for the
restricted cladsof alphabetisms derived from source phrases datign academic
institutions). While acronyms behave like propemesa, dropping the determiner

8 In her study, Harley (2004) points to the fact ttee number of members in this set is far lower
than the numbers for the other two sets (i.e. Blaoel Organizations). She also emphasizes on the
‘exceptional’ behaviour of this class.



present in their source phrase, alphabetisms temettdin this determiner. This happens
even with cases of lexicalized alphabetisms, ssdtheaGOP(< The Grand Old Party),
where the source phrase is no longer transpaney@img speakers of American English.

Harley (2004) looks at this contrast in the symtabehaviour of acronyms and
alphabetisms derived from definite descriptions dadhonstrates that it is a generalized
pattern. She explains that alphabetisms derived fource phrases designating academic
institutions behave in an exceptional manner. Mpéaaation offered is that this particular
class of alphabetisms behave like bare locatiorimasthrough analogy. It is well-known
that English possesses a class of bare locationnatamn(Stvan, 1998), which behave
syntactically like proper names, in that they at&wur without determiners or plural
marking (as is apparrent in the examples under (6))

(6) a.Schoolwas fun today; b. | want to go tamp c. I'm going onbreak

A new opposition can be thus traced if we agreé Wirley's (2004) findings.
Her study is a convincing demonstration, offeringtele series of sound arguments in
favour of interpreting this contrast as a geneedlipattern in the syntactic behaviour of
acronyms and alphabetisms. In fact this opposiitomentioned in Huddleston &
Pullum (2002) as well: “Like the intialism MIT, pper name acronyms stand as full
NPs without the definite articl&he works for NATO/ UNESC@ot *the NATO/ *he
UNESCO. (Huddleston & Pullum, 2002: 1634)

Let us conclude this section by summarizing ita®ws:

Figure 6: The Syntactic Behaviour of Acronyms angh@betisms of Definite
Descriptions
ACRONYMS ALPHABETISMS
Behave like PNs:NATO/John| Behave like definite NPshe BBC/ the boy
Smith

It appears therefore that the set of oppositioseriteed in sections 3.1. and 3.2.
can be enriched with one more element, as presentédure 6.

Conclusions

An analysis of the literature reveals various tewdes of classification and
organization of reduced formations such as acrongnus alphabetisms. The picture
that comes out of this set of diverse approachasci@mplex one and reveals a cluster
of oppositions traced in terms of features. Thedyse is drawn below under Figure 7:

Figure 7: A Comprehensive Survey of Acronyms anphabetisms

CRITERION ALPHABETISMS ACRONYMS
Pronunciation alphabetical; stress on lastthoepical; stress on first
syllable syllable

Orthography one to five leters; upper case  three rme letters;
lower case

Degree of shortening 1 initial per word 1 or 2ialg per word

Degree of phonic low medium

integration

Extended semantics euphemisms homonyms of already
existing lexemes




Productivity due to rare manifest
lexicalization
Syntax (when the behave like NPs behave like PNs
source phrase is a

definite description)
Conversion from one | possible if phonology permits  impossible
class to another

As one can observe, we have eliminated some dbtheer criteria employed in
previous studies: we did away with ‘subject areics, as we were saying, this
parameter has become irrelevant because of the thadt both acronyms and
alphabetisms are now extensively used in most aMes also eliminated ‘source
phrase’, since both formations abbreviate phrasdswae cannot speak of contrast in
this case (as a matter of fact, the only relevaature to be mentioned here is [+/-
definite] with respect to syntactic behaviour, atéee that was captured in the last
entry of the table). ‘Mode of expression’ is anaotparameter eliminated and which
appeared in Lopez Rua’s model. We decided to dispuiith it since the only contrast
created by this parameter is between simple shogenand complex ones
(abbreviations vs. other shortenings), an oppesitthich we did not consider relevant
for the present discussion. We kept the criteribproductivity, which we associated
with the phenomenon of lexicalization, a discussiat is worth pursuing in a separate
study. It is however interesting to notice thaifravhat we have seen so far acronyms
tend to lexicalize while alphabetisms are proneldoso after conversion (after they
have become acronyms themselves). This basicallgnsnéhat productivity and
lexicalization are restricted to alphabetisms thate phonological permission to
convert. It is an interesting tentative conclusiwhjch is worth pursuing and testing in
some future work we hope to attempt.

Finally, this kind of description such as the omesgnted under Figure 6 has
explanatory power for a lot of examples that so liave been classified under
exceptions in previous studies. For instance tlopgusity towards conversion of a
formation such a¥AT/Vat(< Value Added Tax) is accounted for. In a simiay, the
fact that examples such &9B(< Son of a Bitchjpr OD (< Over-Dose)BO (< Body
Odor) do not convert even if phonology permitssitekplained due to their extended
semantics. Since such formations are created foineguistic reasons (more than just
for reasons of economy), their conversion is bldgkes acronyms do not exhibit this
kind of semantics.

We believe that this new picture has explanatorywgvoand offers systematic
insight into the behaviour and formation of acrosyand alphabetisms.
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