
"Writing" and "Alphabet" 

.John MountfOl·d 

Thr two English words "writing" and "alphabet" arc both linked to language. The 
notio11 of language is built into " writing," and the notion of writi ng is built into 
"alphabet." Different d isciplines which use these words as technical terms, use them 
difTcrrn tly; and cvrryday usage is often imprecise. Linguistics, as the science of 
languagr, can con taihu te towards sorting these meaning~ out. A start is made 
in this di rection, in the belief that related disciplines ought not to be " divided by a 
common trrminology." 

P A R T I : The Word "Writing" 

1.0 Considering its ignificance in human hi wry, it is surprising 
that the tran mission of language in the form of writing continues 
to receive comparatively little concerted attention. Perhaps the 
di unity of the many disciplines concerned with writing under it 
admittedly diverse aspects, both practical and academic, has con-
tributed to the rise of what might be called "speculative medi-
astic " in recent years. t 

Is typography one of the disciplines concerned with writing? Tn 
one sense o f the word "writing," yes; in another, no. T he first 
sense is the im ponan t one: typography is crucially concerned 
with the transmiss ion , in the modern world, of language in the 
form of writing-of "the written word," as it is often called. By 
comparison, the econd sense is trivial: typography is not con-
cerned with handwriting: there are other discipline , such as 
pala('ograph •, to who e province handwriting belong. Though thi 
point i trivial, the confusion sometimes cau eel by the different 

I. . cc ;\farshall ,\ltLuhan, Understanding Medw (:'\cw York: McGraw-Hill, 
19611) or, bcltcr, Tilt• Guteuberg Galaxy (Toro11to: U11iversiLy of Toromo 
Press. I 962.) 
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uses o f th e word ''writing" is n ot trivial. Sometimes, for instance, 
the ha ndwri ting sense obtrudes and makes us hesita te to affirm 
that typography is concerned with writing. Yet it is. 

Both disciplines, typography and palacography, are equally 
concerned with the transmission of language in the form of un·it-
ing. From this point of view the way in which writ ing happens to 
he produced or reproduced physically is immateria l. Afechanical 
or manual, wri ting is all one and stands in a single relationship to 
language. Tt is from this point of view, a linguistic one, that we 
shall try to d isentang le some of the senses in which the word 
"writing·" is used in English. 

1.1 Fo ur quite usua l senses of the word "wr iting" arc exh ibited 
in the fo llowing expressions: 
( I ) in speech or writing 
(2) reading and \Hiting 
(3) in writing or in print 
(4) in ordinary writing, not in shorthand. 

In (1) writing is contrasted with speech as a medium of lan-
grwge. Thi arrangement of the three terms '" language," 
" peech,'' and "writing," is the commone tin linguistic science. 
Language is the human attribute, the system of commun ication 
characteristic of human beings. Speech transmit language 
aura ll y; writing transmits lang uage visua lly. '' Language" is a 
higher-ord er term denoting something more abstract than either 
speech or writing.~ 

Language is the organisation (grammatica l and semantic) 
which the two m edia have in common (they have very little else 
in common, when one thinks about it). The o bvious differences 
in the ir physical substances (typified by "ai r " in the case of 

2. :'\otc that colloquially and in some specialitalion (notabl) cenain 
lnanche of p ~chology. physiology, and an thropology unconcerned with 
\\liling) "speech" is the traditionaltenn ror the human attribute. ~ole also 
that not all lingui ts ha,-e accepted the ''triangular" arrangement or the 
three terms: Leonard Rloomfield, in his classic. boo!.. f .ongungt' ( 'ew York: 
19:13: London : ,\lien&: U tl\\-in, 1935), equated the study of language with 
the study of ~peetlt, Lo the exclusion, theoretica ll y, of writing. 
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speech, by " ink" in the case ohvriting3) arc n ot th e only differ-
ences between th e two. They differ also, for example, in the man-
ner o f their acquisition : we are equi pped at birth to acq uire 
lang uage spontaneously in the med ium of speech, bu t not in the 
medium of writing. The two differ in several o th er ways, but they 
a re matched together in ex pressions like "speech and writing" for 
a very p la in reason : because they arc, for us, th e two nomw l 
media o f lang uage. Lip-reading and gesture and touch can pro-
vide o th er lang uage media, but these are abnormal media; 
wh ereas speech and writing are both regard ed as no rm a l media in 
modern societies. 

Let us ca ll this sense ·'writing- I.' ' The expression " in speech 
or wri ting," then , enshrines a re ference to media of language, and 
writing- I d esignates one such language-medium . This is th e wid-
est, and the most basic, of the fo ur senses ex hibi ted a bove. 

1.2 In (2) wri t ing is pa ired with reading. Havi ng d etermined 
the medium by con trast to speech, we n ow ha\'e two term s which 
refer ro the complementar y sk ills of this medium: taking in lan-
guage in this medium is th e skill of reading, g iving out language 
in this medi um is the sk ill of wr iting, writi ng-2. The corre-
spond ing sk ills in the m edium o f speech a re '' hearing" and 
··speaking." These four (hearing and speaking, reading and wri t-
ing) are th e basic ski ll s o f normal linguist ic commun icat ion . Each 
of these fo ur terms designates a complex ski ll whi ch embraces 
both th e linguisti c orga nisa tion a nd the concomitant ph ysica l ac-
ti vity invo lved in rece iving or prod ucing la nguag·e in either of 
th e two medi a. \Vh en paired with "spea kin g," " hearin g" has a 
specifically linguisLic sense w hich it lacks on its ow n. In isolation 
it ~-evens to it s general, wider sense of receiving an y sounds; 
co upled to ··speaking," it is used of taking in language by ea r, a 
sk ill which is acqui red in ad vance of spea king in in fancy. ' 'Read-
ing" and ''wri t ing" (li ke "speaking") re tain the ir linguistic con-
ten t in iso lat ion- tho ugh, wh en pan ed from each other and used 

3. Sec I I. J. Uldal l. ' 'Speech and \Vri ring." tlclu f . ing11islirn. IV (1944), 
I 1- 16. 
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respectively of reading out sounds and of penmanship, they may 
lo e it in the opposite di rection, that is, through being nan·owed 
down. This narrowing down lO constituent or apprenticeship ac-
tivities is somet imes allowed to obscure the most genera l and im-
portant sense o f these two terms in which they contrast with each 
other as designating the basic linguistic sk i lis of the written 
medium. 

Writing- 1, then, is a language-medium; writing-2 a language-
ski II. 

1.3 In (3) " writing" means " handwriting," a trivial sen e by 
comparison with writing-1 , but by no means a trivial aspect of 
man's lingui sti c activity. Handwriting and print are two manifes-
tations of writing-1; typewriting is a third. There are others, but 
these are the three that matter most in the modern world for the 
transmission, in books, agreements, letters, t imetab les, etc., of lan-
guage in long stretches. Once again, we are wholly wi thin the 
language-medium of writing (writing- ! ); the language-skill in-
volved in produCLion is writi ng-2 (in reception it is reading); 
and the differences relate to three different media of rU1-iling, viz., 
handwriting, typewriting, and print. Writing- 3, then, can be 
regarded as short (or " handwriting," bOLh in ordinary usage and 
in those disciplines in which only handwriting is in que tion, 
such as palaeography or calligraphy. 

T o sort out these different senses of " writing," along these or 
simi lar lines, is an elementary first step towards clear thinking 
and clear interdisciplinary discussion, especially when the mean-
ing is flickering between senses (I) and (3). Typography is a 
discipline inescapably concerned with writing- I , incidentally or 
not at all with writing-3. \\' hen necessary, ambiguity ca n be 
avoided by fi r mly using ' 'handwriting" and resisting the word 
"writing" when writing-3 is meant. 

1.4 By similar care the vagueness of writing-4 (" in ordinary 
writing, no t in shorthand") can be avoided . This is not such a 
widespread use as the o ther three, since people have less occasion 
to talk about shorthand and "ordinary" writing than about 
speech and writing, reading and writing, or print and writing. All 
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the same, it is found in everyday usage, and it is frequ em in 
certain kinds of di~cussion of spelling reform or o l initial literacy 
teaching (the teach ing of reading, as it is u ually cal led). These 
topics share with the discussion or exposi tion of shorthand the 
need tO compare and contrast one or more ··ways of writing'' 
Eng I ish (or whatc\'er the language happens to be). To use the 
term 1110st general ly accepted in lingu istic , the con trast in ques-
tion is between a number of writing-systems for a gi\'en language. 
The writing-sy!>t<.·m~ under discussion mar be the standard pr-
thogr<~phy <lncl a llltlll ber o f shorthands, or the St<lndard Ort hogra-
ph y and a tlll tll bc r of proposed (" refo rm ed") ort hographi es. an d 
so o n . Writ i ng-systcms spcc ia ll y designed l'or in i 1 ia I I i tcracy teach-
ing a rc a not her ca tegory: Pi tma n 's i.t.a. ( Initial Teac hi ng A lpha-
be t) <l tt d ~1alone's l nif'on are recen t exa mpl es of such pedagog i-
ca l writing-systems. Other categories of writin~-system exist 
besides these three, such as linguists ' systems of transcript ion and 
trans literation . There is no limit to the number of \\Tiling-
systems that a language may ha\'e.~ 

" \\'riting,' ' then, is used in the sense of a " way or writing a 
language" in expressions like ··our ordinary writing" or "our con-
,·entional writing" (cf. '' in French writing." "in Chine~e writ-
ing"). Thi is a co lloquia l use- though it will he found in non-
colloq uia l contexts all weiF•-in comparison 1\'illt the u e of "writ-
ing -system .. lO designate the genus or which ort hographi es and 
sho nhancls arc t wo species. The Yagueness inherent in using 
"wr iting'' in the sense or writi ng-1 can be c lintina ted by using 
th e tec hni ca l term '· wriLing-system ," wh ich denotes <1 precise and 
imponam ling u istic concept. 

·1. On this ' icw, a dcsuiplion of a language (that is, a grammar) may l>e 
said to select the standard orthography for description, if it deals with the 
orthography at all. 
5. ''Our ordinal'}· a lphabet f spellingfscript" or el'en "our ordinary print" are 
other colloquial ex pre sions whi<.h are found used with the same meaning-
and these al o arc not always confined to colloqu ial comcxts. 
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1.5 T o sum u p: 
writing-1: language-medium 
wri t i ng-2: lang uage-skill 
wri ting-3 : writing-medium 
wr iting-4: wnung-system. 

T here are, of' course, other sen ses of the word ·'wri ting" ' (as 
ther e are, fo r exam ple, or ··read ing" ') which have not been men-
tioned; and there is much to e laborate abo ut those senses that 
have been men tioned, and abou t th e termino logy adopted in this 
brief d isc ussion . Even th e above su mm ary is m isleading unl ess the 
co lons a re carefully in terpreted ! 

1.6 In semantics-the branch o f linguistics which studies meaning 
- multiple meanings of words cause no surprise; indeed , a large 
part of semantics is devoted to the study of this phenomenon . I t is 
fo und in all languages, an d the name given to it is " polysemy." 
T he rang·e of m ean ings of the word "wri ting" is just one example 
o f the polysemy exh ibited by most words in English whi ch relate 
to important concep ts, especia lly when these words are the com-
mon property both o r everyday d isco urse an d of a variety of spe-
cia lised discourses. 

W hat m ust be rem em bered with regard to wri ting is that the 
no tion of language is buil t into it. T his must n ot be lost sight of 
an ywh ere along the line, the line which goes from the literate 
m ind, thro ugh the production of writing, th e r eproduction of 
wri ting, and the r eception of wri ting, to the li terate mind again . 
It must not be lost sight of wheth er writing is being con sidered 
jJeT se, or in comparison with other means of commun ication , 
linguistic or non-ling uistic. 



PART J J : The W ord "Alphabet'' 

2.1 Literacy-the ability to use language in the form of writing-
i a uni versal human potemial. pon thi as umption a ll modern 
educational systems are built. This potential is being realised in 
the world toda y in severa l hundred different lang uages. 

Languages eli ITer from each other in many ways. The science of 
linguistic-S is conce1ned eq ually with the unity of human ling uis-
tic abi lity-th e main pring of contemporary " p ycholinguistics"-
and with the varie ty of its manifestations. One aspect of this vari-
e ty is ex ternal , or socia l; o ne aspect is interna l, o r structura l. 
There i!> no absolute d ividing-line between these two aspects o( 
lang uage. 

Among the poims o f socia l (or ex ternal) difference we wi ll put 
th e foll owing: the sit:e o f the community ser ved by the lang uage, 
varying from a handful of people to communities of hundreds of 
millions; th e status of the language, whether international, na-
tional, loca l, or liturgical. e tc.; the standardisation of the lan-
g uage, itS tradition of literacy (if a ny), and the extem and 
variety of the literacy practised in it. This combination of "size, 
sta tu , and standardisation " is intended on ly as an indica tion of 
some of the q uestions which fall within th e recently named fi e ld 
of "sociolingui tics" and which are relevant to the pre ent discus-
sion. 

The poims of structural (or internal) difference arc tradition-
allycemra l to the science of linguistics. Languages differ from 
each o th er in their grammar, voca bulary, and phonology (or 
sou nd-structure), and a lso in their "grapho logy," that i to say, in 
the way they are written , or, more technica lly, in the structure of 
their writing-systems. It is this last area of difference which is 
relevam to the word "alphabet." 

T ypographers, rightl y, have their own use for the word "a lpha-
bet" as a technical term in typography. This u e docs not neces-
sari ly coincide in meaning with the use made of the same word by 
ling uists concerned with the general study of writing and of 
literacy, and with the application of these general studies to the 
practical pro blems of language standardi ation, of orthography 
design. and o f literacy promotion and maintenance. 
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2.2 The key-term for the linguist engaged in this field is "writing-
system : (sense-4 o[ "writing" in Part I of this paper). Sin ce his 
science is a genera l one, the linguist begins by surveying the writ-
ing-systems of the world as a whole, in order to classify them. His 
first classification is usually into "phono logical" and "n on-
phonological." A writing-system which represents, in some way, 
the sound-structure of its language is a phonological writing-
system; one w hich does not do this is non-phonological (often 
called, in the past, " ideograph ic," but this is a misleading name). 

The paramount example of a non-phonological writing-system 
is the traditional writing-system of Chin ese. The traditional writ-
ing-system o f Japan ese, also, is largely non-phonological. Even if 
th e two language-communities in question happened to be small 
and insigni ficant, the linguist, as a scientist, could not overlook 
them. As it is, even the smaller of the two communities, Japan, 
numbers n early 100 million people, and its level of literacy is one 
of the highest in the world with a co lossal production and con-
sumption of books and newsprint, and a proportionate volume of 
archives, d ocumentation, exchange of public and private corre-
spondence, and turnover of educational materia ls. All this has 
been achieved wi th the use of a supposedly archaic writing-
system. For the m odern expansion of literacy in Japan was accom-
plished in the traditional orthography of Japanese, tho ugh the 
cause of "romanisation" has been p leaded ever since the impact of 
·western technology in the 1860s and '70s. on-phonological 
writing-systems survive only in the Chinese/ Japanese corner of 
the world-but it is a ver y large corn er. 

Turning to phonological writing-systems: these are further 
divided into syllabic and alphabetic, according to the usual classifi-
cation. The dividing-line between the two is b y no means clear, 
but there are two characteristics wh ich render a writing-system 
unequivocally alphabetic: they are a strictly li mited num b er of 
basic sym bois, and a full and explici t representation of all vowels. 
Those phonological writing-systems which do not qua lify as al-
phabetic may be classed as syl labic, though this traditional term is 
not ideal. 

Broadly speaking, sy llabic writing-systems serve a considerable 
number of language communities, both large and small, in Asia 
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and 'onh Africa, and are associated wil11 th e Ara bic and Devan-
agari cripts for the most part, but a l o with uch d istinct cript 
a the H ebrew a nd the Ethiopic. 

\ lphahetic ' ''riting-systems are th e mo. L prolific a nd arc lound 
th rougho ut the rest o l th e " ·odd, mostly based on roman (Latin) 
or cyrillic (Russian) a lphabets. The rea ons lo r th eir proli rcra-
tion and continued p rod ucti\·eness are ma ni fo ld, a nd a re related 
lO mau crs of linguist ic str ucture and graphological economy, to 
p ycho ling ui tic facLOrs concerning the acquisilion and exercise of 
I i teracy, a nd to socio ling uistic factor concerning the sta tus of the 
ma jor European lang uages and the supply and tra nsmission of 
wri u cn materia l. O n the historica l fac tors concerned with the 
techno logy of priming a nd with the expa nsion of European cul -
ture in assoc ia tion with printing, we need not el well. 

2.3 It i clear that the word "alphabet" need to be used wi th 
g rea t care when th e world ' writing-system are con icle red as a 
who le. \ Vh en we ana lyse th e relations ho ld ing between indi \ idua l 
lang uages and the ir esw blished writing-systems, we see that no t 
a ll th ese writing-syste ms are a lphabetic, and some are no t e\·en 
phono logica l, in truuure. And though a II wri Ling-syste ms yie ld, 
on analy i , a n inventory of basic symbo ls o ut of wh ich their 
words are constructed these symbol-inventori e · canno t a ll be ap-
propria tely call ed "a lphabets." In particular , the word has no 
a pplica t ion as regards the traditional writ ing-systems of such 
im pon anLl anguages as C hin ese and Ja panese, with their thousands 
o r d ist inct "characters. " 

A precise sense can be g iven to th e linguis tic term "alphabet'" 
in respeCt o f alphabetic writing-systems: it can mean , quite sim-
pl y, the set oflellers; in the English writing-system , for exa mple, 
the et o f 26 letter . I n this way the term gains in precision wha t 
i t loses in gene1a lity, for much talk about ·'al phabet ··out ide 
ling uistics is not a bo ut alpha bets but abo ut writing-systems. 
These are very much more complex entities tha n alphabet , and 
the loose u e olthe word .. alphabet" in the sense of "'writing-
sy tern " concea ls th is com plexity rather tha n clarifies it. 



2.4 Three further considerations may reinforce this argument. 
In the first pl ace, we have been speaking· of languages and their 

writing-systems as thoug·h each language had only one writing-
system, the one often known as the "orthography" or the "stand-
ard orthography" of the language in q uestion . In classifying writ-
ing-systems, just now, according to their linguistic structure, we 
were considering only the standard orthographies of languages. 
But, as we mentioned in Part I, writing-systems can be cl assified 
on a q uite separate dimension, that of the purpose they serve. 
This is most clearly il lustrated by the existence of shorthand writ-
ing-systems, or stenographies, which do n ot serve the ordinary 
purposes of literacy, as orthographies do, but are designed for the 
specialised purpose of fast writing.6 

In the second place, when we analyse an orthography (or any 
other kind of wri ting-system), we never find that it consists solely 
of its letter-symbols or sy llable-symbols or word-symbols (as re-
gards the last, the linguist would speak, m ore precisely, of 
morpheme-sym bois). Let us take as an example the family of 
European writing-systems based on the roman alphabet: each of 
these contains other symbols in addition to the alphabetic ones 
(the letters), viz. , numbers or fig ures, marks of punctuation, and 
symbols such as the asterisk, the degree-sign, or (increasingly) the 
dollar-sign. Their symbol in ventories are not confined to the sym-
bols from which their words are constructed (the letters). The 
symbol inventory is nol th e alphabet. 

Much more important- and this is the third point-the symbol 
inventory is not the •vriting-system. A set of symbols on its own is 
inert. If the symbols are to represent language, there must be 
rules for their use. These rules, a long with the symbols they 
govern , constitute the writing-system - rul es of spelling, rules of 
punctuation, the rules which govern the direction of writing, the 
paragraph ing, the word-spaci ng, the use of figures, of capitals, 
italics, abbreviations, and so on. " Rules" may seem an over-

6. See David Abercrombie, Studies in Phonetics and Linguistics (London : 
Oxford Universi ty Press, 1965), chapter 8, "Wri ting Systems." Chapters 
9, "Isaac Pitman ," and 14, "On ' 'Vrit.ing and the Phoneme: Two Reviews," 
are also o f considerable in terest for the presen t topic. 
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forma l word for the con ventions governing some o f th ese features, 
but th ere must b e r egularities governing the use o f any grapho-
logical d evice in any writing-system, and in using the writing-
ystem we respond to (in reading) and exploit (in wr iting) these 

regularities. 
\ Vhen a chi ld (or a n adu lt) becomes literate, he does not learn 

just a set of symbols, he learns-also a system of rule by which the 
symbo ls are related to his language, or to th e language in which 
he becomes litera te. H e learns, in short, a writing-system-the 
standard orth ograph y o f his language o f literacy-and he exercises 
his know ledge of that writing-system bo th in r eadi ng and in writ-
ing (d. language-ski lls in Part I ) . This is not to suggest that 
knowledge o f a writing-system is a sufficient conditio n o f literacy; 
it isn't, but it is a necessary condition. 

2.5 T o sum up: the word "a lphabet" has, for the ling uist, conno-
tat io ns which are too narrow for him to be able to apply it to the 
concept for wh ich his science has evolved the term "wri ting-
system." On the other hand, in its narrow (and, of course, tradi-
tional) en e of a set of letters sen·ing as the basis of phonological 
\\'r iting-sysrcms of a certai n type, it can be given a precise role in 
grapho logica l description for which no other word is so well 
sui tecJ.i 

7. The problellls o f the classification of phonological writing-systems are 
scarcely covered by these brief remarks, the object of which is to iudica te 
that "alphabet" aud "writing-system" are not interchangeable terms. The 
traditional sense of "alphabet" is e,·en narro,,·er than we ha\ e suggested, 
since it means not merely a "set of letters" but a "set o[ leuers in a n 
institutionally accepted order." In litis sense the Hebrew and Arabic writing-
systems most cenaiuly have alphabets, and this is an important feature o[ 
them. If "hadug an alphabet" is taken as the criterion for the designation 
''alphabetic," then this classification will be distinct from the oue used in 
this paper, for which the contrast "syllabicf phonemic" might be substituted. 

At no point in this paper are we concerned with alphabets as abstract 
historical entities, a sense found in such sentences as "Languages o[ 'Vestern 
Europe usc the Roman a lphabet" or "The Alphabet has spread throughout 
the world": though the genetic study of graphologital :1 lphahets is as 
interest ing as the geuet ic study of typog1·aphical alphabets. See 
Oa\ icl Dilingc1, The A lphauel (London: Hutchi nson. 19·1!), 2ucl edition) 
or, smaller, W riting (London : Thames & lludson. 1962). 
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2.6 Before ending, it must be sa id that the use of the word 
"graphol ogy" in this paper is far from traditional. The word has 
been adopted from the name given to the psycho logica l study of 
handwriting interpreted as evidence of persona lity. In this paper 
it has b een used, as a technical term in ling uistics, in a much 
wider sense, in connexion with the lang uage-med ium of writing, 
to para ll el the long-established use of ·' phono logy" in connexion 
with the language-medium of speech.8 

2.7 The linguist studies writing as a medi um of language. Of all 
th e ways of studying writing and its mani festations, his is the most 
general. A ll writing-systems fall within his fi e ld, and all kinds of 
writing,n handwrit ing no less than machin e-writing (cf., writing-
media, in Part I). 

I t is the same with the linguistic skills associated with this 
m ed ium o [ language. The linguist is not the only student of 
literacy-far from it; but he is th e most general, regarding the 
acquisition and exercise (and indeed th e loss) o f literacy as mani-
festations of man's ling uistic ability- his facu lty of language- to 
be studied , like all lingu istic phenomena, both in the individual 
and in society. 

The many disciplines, theoretical and practica l, which deal 
with specialised aspects of writing and li teracy (and of an even 
wider fi eld of visua l comm unication ) will a ll , one hopes, be rep-
resented in The ]oumal of T ypogmfJhic R esean:h. If the disci-
pline of linguistics may make a contribut ion at this stage, let i t be 
to encourage that aspiration towards gen erality without which so 
many and such diverse disciplines cannot co llaborate. 

8. The linguistic use of "graphology" will be found in Angus i\ fclntosh, 
" 'Graphology' and J\feaning," llrchiv um L inguisticum, Xlll (1961 ), 107-120; 
i\ l.A. K. H all iday, Angus i\fcl n tosh, & Peter Strevens, Th e Linguistic Sciences 
and f.anguage Teaching (London: Longmans, 1964); vV. Nelson Francis, The 
English Language; an Introduction ( ew York: orton, 1963; Toronto: 
i\ fcLeod, 1963); and elsewhere. 
9. This expression, "kinds of writing,·-· provides another example of the 
multiple meaning of "writing," since it might refer to varieties of written 
texts, or to literary genres or styles. This is one o f the meanings which we 
ignored in Part I. The linguistic study of this aspect of writing is sometimes 
known as''stylistics." 
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