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Abstract

The discovery, development or invention of new ofg@nd phenomena by humankind, requires
a new set of words to be coined or adopted to desitr This is also true of the Information
Communication Technology (ICT) world. Words are neutral, regardless of which dialect or
language they occur in. They carry with them asgmsis and connotations based on their previ-
ous applications and alliances, and augmenteddiyshapes, sounds, rhymes and rhythms. The
subtext that word choice creates, while often aobgnised or acknowledged, is important in
considering how communication operates in, andeh#yformation Technology (IT) environ-
ments. Many words that are now embedded in thelé&iTon continue to be informed by these
earlier meanings, some of which, in the Englishsleare drawn from myths. The vernacular of
the ICT lexis reflects its openness to new iddas niature of its users, its English language roots
and its Western cultural origins. This contributes particular communication style. But such
lexis can prove problematic for non-English speghackground users and/or those from differ-
ent cultures. As the ICT vocabulary continues tole, these language and cultural underpin-
nings are coming under challenge, suggesting aigegand cultural future very different to the
past. This in turn, will create a subtext thatef§ all users.
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Introduction

O’Grady, Dobrovolsky and Katamba (1996) suggedt‘thdhuman language must be creative —
allowing novelty and innovation in response to rieaughts, experiences, and situations” (p. 1).
This paper explores the communicative aspect guage subtexts that can be created in re-
sponse to the “new thoughts, experiences and isingdtof Information Communication Tech-
nologies (ICT’s). It also raises questions aboatftliure implications of such subtexts. An

short history of the Wefd995), Robert Cailliau describes how he and TemBrs-Lee at-
tempted to coin a “catching” name for the systeat they and others had developed. Cailliau is
“determined” that the name should not “again bemalkom Greek mythology” and when Bern-
ers-Lee suggests the teiforld-Wide WebCailliau admits to liking it “very much,” (with #h
proviso that it was “difficult to pro-
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Permission to make digital or paper copy of palalpof these affect the coining of names and terms by
works for personal or classroom use is grantedowitifiee

provided that the copies are not made or distribége profit Information Communication Technol-
or commercial advantage AND that copies 1) bearrbtice ogy practitioners, including its predomi-
in full and 2) give the full citation on the firpaage. It is per- nantly English language origins and its

missible to abstract these works so long as cigditven. To subtext of Western culture. It also gives

copy in all other cases or to republish or to mwsa server or .
to redistribute to lists requires specific pernossand payment a rare insight to, and acknowledgement

of a fee. Contad®ublisher@InformingScience.otq request of, the processes employed in building a
redistribution permission.




Weaving the Web Word

lexis to carry the communicative requirements oéw discipline.

As young men engaged in an evolving enterprise gareh the prevalence of Greek gods and
goddesses (and their Roman equivalents) in the mclatere of many existing (and less flexible)
scientific disciplines, Cailliau’s and Berners-Leeéluctance to draw on classical Greek mythol-
ogy was understandable. Cailliau and Berners-Le®lzd the advantage, enjoyed by others
working in ICT’s, of functioning in an enterprisenigh was relatively unstructured and uncon-
strained by generations of practice.

Lexical Constraints

The freedom in creating naming systems enjoyedXiygractitioners can be illustrated by com-
paring it with the historical constraints operatongthose working in a discipline such as astron-
omy. For instance, an examination of the nomenadfiour solar system reveals the Earth to be
the only planet not named after either a Romanreeksgod or goddess. This is a result of the
planet names of Venus, Mars, Mercury, Jupiter aatdr@ having been assigned by the citizens
of ancient Greece and Rome for the planets’ peedeikenesses to the deities. The beautiful
goddess Venus gave her name to the bright plameéthe god of war Mars, to the red planet and
so on (Carter, 2002). Once this convention waséskeed, the naming of particular celestial
bodies discovered later (such as the planets UmamilisNeptune and the [now] dwarf planet
Pluto) was constrained by notions of consistenayenforced by bodies such as the International
Astronomical Union (IAU).

While the name choice has now broadened beyond&reman gods and goddesses, the I1AU
continues to regulate the lexis assigned to sicpmfi new heavenly objects. Thus, when James
Christy discovered Pluto’s moon in 1978 and wamdedame it after his wife Charlene, he was
refused permission by the IAU. The closest he caaby choosingharon the Greek mytho-
logical ferryman of the dead, whose name, whenrgare English pronunciation, is phonemically
similar to the first syllable of his wife’s nameh&ron is also appropriate (in IAU terms) in that
Charon served as ferryman to Pluto, the god otttth@erworld (Carter, 2002). Even objects iden-
tified and named more recently, such as Sednamtist distant known object in the solar system
(discovered in 2004) (Brown, n.d.) and Quaoar, g#&uBelt object found in 2002 (Trujillo, n.d.)
retain the 1AU approved mythological theme. Sedrmsamed after an Innuit god and Quaoar
after a North American god.

Semantic Extensions

Despite Cailliau’s and Berners-Lee’s antipathy, Itive of the lexis of the Greek myth remains
strong in the ICT lexicon. Such lexis have contoht@prove popular where the mythic material
suggests the function of the task, such as inpleeading systems of Oracle and Delphi. In Greek
myth, it was to the prescient Greek Oracle livingiicave in Delphi that the troubled turned for
guidance, just as the operating systems are intietaodgmooth the path ahead. Similarly, a Trojan
horse (a malicious program designed to look likgiti@mate software) effectively carries with it
the original mythic notion of an unsuspected araltieattack.

The portal is another term that extends its meaasg result of earlier mythic usage. While por-
tals take researchers to other domains of datajgéef portals in myth is far more complex. In
creation myths, the passing of portals has immeassequences for humankind —as in Adam
and Eve’s expulsion from their carefree existemcéhé Garden of Eden into the world of suffer-
ing (unleashing the world’s woes upon their desaets), and in the carrying away of Perseph-
one by Pluto into the Underworld (leaving a legatgold and sunless months each year). In its
most general sense a poitajust a gate (from the Latjporta) (Skeat, 1983, p. 403). However,
when heroes pass through literahogtaphorical portals in works of myth and fantabgy enter
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strange and dangerous landscapes of physical gotqgisgical testing, or as the mythologer Jo-
seph Campbell describes it, the “fateful regiobath treasure and danger” (1993, p. 58).

Their journeys are very different to those of reskers, but both pass through portals in search
of information relevant to their purposes. Theigbtb fully engage with these words and terms,
and to recognise and understand their subtextjiamt on a high level of understanding of the
English language and Western literary cultii@. ICT practitioners who have spurned mythol-
ogy, the absence of any over-arching governingrozgéion which functions in a similar way to
the IAU, has allowed for a range of creative nonfetice to come into existence. Some practi-
tioners have chosen to immortalise themselves attiéa loved ones. Debian — a linux distribu-
tion, is a portmanteau of the names of its crealmn Murdock and his then girl friend, (now
wife) (Delra). Likewise, awk — a computer pattern /actiorgleage, is an acronym of its devel-
opers’ last names: o, Weinberger and Brnighan (“List of computer term etymologies.” n.d.
Other ICT practitioners have coined or adoptedss i&ith a humorous or larrikin edge. The
founders of Yahoo! took the name from SwifBslilliver’'s Travels(1726/1969, p. 260)here it
referred to a repulsive, barely human creature.

A quick scan of the Web’s Wikipedia reveals othgBoogle began as “googol”, a tongue-in-
cheek boast about the quantity the search engin&hvioe able to search (a googol is a very large
number — 1 followed by 100 zeros); Sosumi (so-seg-ra system sound in Apple Computer’'s
System 7 operating system, dryly reflected the @mgis long history of litigation with Apple
Records; and the web browser Mozilla, is a portesmiof Mosaic-Killer (it replaced the Mosaic
browser) and Godzilla (a cinematic monster). Wikipeeven cites itself as being named for the
“wiki wiki” or fast shuttle buses at Honolulu Airpio(List of computer term etymologies, n.d.).
The fact that Wikipedia is one of the few placerehinformation on the origins of ICT termi-
nology is readily accessible, underscores the ddid¢&cus on naming conventions. This in turn
suggests a certain playfulness and lack of seraasshoth by the coiners of names and their re-
corders.

Phonetic Appeal

A characteristic of many of these newly coined I&fims is their catchiness (at least in English),
a quality that Cailliau was also keen to see innbienclature of the World Wide Web. But what
is catchiness? What makes one word or term maigcttte, or more memorable than another?
Little analysis of the term World Wide Web is nezay to identify its most salient feature of
alliteration. In its simplest form, alliterationtise “repetition of the same sounds — usuallyahiti
consonants of words or of stressed syllables -Ayrsaquencef neighbouring words” (Baldick,
1991, p. :5). It is achieved in this term by thertical initial sounds (graphically represented by
‘w") in all three words, and by the identical firdund (represented by ‘d’) of the first two
words. In addition, the sounds represented bynd' ‘a’ in the final two words, are similar.

While alliteration aids pronunciation, so too dties consistent consonant-vowel order across all
three words. Consider the alliterative qualitiesfadsts and fogs”, a word combination liable to
trick the tongue into saying “frosts anws”. The repetition of the same sounds in wordsais

ier to pronounce than changes in patterns, a gmderillustrated by the coining of nonsensical
reduplicatives such as easy-peasy and teeny-w@snyell, sound repetitions, whether used al-
literatively or as rhymes, serve as mnemonicsngidser recall. The denotation and connotations
of a word or term are also important. Denotations\dt remain constant over time or space,
‘queer’ and ‘gay’ being contemporary examples ofdgahat have enlarged their meanings to the
point where earlier meanings have been largelywsubd. While the denotation of ‘World Wide’
has remained constant, ‘web’ now links strongle@tld be arguethorestrongly with particular
generations) to a computatiortgnotation rather than to its earlier meanings. Thanotations

of ‘web’, at the time of Berners-Lee’s adoptiontofvere charming and organic (spiders’ webs,
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the webby feet of ducks), and may have contribtadtie “catching(ness)” Cailliau describes. As
far as we know, Berners-Lee didn't engage in tlzsgytical processes consciously, and it's not
possible to say whether he did so unconscioushygh the attractiveness of alliteration suggests
it.

The sound of a word is likewise important in degdon its ‘rightness’ for the new phenomenon
it seeks to describe. Onomatopoeic words mimigtienomena they describe closely (chicks
cheep dogswoof)and non-onomatopoeic words can also carry a smaich that seems ‘right’.
Widget (an interface component) was a word adofsted the 1924 playBeggar on Horseback
where it describes a mass-produced object (whichneaer identified) but which represented a
“purely mercantile commodity that has no artistispiritual value” (GUI widget, n.d.). The sec-
ond syllable represented by ‘get’, echoes the monemon word ‘gadget’, and so carries with it
the semantic connotations of that word. It is fkiglat widget is more generally known now as an
ICT term than as the undefined but soulless oljettte 1924 play.

Crossing Cultures

What is embraced or tolerated in Western culturelagful’ or ‘quirky’ can pose subtle accep-
tance and/or comprehension barriers in other @gtboth as surface and subtext. Amongst the
most comprehensive research undertaken in idemgifghd measuring the impact of cultural dif-
ference is that carried out by Hofstede and hibolators (Hofstede, 1980, 1991, 1994, 2001;
Hofstede & Bond, 1988), and Trompenaars and Hampdener (1997). Both bodies of research
identify dimensions by which cultures can be coragdaiVhile these dimensions have been ap-
plied extensively in the business sphere, Joneg\lony (2007) have critically reviewed their
implications for Information Systems (IS). As expeat; the available research suggests that cul-
tural differences, as measured by the dimensiagtified by Hofstede, Trompenaars and others,
do have significant effects on how various ICT terane viewed and used.

Two of Hofstede’s dimensions are particularly reletv Power Distance (PD) and Uncertainty
Avoidance (UA). PD refers to how tolerant people af wide differences between the various
ranks in an organisation, and UA describes thengéxtewhich people feel threatened by uncer-
tain or unknown situations. These differences caarge in a number of ways. For instance, a
website from a culture with a high PD (where pe@pketolerant of wide disparities in rank)
might focus on symbols of power, whereas a welfsita a low PD culture, might be far less
status conscious, choosing instead to show howrleta¢éus groups might be empowered. In this
context, some of the more irreverent ICT nomenokatnight be unsuitable for a high PD culture.
Similarly, people from cultures with high uncertgiavoidance, who tend to be uneasy in situa-
tions that they consider to be unclear, unstrudtared unpredictable, are likely to be less at ease
with a lexis that is subject to rapid and/or app#yerandom change.

While Jones and Alony acknowledge that Hofstedesgkis not without its critics, they note that
“it remains one of the most widely used piecesesEarch among scholars and practitioners” and
that their overview “illustrates the importancecafture, and the impact each of Hofstede’s di-
mensions has on IS design, development and manatjefdenes & Alony, 2007, p. 416).

Moderating Lexical Meaning

O’Grady et al. point out that some “systematic ¢t@ists” are essential in language creation if
meaning is to be maintained, noting that “If wedtablished words were constantly being re-
placed by new creations, the vocabulary of Enghishld be so unstable that communication
could be jeopardised” (1996, p.3). While this oasideration in a new discipline, as long as
neologisms remain relatively small in number, they no more difficult to assimilate by practi-
tioners than other discipline-specific words—beytblassed as meta-language or jargon. The
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randomness and lack of coherence in the terminadd@@ T nomenclature however, does have
the potential to affect the understanding of usegsecting consistency (as noted earlier)—even if
the user is an English as a first language spebkaddition, the cultural specificity of some
names (Charon being an Underworld associate opHDelphi being the place where the Oracle
was located) potentially creates a further batddull comprehension by those who share the
language but not the cultural knowledge and undedshg.

There is a further aspect to choosing mythic (paldirly Greek) nomenclature, which needs to be
addressed. In discussing news media, Veronika Kobdites that, “By favouring particular meta-
phors in discourse, journalists can reinforce vanecreate, particular mental models in their
readers’ cognition” (2004, p.3). Ancient Greek &aman civilizations have long served as
metaphors for high learning in both the rational areative arts in the West, and when lexis from
these eras is assigned elsewhere, it carries #tigpiorical dimension with it. In disciplines like
astronomy, which has a long and venerable hissugh metaphorical transference serves to rein-
force its status, but in new disciplines, suchGiE, Isuch transference has the potentidiutitd

status, even in cultures with a low tolerance tav@dDistance. This can occur obviously, with

the surface features of text, but also subtly thotlne connotations of subtext.

The prestige that any language carries with it,tihrespecifically within ICT language use or
more broadly, is an issue explored by Betsy Hu XQ&mng in her paper on China English
(2004). She defines China English as being as “goocammunicative tool as standard English”,
with pronunciation close enough to Standard Endlnsit to pose much of a problem”, with some
“syntactic and grammatical differences attributabléhe influence of Chinese” and occasional
variation in lexis “reflecting cultural differencef. 28). Hu Xiao Qiong’s sometimes passionate
plea, that China English be accepted as a leg#ifiemin of English, and used in China, is very
much about the validation of culture. She notes‘@Bath in old China and new China, there are
many things that are unique, for which English eglg@nts cannot be found” (p. 31), that courses
in Chinese literature and Chinese politics shogl@dnducted “in an English which reflects our
culture” (p. 31), and questions why “a native-spgatandard should be imposed upon learners
of English, when most of its speakers are in feating English as a second or foreign lan-
guage” (p. 29). Hu Xiao Qiong’s plea for an accap&aof China English reinforces the point that
language serves as a powerful constructor of status

David Crystal notes that: “as the Internet comesegasingly to be viewed from a social perspec-
tive, so the role of language becomes central” 1200viii). In ICT’s, this medium has histori-
cally been English. In discussing the link betwd#enEnglish language and status, Alastair
Pennycook suggests that there is a “complex setlationships between English and what types
of culture and knowledge are given internationadsility” (1994, p. 21), a notion reflected in

Hu Xiao Qiong’s support for China English. It iset of relationships, Pennycook and others are
critical of. He goes on to say: “Access to presetig but often inappropriate forms of knowledge
is often only through English, and thus, givenstaus of English both within and between coun-
tries, there is often a reciprocal reinforcementhef position of English and the position of im-
ported forms of culture and knowledge” (1994, p. ZILhere is also an obvious consequence for
the mother-tongue(s) of the nations affected.

Beyond English

In discussing the Internet, Crystal notes that ‘Wi@ammediately obvious when engaging in the
any of the Internet’s functions is its linguisticacacter. If the Internet is a revolution, therefot

is likely to be a linguistic revolution” (2006, g). Hu Xiao Qiong raises the question as to the
exact nature of this “linguistic revolution” whehessuggests that “it is likely that China English
will become the variety of English spoken by theyést number of people in the world” (2004, p.
31). If this becomes the case, one would expdavadf China English onto the Internet. In a
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broad ranging overview, Crystal notes that whikeweb was originally a “totally English me-
dium” (due to its US origins), the impression ttias continues to be the case is inaccurate
(2006, p. 229-230). Nearly ten years ago, thd mtmber of newly created non-English Web
sites had already surpassed the total of newlytenldanglish Web sites (Lebert, 1999).

According to Crystal, the Web is “increasingly esfiing the distribution of language presence in
the real world” (2006, p. 231), and that “Most smsg expect Chinese to be the majority language
of Internet users by 2007” (p. 231). But mere pneseon the Internet does not guarantee linguis-
tic dominance. As he goes on to say, “Until a caitinass of Internet penetration in a country
builds up, and a corresponding mass of contentsixighe local language, the motivation to
switch from English language sites will be limitiedthose for whom issues of identity outweigh
issues of information” (p. 233). Critical massngortant, because, in Crystal’'s words: “a single
language site is useless because the owner hagerto onk to” (p. 233).

Conclusion

The language of ICT continues to evolve, generaditexis operating both linguistically and
metalinguistically, operating and informing bothahgh surface features and through subtext.
Blogging and instant messaging creates a lexidhtbtét describes the process and the participant.
Blogging for instance, is carried out by a bloggeblogster using an ICT language that is, in
some ways, totally new. Crystal (2006) describes i “variety of writing intended for public
consumption which appears exactly as the authotevitowhich is not constrained by other genre
conventions, and which privileges linguistic idiasyasy” (p. 246). In addition, Instant Messag-
ing has the capacity to enlarge the lexis from eomional letter symbols to emoticons, avatars,
and audio and visual elements, in order to camycttimmunicative message.

The patrticularities of how these innovations ar@dgesed and adapted by diverse language and
cultural groups, and will be used and adapted, iesrtae province of future research. However,
in finishing, it is useful to return to the wordsame of the Web’s developers, Tim Berners-Lee
(1999), who notes that “The Web is more a socieditton than a technical one” (p. 133) and that
“the dream of people-to-people communication thioslgared knowledge must be possible for
groups of all sizes, interacting electronicallywéts much ease as they do now in person” (p.
169). Bearing this in mind, the importance of cleammunication, incorporating shared under-
standing of meaning, can only grow as technologietinue to develop.

References
Baldick, C. (1991)The concise Oxford dictionary of literary tern@xford: Oxford University Press.

Berners-Lee, T. (1999Yeaving the Welh.ondon: Orion Business Books.
Brown, M. (n.d.).SednaRetrieved September, 2006 fronttp://www.gps.caltech.edu/~mbrown/sedna

Cailliau, R. (1995)A short history of the WeSpeech presented at the launching of the Eurogeasor-
tium, Paris, 2 November 1995]. Retrieved Septenm2@06 from:
http://www.netvalley.com/archives/mirrors/robertilliau_speech.htm

Campbell, J. (1993)he hero with a thousand facésndon: HarperCollins.

Carter, L. (2002)Curious about astronomyRetrieved September, 2006 from:
http://curious.astro.cornell.edu/question.php/numBg2

Crystal, D. (2006)Language and the Interné2nd ed.). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
GUI widget. (n.d.) Wikipedia. Retrieved frohttp://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Widget_(computing)

Hofstede, G. (1980Culture’s consequences: International differencework-related valuesCA: Sage.

44



Nikakis

Hofstede, G. (1991Culture and organizationd.ondon: HarperCollins.
Hofstede, G. (1994). The business of internatiboainess is culturénternational Business Review(13.

Hofstede, G. (2001Cultures, consequences, comparing values, behayimstitutions, and organiza-
tions across nation@nd ed.). CA: Sage.

Hofstede, G., & Bond, M.H. (1988). The Confuciusicection: From cultural roots to economic growth.
Organizational Dynamics, 18).

Hu Xiao Qiong, B. (2004). Why China English shostdnd alongside British, American, and the other
‘world Englishes’.English Today, 2@ April), 26-33

Jones, M., & Alony, I. (2007). The cultural impadtinformation Systems — through the eyes of Halste
— a critical journeylssues in Informing Science and Information Tecbgwl 4 407-419. Retrieved
from http://proceedings.informingscience.org/InSITE20&ITv4p407-419Jone365.pdf

Koller, V. (2004).Metaphor and gender in business media discoursaitisal cognitive studyNew York:
Palgrave Macmillan.

Lebert, M-F. (1999). Le multilinguisme sur le Wétetrieved fromhttp://www.cveil.qc.ca/multieng2.htm

List of computer term etymologies. (n.d.) Wikipedretrieved from
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List of computer_tergtymologies

O’Grady, W., Dobrovolsky, M., & Katamba, F. (199Qontemporary linguistics: An introductiokllar-
low, U.K: Longman.

Pennycook, A. (1994 he cultural politics of English as an internatioh@nguage Harlow, U.K: Pearson
Education.

Skeat, W. (1983)Concise etymological dictionary of the English laage Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Swift, J. (1969)Gulliver’s travels New York: Random House. (Original work publisHet6.)

Trompenaars, F., & Hampden-Turner, C. (19®4lling the waves of culture: Understanding cultutal
versity in busines@nd ed.). London: Nicholas Brealey.

Truijillo, C. (n.d.).Frequently asked questions about Quadretrieved September, 2006 from:
http://www.gps.caltech.edu/~chad/quaoar/

Biography
Dr Karen Simpson Nikakis has pursued her interest in language and
writing through careers in Secondary Education,afional Education
and Training, Adult Migrant Education and in theil#nsity sector.
Her research interests reflect her present rotelesturer in Business
Communications at Deakin University and, as a @ntevelist with
the publishers Allen and Unwin. As well as explgroreative subtexts
in business and technological writing, Karen is ptating the editing
of Book 2 inThe Kira Chronicledrilogy (www.kirachronicles.com.gu

45



