ARGONTALK e

-'.:-.{»jGrokkmg the Zen of Mumblage and

Parsmg Hacklsh

omputing, Jike any popnlar‘ puitsuit,
has its own language — the jargon
! that, set énthusiasts’ apart What!s

* .special-about the language .of computing is

i that words and phrases comed -in’theinfant -

* computer mdustry over the last:20 to- 40

years have been creeping. steadlly —.and in.

* some ‘cases stealthily — rnto .our centunes-
. oId English. -

" Many of the followrng words and phraseS» :

are already in popular useage at some level of

non-hackish English, And I'm bettmg that’

" the balance will be ii1 a short time,
* 1leaned heavily on “The J argon Frle” as a
research resource, The Jargon File is a public

T domarn document. available by FIP at
" mit.edu. Two. years ago, the. file was-pub- -
' lished in book form by MIT Press. Called the"
"'I\T“ew Hacker's Drctronary and published under *

'ISBN' #0- 262-68079-3, the book is. essentlally

" The Jargor File.in book form, Editor of both .

the book and the.file'is Eric Raymond 4
consider myseif the keeper of the-trust of
. The Jargon File,” says-Raymond. “Really,
there were'about 400 authors.” Excerpts

from the file are produced here with Ray-"

" mond'’s permission.

As you read, please keep in'mind that -y

) B\' LINDA

MAY ’94 THE COMPUTER PAPER BC EDITION

g & o e
P Y e !

o

RICHARDS

as wrth mach that originates’ wrth true hack-
érs — the tongue must never fully leave the

v" -,-‘ . »

. automag’lca]ly

or maintainers. *

B

"*cheek. It is-this spirit of playfulness that hias -
. lent such anrmatron to the mdustry they -
) .-have grown. , ‘j . , -

‘ Automatrcally but ina -
' way that is ‘either’ too~trivial or compllcated
-+ 1o be easily explained. - '
- . back door — A hole in the security ofa
' system dehberately left in place by desrgners

- Bad Thing — Somethmg that can't pOssr—

~-bly result in an'improvement of the subject.

". Bad Thing is always capitalized.

bandwrdth — The volume of mforma- .

tion per unit time that a computer, person,
* or transmission. medrum can handle;-Can -
“also- refer o' attentron span or, on usenet itis
s a somewhat hypothetrcal measure; of net-
s work capactiy. - .

barf — Ffrom mamstream slang, mean-

~. 'ing “vomit.” In hackish circles it's'a term of

maximum disgust.. [n’hackish, you might
hear soméone say, “I loaded the newest ver--
sion and the system‘barfed,” meaning it.

)m»'*'i A ‘: A

" didn’t Tun properly. Or, 2 more mainstream .
" useage in-the same vein would be, ’!Th_e_

* “beam that over to his site,”
Increasingly, you can hear "Beam me a copy

. mlcrowave "barfed-wheri [ mput the trmmg'
jsequence
beam A transfer of a file'by some elec:’

tronic medium. Classically, you might,
via E-mail,:

of that on the fax.”

beta -~ Officially, the second stage of .

software testrng But increasingly, anything
new and experimentdl, “The soup was great;

but I think the salad was still in betd.” Since
beta software is really pre-release software, it
is notoriously buggy and unpredictable.

Thus, the beta-stage is — in whatever con-
text — lrkely to surprise, and naot- always
- pleasantly.

bletchierous -+ Drsgustrng in desrgn or ..
function; esthetrcally unappealmg This ™
word is seldom used of people ”Thrs key—‘

board is bletcherous!”

boat anchor — Implies, that the offend- ,

ing hatdwaré is irreversibly dead or useless,

In post-hackrsh useage, this can be acar, .

camera or computer: anything that i is essen-
tially obsolete, Also, a person who just takes
up space. .

o

Computer Termznology
Invades Englzsh

" ting bogons agam" means that it is broken or

- ; become a standard joke or linguistic maneu-
ver to "explain” otherwise mysterrous cir--
‘cumstances by. mventrng noncg particle

.names. Andthese imply nonce particle theo- -

" ries, with all theif dignity or lack thereof (we
"might note parenthetrcally that this is-a gen-. .

T S
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acting in an erratic or bogus fashion. Als

" .used to refer tfo any bogus thmg, as in ”I’d\

like to go to Junch with you.but I've got to }

L [go'to ‘theweekly ‘Staff. bogon”. A person who "}
“is bogus'or who says, bogus thlngs

- From the ]argan Filé:The. bogon has{

" become'the type case for a‘'whole bestiary of;
" . nonce particle names, including the’ clutron’zx
" or “cluon’ (indivisible partrcle of cluefulness,a

obviously the antiparticle of the bogon) and?

. +the futon’ (elementary particle of {random;; A
e nessl, ‘or sometimes of lameness) Thése are.‘i.
" ‘not so much live usages in. themselves as i

exarnples-of a live metazusage: that is, it has °

eralization from “(bogus pamcle) thecries” -
to "bogus (particle theories)"!). Perhaps such'
paiticles are the modern-day equivalents of
trolls and wood-nymphs as standard start-

, ying-points- ‘around which to construct
bogon —.The elementary partlcle oE' < :
e bogosrty For mstance, "the system is emrt-' =

s




e'xplanatory myths. Of course, playing on an

“existing word (as in the “futon’) yields. addr-‘

tionat flavor.

bogon filter — Any devrce, software or
hardware, that errts -of suppresses the ﬂow v

e e

£ andjor emission of bogons

L

bogon flux ~ A.measure of a supposed .'
field of bogosrty emrtted bywa speaker, mea-
sured by a bogometer, as a speaker starts to.

;or thmg not related to
—_,cornputers
“ that car, but the trans. ~
" mission is a bit bug-. -

wander into increasing bogosrty a listener, ."

rising”.

bogosity — The degree to whlch some—"

thing is bogus.

£ for crash:

/ .‘(t'i_“"'l,

Jiand unintended property of a program or
piece of hardware, esp. one that ‘causes it to

¢ P
S

%g‘ might say ”Warmng, warnmg, bogon ﬂux is
b
z

* bomb — In hackrsh a general synonym,

‘one who breaks secu-
. Tity.on a. computer . o
‘system. The phrase "l Lt ol
: was coined around 1985 to add nuance o -
bug ~ From the ]argan File: An unwanted‘ n

Tnalfunction. Increas-

ingly, a bug can ‘also .
be found in a person

bogosrty

I lave

gy.” In any -of these

cases, thé “word - -~ WW- :

doesn’t relate to i

Kiesod somethmg ‘
cracker — Some-. o lS,boglIS

the often. mrsused hacker ‘Though most..’

" crackers like to, describe themselves as. hack-
-~ ers, most true hackers consider the cracker to .

- S

. onlme, as opposed to the place you are

~

be a Iower hfe form :
" . ‘cyberpunk — William Grbson 5 1982
" novel Neuromancer launched the Science

. Fiction subgenre | known as cyberpunk. Van- a

* couiver tesident Gibson is known 16 be some—

i thmg of a technophobe-and the prose result-

ing from his lack 6f knowledge of modern

A omputers and* computmg is: con31dered
~ both naive-2nd: strmulatrng ‘Gibson’s Work "

has inspired imitation in-filin and literary
forms as.well as a fashion movement that
calls itself “cyberpunk,” and is assocrated
.with the rave and techno stibeultures, -

- cyberspace — Gibsonian cyberspace is-
tied closely to virtual | réality. Oddly,. Gibson'’ s
naive plan has been. the: model for several ,
virtual realrty experrments Increasmg]y,

+ - BC- EDITION - ;THE COMPUTER:PAPER -, MAY ‘94

| where &on are actually 'takmé up space. If thé

Infobahn is a cyberhighway, thér it’s defr-"a
nitely located in cybeérspace. '

_.Defenestrate him!” 2. The act of exiting a
mdow system in‘order to get better

response time from a full-screen program.

. This comes from the dlctlonary meaning of

zdefenestration — From the Jargon file: 1 d;
Proper karmi¢ retribution for an incorrigible
. -punster. “Oh, ghod, that was awfi!!” “Quick! -

ek

“defenestrate’, which is to throw something - *

out a window. 3. The act of discarding some-

. thmg under the assumptron that it will .
improve.matters. "] don't have any disk -

" space left.” “Well, why dori’t you defenes-

trate that 100 megs worth of old core,

2 .dumps?” 4 [proposed] The requrrement to
. cyberspace is the place you are when' you're ,

) -Cont_{mied on page 55 .




\ Conlmued ﬁ'om page 13

.Parsing Hackish

v

supporta command—hne interface. "{t has to
©run on a VT100.” “Curses! I've been defenes-
trated'” '
dongle —A prece of hardware that must
e connected to an.IfO port that serves no
rpose besides one of copy protection. The
ware to be protected checks for the dor-
¢ before running properly. By extension,
' hot in hacker parlance, a'dongle can be
; piece of essentially useless hardware
d with no .obvious intent besrdes irritat-
%he final user.
jﬁown — Not operatrng 6t Functional.
o fie system will be down,” in hackish. Now
in mainstream, “I'm so tired. If I don’t go
down for haif an hour, 'm gonna crash.”
-y droid — A low-level bureaucrat or service-
business employee with little or no‘interest in
doing anything above or. beyond the call of
duty. “Tt's not my job, man” attitude.
“From the Jargon File: Typical droid posi-
tions include supermarket checkout assistant -

ic in low-level government employees. The
implication is that the rules and official pro-
" cedures constitute software that the droid is

& and bank clerk; the syndrome is also endem-

executing; problems arise when-the software

\ has not been properly debugged

- emoticon-— An ASCII glyph used to
. indicate an emotional state in E-mail or
news. There ate. lists of 100s of emoticons
avallable Here are some of the more com-
mon ones:
- or:) smrley face (for humor, laugh-
ter, friendliness, occasionally sarcasm).

H{or: (‘frowney face (for sadness, anger,
or upset)

* ) “half-smiley’ ([ha ha only serious}); .
also known'as “semi-smiley’ or “winkey
‘face ‘ ' T '

= | “wry face’ -

“7At present, emoticons are popular on

i B T

" local boards, but use them with caution on

usenet, Some discussion’ boards frown on
them and others (alt. folklore.urban is-one)
actively discourage their use. To use one is
to invite flamage,

The best idea is to treat emoticons like
spices and use thém with caution and . at
~ - yourown Tisk, ) ‘

FAQ — On-usenet, a.F requently Asked '
Question. These FAQs are-usually compiled -
~ into sonie sort of file and made available

through FTP at various storage sites.
' feature shock — Originally a user or -
programmer’s confusion when confronted i
_ with a package that has too many features.-
.and poor introductory material, Increasing-
ly, whidt happens when we unpack a new’
| VCR or toaster-oven.

flame — Classically, posting an L-marl,
message intended to insult and provoke.
Increasingly, a thought expressed in conver-
sation in a manner meant to irritate is a]so
called a flame. . ’

flame war — An acrimonious drspute,
especially when conducted on a publrc elec-
tronic forum such as usenet. .
" footprint = The floor or desk area taken
up by a piece of hardware. [ncreasingly, used ’
 to describe this same type of space taken up
by non-electronic devices. “I liked the ‘Hon-'
da CRX. It cornered well and had a small- "
" footprint.” .

frobnicate'— To rnampulate or ad]ust.

Thus, you can frob a: program, a mason ;ar
- ora light switch. - -~
. From the [argon FzIe Usage frob twrddle,?’

Nz n.«.. o .j_-n




‘andv .tweak somietimes connote p.o'ints_alqn'g.a :
‘ontinuum. *Frob’ connotes aimless mariipu-
lation; “twiddle’ connotes gross manipula-
tion, often a coarse seaich.for a proper set-
ting;r:ftweak' connotes fine-tuning. T some-
one is turning a knob on an oscilloscope, #
then if he's carefully adjusting it, he is proba- ~
bly tweaking it; if he is just turningit but
looking at the screen, he is probably twid- o
-dling it; but if he's just doing it because tun-
ing a knob.is fun, he's frobbing it. The variant *

. “frobnosticate’ has been recently reported.

GIGO — Garbage In, Garbage Out and
more recently, Garbage in, Gospel Out. The.~
contexts are numerous.- s ™ .-

gillion — Same as an American billion”
or a British milliard. The relative soft or-
hardness ‘of the-“g” is a matter of personal )

‘preference. . . . e o
gonk — To embelljsh the truth beyonda - -
big fish story. “Don’t gonk me, [ know a bill-
able hour when I see one.” 1
gonzo — Overwhelming; outrageous;
over the top. o o
‘Good Thing — Capitalized, even in
_speech. A thing that is wonderful. Oppose.
Bad Thing, Tax reductions and mocha lattes *
are Good Things." - :
" grep —To look for something electroni-
cally and by-pattern. Increasingly, "1
_ grepped through the bookstore for acopyef .
the OED, but they were back ordered.” -~

grok — To understand in-a global sense:
Indicates intimate and exhaustive knowl-
edge. (From Robert Heinlein’s book A. -

* Stranger in a Strange Land —Ed.)
" guru -~ An-expert-Implies not only wiz-
ard skill but also a history of being a knowl-
edge resource for others. Also sometimes
used with a qualifier, “She’s a Unix gurt.”
“hacker — A person Who enjoys explor-
ing the details of programmable systems-and. ;:J
how to stretch their capabilities;as opposed -
- _to -most sers, who prefer to learn only the -
_ pecessary minimumn. Increasingly, an expgrt.
ot enthusiast of any kind. “He'’s 2 mountai
biking hacker.” - % - ®
Frow, the Jargon File: Tt is .better t0 be .
described as a hacker by others than to .
describe oneself that way. Hackers consider '
themselves something of an elite (@ mepitots.
acy based on ability) though one t_%:vhlc_k; '
new, members are gladly w_elcqme-‘ erd‘f 3
thus a cettain ego satisfaction to be hac it
; i 3 s hacker (but if you
. identifying yourself as @ IEE= o= ekt
* claim to be one and are nfnt. you quickly
 be labiled DO 4 of sometliing that & OF

hackish — Saild o -
“involves 2 hack, hackers of the hackgr‘sub

C"llt;lxreﬁérspéce _ From the science ﬁét‘gm
- idea )(')f a.ship taking 2 shortcut tbn‘)t\;gdﬁi
differénf dimension in sp'::jce, oft;;;l \:;e e

u jece of code must have g
I'(?Stu “;1. [;r;}:;a%e.", Or, “He looked all t}gltlg_
uta?ter)c,iay, but he must have gone into
; e the party:” - o
hyperspacib:‘f;ctiy — 7 e manual labour
n}aglflo? a specific.task. #There's alotf 11e§:s
re . R 198 L, -
‘r(:lc;‘x{:ulérity jnvolved it wr}nngha 1gt “?as o
ters with 3 computer that there ]

D 1es demon. The term
tketroid — A sales der !
is c;:tz::gafory. Othet ‘fo_tms__aredn;;gktf.tn_\g _
‘1'rrie niarketeer and marketing tb -:;sed G
- mumblage __ Mumblage can Be 8,
By orative as iy #That m\,lln}\\ ; e .
1vi 1" Also
o um'c}i'e'system, is driving ™¢ gtazgc;t quit:é
Ix:lﬁeﬁ- the topic of discussion 18 PO* °
Cleat. -
- peophilia —

The rait of being -eXcitgd
EN ST

o ua;".‘“' ‘J;ﬁ’ e gt
eyt it SRR
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'and pleased by novelty A hacker would be‘
exhibiting-neophiliactic traits: if he: started -
exuding happy signs over a new OS at |

S -

Comdex.

newble —A neophyte Classu:ally, anew
© pOSter to usenet or one ‘of the Ioca] online

.

services. ‘
) ODblle _ From the Iargon F:.’e A bizarre

semi-liquid sludge made from corsstarch. *

-and water. Enjoyed among hacker$ who
make batches during playtlme at’ pames for

p—

its amusing and extremeiy non-Newtoman
behavior; it pours and- splatters; but resists

_rapid motion like & solid and will even crack

when hit by a hammer: Often-found nedr
lasers. ‘Here is a field-tested oobhck recipe; -
1 cup coenstarch :
1 cup baking soda
3/4 cup water .~

- food coloring

‘This recipe isn’t quite as non-Newtoman}

: as a pure comstarch oobhck but has.an



q appropnately shmy feel.

Some, howevér, insist that the notlon of
an ooblick-recipe is far too mechanical, and -
that it is best to add the water in small incre-. |
‘ments so that the various mixed states the:.
comstarch goes through as it becomnes ooblick

can be grokked in fullness by many hands. -
" .'parse — To understand or. comprehend
If someone said, “Pass the glitch on the glok- -
hand ;" you would hkely reply, | cant parse .
that 2 ;




4 pnambie ~ An acronym from 2 scene in .
the film version of “The Wizard of Oz.” The - .
line when the wizard is first discovered | goes:
“Pay no attention to the man behind the cur-

-tain.” Pnambic refers to a process or function
- whose operations are at least partly falsmed
“There are some who, when a certain next-
“generation operating system was first. intro-

duced, yelled pnambic quite loudly, . .

* propeller head — Non-hackers sometim
use it to describe all techies. In hackish, tt
phrase is synonomous with computer geek, :

quick-and-dirty — Something put toget

er under pressure. Quick-and-dirty can refer X
a computer program; a brochure design ot
automobile rushed through R&D. .

" "RTFM — Always spelled rather than's
ken: Are-Tee-Eff Em. Acronym for “Redd Th

F***ing Manual.” A UK variation — quite a
bit more polite — is RTBM or "Read The
Bloody Manual.": "7 {

' samizdat — A Russwn word that means,
literally, “self publishing.” In hackish; samiz-
dat takes on the added meaning of dlS’EIIbUt— |
ing information and documentation through .
underground channels, .. .

" scanno — Analogous toia typo ora’
thinko. THe error a scanner will sometlmes
make when going about its.business. -

~smiley— See emoticony - o o . v
£ stiail-mail — 'Lradmonal -mail sentab’y
peohs, as opposed 0. electromc mail. 2“1l -
snaﬂ you a copy of that artlcle ".or "Gwe me

our snail mail address and I’]l sénd it.” -
sneakemet ~ A term general]y used WJth
romc intent for transfer of electromc-1nfo:~
ation by physically carrymg a dlSk from
ne corfiputerto another.: - -,

. studly '—; Impresswe and powerful
’AcmeSoft's new grok parser is:-most studly.” -

uhleaded — Decaffemafedrcoffee, lite

eer, diet cola”‘could all be said to:be unleaded.
virtual = A commor aItematlve to logl-
al; o[ten used to refer to: the art1f1c1al objects. "

hus 3 2 network might become a v1rtua1 play- B

roind in certain hands. Regilar moo-ers are”
ometimes said to have virtual sex and some-
ne who is ‘perpetually unemployed mlght be:
aid to have a virtual voeation: , > -7’ .

wave a dead chicken: -+ To perform a
itual in the direction of an; operation that_
1asn’t worked- in the hopes that somethmg -
— however unlikely 1t,may seem < Wil hap-
en. “1il ‘wave a dead chlcken over the Ford, .
ut [ don't think anything short of a new
notor will rea]lyxhelp nod @ ,

- wonky — ‘An approximate synonym for
token. A malfunctlon that creates a result -
lightly to the left of center. “The font lists™~ . -
vent wonky. T was asking for Times Roman
nd got cyriilic glyphs!” - :

"workaround — A temporary solution to
he problem at hand. .

YABA — How about another bloody -
cronym for Yet Another Bloody Acronym?

T zap — Essentlally, spiciness that can be

plied equally to food and code. “Zap. the

ili. My nose didn’t run.” Or, to fry a chip’

[- processor with electricity. “It's zapped

el have to replace it.” - 3

zen ~— Enlightenment by means of
irect,. intuitive insights. “How did you fig-
fe that out"" 1 zenried it.” Differs from - -
rok in that there is no-actual work mvolved :
101€ mtultzon ﬂ -

n

wnda ichards |s a freelance wnter who nearly
=fenestrated this whole pl’OjE!Ci‘ while worklng

Y it A little frobmcatlon and it was gonzo.. “And v
really zenned togetherin the, end she says, - .
:Idlng thal she hopes-it parses easnly Reach -
=ral this publication or electronlcally at

f\s r.‘- —4'.:(”0
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