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ABSTRACT

Computer jargon is something that can either unite people, or draw them apart. This chapter looks at 
definitions of the terms, ‘trolling,’ ‘flame,’ ‘flame-war’ and ‘lurking,’ as presented in specialist diction-
aries, newspapers and through a survey of laypersons. The aim of the chapter was to see whether it was 
possible to objectively define terms using a quantitative analysis of qualitative data. The study finds 
that objectively determining a definition of a term requires a bigger dataset than is used for qualitative 
studies. It further notes that whilst there is a lot in common with expert definitions, the problem with 
drawing definitions from others is that whilst it might produce objective definitions they might not be 
accurate ones.
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INTRODUCTION

It is known that literacy play significant role in why some people show addictive behaviours on social 
media platforms like Facebook (Koenig, 2008). Equally, it is known that the avoidance of computer jar-
gon in computer systems can improve the seductive properties of computer systems, through promoting 
“niceness” and “friendliness” (Lupton, 1996). One case study found that after studying in Hong Kong for 
several months, an individual gradually became addicted to English computer jargon when conversing 
classmates and peers in Cantonese (Li, 2008). Freedom of speech and distributed communication are 
known to be associated with digital addiction, as most online communities where such conversations can 
occur are characterized by the introduction of computer jargon, slang, and professionalisms (Yakovleva 
& Kulikova, 2011). However, it is known that using computer jargon can reduce the motivation to par-
ticipation in online environments, where some find it intimidating (Hakkarainen, 2012). It is therefore 
necessary to devise a method for assessing the understanding of computer jargon by Internet users to 
allow for harmony between, for instance, people of different generations (Bishop, 2014c).

BACKGROUND

Too many without a self-awareness of their own philosophy of science, or their ‘grand-narrative’ or 
‘meta-narrative,’ there are so many certainties in life. The way they see science, perceived through the 
lens of stereotypes of scientists wearing white-coats and doing experiments in a lab, is how science is 
done. They then assume any belief they have which is scientific must automatically be valid and have got 
through the process used in the natural sciences, namely the neo-classical philosophy of science called 
‘positivism.’ Positivism is based on the premises that it is possible to objectively view the world through 
calibrated instruments and equations, and that hypothesis testing is how those tools can be most objec-
tively used. Those people who see the only way to conduct science as being through this neo-classical 
positivist approach often fail to realise that the instruments and equations they are using were designed 
by other people using their own mental faculties to socially construct those paradigms using rigorous 
internal mental logic resulting from observing, abstracting, reducing and confirming. If it were not for 
the likes of Isaac Newton and Albert Einstein using their mind to understand the universe, positivists 
today would not have the means to – perhaps in a delusional way – think they can objectively observe 
the same universe. Equally, if it were not for Ronald Fisher and Karl Pearson, among others, devising 
statistical principles like correlation (r) and significance (p) then those positivists who use statistics in 
a perhaps delusional way – thinking they are being objective with a tool that is not their or someone 
else’s mind – would have no credibility in arguing that quantitative approaches to science have any 
more benefit in research in terms of generalizability than qualitative ones. It is worth noting, however, 
that qualitative researchers who use qualitative data to draw out common themes in data – often called 
phenomenologists – are using the same mental faculties that were used by Newton, Einstein, Fisher and 
Pearson to derive the tests that quantitative research claim to be more objective. This chapter therefore 
seeks to show how it is possible to use both the mind the researcher through inductive data abstraction 
and the tests devised by Fisher and Pearson to systematically derive definitions of words, based on their 
wider use by many different sources.
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Derrirda: Difference and Differance

The French philosopher Jacques Derrida devised the concepts of “différence” and “différence” (Derrida, 
2001; Derrida, 1982), which are translated into English as “differance” and “difference,” respectively. The 
term difference reflects the fact that the existence of one term is distinct from the existence of a different 
term (i.e. each is spelled differently). The term differance reflects the fact that in order to understand a 
term, one needs to use lots of other words to understand it. In other words, the difference between the 
‘Web’ and ‘Net’ is that the latter is short for ‘Internet’ and the former is not. The differance of the words 
is less obvious. But, simply put, the differance of the Web will be that it refers to a network of website, 
whereas Net refers to a network of computers (Bucki, 1999; Crumlish, 1995; Edmonds & Gray, 2002; 
Jansen & James, 1995; Pfaffenberger, 1995).

Subjectivity

It is the fallacy of positivists that it is possible for scientists to conduct studies objectively. Humans are 
inherently subjective and the sense of objectivity comes from a post-hoc reflection on a situation (Such-
man, 1987; Suchman, 2007). Whilst humans like to think that they are rational, much human behaviour 
is based on the human mind being aware of only a small amount of the situation they find themselves 
in (Bishop, 2011). Those persons who delusionally think they are are objective and logical often think 
that there is only one definition for a given word which is the same for everyone – that definition is 
usually theirs. Differences in the definitions given to words can cause conflict and miscommunication. 
It is therefore necessary to consider that whilst the differance of words are different for each person the 
difference in terms of knowing words are different can be common. Understanding the difference and 
differance of words can be done through the process of corpus linguistics.

INVESTIGATING ‘ON-THE-FLY CORPUS LINGUISTICS’ 
VIA CORRELATION ANALYSIS

This section investigates a concept of ‘on-the-fly corpus linguistics’ (OTFCL). In this context corpus 
refers to a body of words studied through the discipline of linguistics. The proposal is that it is possible 
to fuse qualitative data collection with quantitative data analysis. The design of questionnaires to put in 
options a user has to selected, which may not reflect their actual preference is problematic. In terms of 
OTFCL, closed ended questions are used with small text boxes for answers to be written in. It is then 
the job of the researcher to classify the answers into numerical data that can be statistically analysed. 
For example, if someone was asked to describe their sex and they put “male,” then a categorical variable 
would be created, where likely men were allocated to the number 1 and women to number 0. The aim is 
to allow for participants to express their subjectivities, and for researchers to as objectively as possible 
classify these into variables, including dummy variables.
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Participants

Participants were selected from a convenience sample of alumni of Kingston University and those who 
were workers within Crocels Community Media Group. The demographics of the participants were 
quite diverse.

Methodology

It is a clear premise of this study that the need for heterogeneity in sampling of data is not suited to the 
study of human beings – who are subjective – but is suited to things that are materially similar, such as 
words and documents. As discussed in the last section, each person will differ the same words from each 
other in a way that is not identical to others. Equally, when asked to define the words, the words they 
use to defer the meaning will be different from others asked to do the same. Thus, whilst most humans 
like to think of themselves as objective, their subjectivity is no more apparent in the everyday words 
they use to communicate.

Two iterations are used per word per selected years. These seek to on the one hand show that a cor-
relational analysis can be used to identify how words differ and how their meanings defer. Those with 
an r-score close to 1 are related, and those with a r-score closer to 0 are not related.

For the year of 2015 document analysis and questionnaires are used to show how it is possible to take 
subjective differences in definitions of words to produce definitions that closely match those used by 
people from diverse backgrounds. This is despite the fact that the meanings they attach to those objective 
definitions are still different from the experts.

Results

The results of the study provide significant insights the way language is used and changed depending 
on the decade and social groups from which they are expressed. It suggests that whilst it is possible to 
objectively derive terms, the source of the definitions also need to be taken into account.

Trolling

Internet trolling is a concept that has existed since at least the 1990s, with uses of the term for activities 
related to provocation going back to dog fighting in the 1980s (Bishop, 2014b; Elward, Laurier, & Wyllie, 
2001; Wilcox, 2005). Some have argued that trolling as a term is perceived to broadly, reaferring covert 
strategies and overt strategies at each pole (Hardaker, 2013). Others have argued that the definition of 
trolling should reflect behaviour resembling transgressive one-upmanship (Phillips, 2012). It has also 
been argued that the definition of trolling is not adequately captured by generic terms such as rudeness, 
inpoliteness and incivility (Hardaker, 2010). As can be seen in Table 1, words drawn from definitions 
in books published in the 1990s and early 2000s show a differance or many related meanings.

Considering the definitions in Table 1 only on their difference there appears to be little commonality 
between them. The ‘false, factual error’ term is shared among all, but in most other contexts terms are 
only shared by two of the books. As can be seen in Table 2, by running a correlation analysis, the number 
of common words has been reduced. The words resembing those used in Section 127 of the Communica-
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tions Act 2003, namely of a “grossly offensive or of an indecent, obscene or menacing character” that 
causes “annoyance, inconvenience or needless anxiety,” including which a person “knows to be false.”

Table 3 presents the words selected from the definitions of the term ‘trolling’ from newspapers in 
the mid-2000s to early 2010s. As can be seen, there is surprisingly a limited number of common words 
among them. The word “abusive” reflects the differance from the Northern Echo and Daily Mail, and 
the word “upsetting” reflects the differance for the Leicester Mercury and Daily Mail.

Table 4 shows the outcome of the correlational analysis to attempt to group the terms. It can be seen 
that terms reflecting a perceived abusive nature of trolling, namely “abusive, rude, angry, derogatory” 
are in one strong group, “Inflammatory, outrage, ignite” are in another and “unpleasant, upsetting” are 
also associated with two groups. “Bully, attack, threaten” are a further pairing of words to reflect the 
differance of the term ‘trolling.’

It can thus be seen that the definitions of the term ‘troll’ for the mid-2000s to 2010s carry much of 
the same difference as the 1990s and early 2000s. Words like “inflammatory,” “annoy” and “deliberate” 
are some of the words that co-exist. Table 5 presents the outcome of the maually group words for the 
users investated through the primary data collection, as there were few significant correlations when 
this was used.

Table 1. Terms and definitions dervived from 1990s and early 2000s sources for trolling (stage 1)

Definitional Words (Arthur et al., 
2001) (Pfaffenberger, 1995) (Marcus & Watters, 2002)

Annoy, aggravate (2) 1

Deliberate (1) 1 1

exaggeration, obtuse (2) 1 1

Facetious (1) 1

false, factual error (3) 1 1 1

Flaming (1) 1

Inflammatory (1) 1

Mischief (1) 1

Obvious (1) 1

Trick, elicit, provoke (2) 1 1

Table 2. Terms and definitions dervived from 1990s and early 2000s sources for trolling (stage 2)

Definitional Words (Arthur et al., 2001) (Pfaffenberger, 1995) (Marcus & Watters, 
2002)

Annoying, aggressive, deliberately false, mischief, trick, 
elicit, provoke, exaggerative, obtuse, facetious, obvious 
(3) 1 1 1

Derogatory, inflammatory (1) 1

Flaming (1) 1
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In terms of the responses from what could be perceived as laypersons using the GFP scale (Bishop, 
2012) they are in many ways different from those produced by the experts. This is somewhat to do with 
the fact that those who said a definition from the earlier two definitions was completely the same as theirs 
(i.e. rated 1 for complete agreement to the 1990s/2000s definition or 7 for complete agreement of the 
2000s/2010s definition). There are some clear differences with regards to these. These include the use 
of the terms, “predatory” and “stalker,” which might reflect the more vernacular use of the term lurker, 
as used prior to lurker becoming a technical term (Kennedy, 1996). The use of the word, “obscene” is 
one rarely if ever used in the case of lurkers by experts, which along with the other words suggests that 
folksonomies (i.e. words defined by laypersons) are not always suitable for determining an objective 
and accurate definition of a term.

Table 3. Terms and definitions dervived from mid 2000s and early 2010s sources for trolling (stage 1)

Definitional Words Northern Echo Western Mail The Sun Leicester Mercury Daily Mail

Abusive (2) 1 1

Bloodsport (1) 1

Bully (1) 1

Deliberate (1) 1

Harassed (1) 1

Inflammatory (1) 1

Offensive (1) 1

Outrage (1) 1

Provoking (1) 1

Spiteful (1) 1

Threaten (1) 1

Thrilling (1) 1

Upsetting (1) 1 1

Table 4. Terms and definitions dervived from mid 2000s and early 2010s sources for trolling (stage 2)

Definitional Words Northern Echo Western Mail The Sun Leicester 
Mercury Daily Mail

Abusive, rude, angry, derogatory (2) 1 1

Bloodsport, thrilling (1) 1

Brutal, hostile, vicious, spiteful, ferocious 
(1) 1

Bully, attack, threaten (2) 1 1

Inflammatory, outrage, ignite (2) 1 1

Inundate, harass (1) 1

Offensive, critical, insults (1) 1

Provoking, deliberate (1) 1

Unpleasant, upsetting (2) 1 1
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Flame

A flame has been described as “an abusive communication from a fellow Internet user, usually in a 
newsgroup but sometimes by e-mail or in a chat forum” (Geer, 2003). In essence it is message which 
is not received well by those who read it, or it was intended to reach. Table 6 shows the outcome of the 
first iteration for the definition of ‘flame’ in the 1990s and early 2000s media texts.

As can be seen from Table 6, there are a significant number of words reflecting the differance of 
‘flame,’ with some of them being shared by the same books. The frequency of each word, however, is 
mainly 1, which can make combining words using a correlational analysis difficult.

In relation to Table 7, it can be seen the grouping of words produces an effective concentration. It 
can be seen that a grouping of words relating to highly emotional debates might reflect the context in 
which flames are used. The grouping of words relating to personal attacks, shows the nature of flames, 
and the reference to flaming reflects what flames are used for. Finally, the references to flames being 
prolonged and inconveniencing, reflects the consequences of a flame.

Table 5. Terms and definitions dervived from 2015 respondents for trolling (stage 1)

Definitional Words User 1 User 7 User 3 User 9 User 10

Predatory, stalker (2) 1 1

Emotive, feelings, obscene (3) 1 1 1

Inflammatory, provoking, ignite, rude (2) 1 1

Outrageous, upsetting, causing, annoyance, aggression, 
unpleasant, derogatory, abusive (2) 1 1

Inundate, harass, long going (2) 1 1

Table 6. Terms and definitions dervived from 1990s and early 2000s sources for flame (stage 1)

Definitional Words (Pfaffenberger, 1995) (Arthur et al., 
2001)

(Cowpertwait & 
Flynn, 2002)

(Marcus & 
Watters, 2002)

Abusive (1) 1

Aggressive (1) 1

Angry (2) 1 1

Debate (1) 1

Derogatory (2) 1 1

Disapproval (1) 1

Flaming (1) 1

Inappropriate (1) 1

Inflammatory (3) 1 1 1

Obscene (1) 1

Offensive (1) 1

Threatening (1) 1

uninhibited, lose control (2) 1 1
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Table 8 presents the first iteration of words for the terms from the mid-2000s and early 2010s sources 
(i.e. newspapers). As can be seen, the Independent is the newspaper which has had the most different 
words to reflect the differance of ‘flame.’ At this first stage, other than ‘abusive’ there is little com-
monality between the words. The second iteration in Table 9 has done little to change this, but in terms 
of the other words, they have been reduced somewhat.

When it came to the primary data collection – where participants were asked to give their defini-
tions or affirm the ones based on Table 21, Table 22 and Table 23 below – the significant differences 
between them in their definitions made the correlation analysis impossible. Whilst Table 10 shows a 
manual amalgamation of the terms, it is still not as effective as the correlational analyses in the other 
two, suggesting that folksomonies are not always effective at deriving definitions.

Table 7. Terms and definitions dervived from 1990s and early 2000s sources for flame (stage 2)

Definitional Words (Pfaffenberger, 1995) (Marcus & Watters, 2002) (Cowpertwait & Flynn, 
2002)

Debate, little information, high emotions, 
passionate (1) 1

Degenerate, personal attacks (1) 1

Flaming (1) 1

Prolong, inconvenience, long-running, 
unproductive (1) 1

Table 8. Terms and definitions dervived from mid 2000s and early 2010s sources for flame (stage 1)

Definitional Words Independent Scotsman The Times Guardian Mirror

Abusive (4) 1 1 1 1

Angry (1) 1

Critical (1) 1

Derogatory (1) 1

Deteriorate (1) 1

Four-letter words (1) 1

Harassed (1) 1

Inappropriate (1) 1

Inundate (1) 1

Messages (1) 1

Obscene (1) 1

Offensive (1) 1

Provoking (1) 1

Rage (1) 1

Rash (1) 1

Rude (1) 1

Vituperation (1) 1
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As a result of the lack of efficacy of the correlational analysis, instead of trying to find the differ-
ence of the words in terms of linking a set of words to a single source, the words were grouped on the 
basis that both columns matched. Other than the word, “terrorism,” all the other words were one might 
expect in a definition of flame.

Flame-War

Flame-wars are in essence online arguments that are abusive in nature. It has been argued that anyone 
who has been involved with electronic communications long enough to be involved in a flame war is 
well aware that electronic interaction is quite different from that which occurs face-to-face (Pence, 
1996). However, this might not always be the case, as anyone who is a member of a family might have 
experienced intesive arguments, where what is said is later rejected.

Table 11 shows the first iteration for words relating to flame-wars for the 1990s and early 2000s 
books. It can be seen from this point that the differance between words is quite unique, with only one of 
the words being the name in two books, namely ‘debate.’ On this basis it is important to have another 
iteration to find commonalities between the words. Table 12 presents the second iteration.

As can be seen from Table 12, following the second correlational analysis, several of the words were 
grouped. These are clearly identifable as being related, such as the nature of the term being argumentive, 
it involving abuse, flaming, and having a huge impact on time.

Table 9. Terms and definitions dervived from mid 2000s and early 2010s sources for flame (stage 2)

Definitional Words Independent Scotsman Times Guardian Mirror

Abusive, rude, angry, derogatory (4) 1 1 1 1

Inundate, harass (1) 1

Messages (1) 1

Obscene, inappropriate (1) 1

Offensive, critical, insults (1) 1

Provoking, deliberate (1) 1

Rage, rash, wrecking (1) 1

Vituperation, deteriorate, 4-letter words (1) 1

Table 10. Terms and definitions dervived from 2015 respondents for flame

Definitional Words User 9 User 10

Aggressive, angry 1 1

Terrorism, threatening 1 1

Emotive, feelings, obscene 1 1

Inflammatory, provoking, ignite, rude 1 1

Outrageous, upsetting, causing, annoyance, aggression, unpleasant, derogatory, abusive 1 1

Facetious, derogatory, argument 1 1

Inconvenienced, inappropriate 1 1
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Table 13 shows the first iteration for the words reflecting the differance of flame-war from the mid-
2000s and early 2010s. On this occasion, news sources have been used instead of dictionaries, as there 
were fewer dictionaries available from this period. As can be seen from Table 14 below, the words that 
reflect this differance are very similar to the expert definitions of the 1990s and early 2000s, suggesting 
little change in the definition, and greater acceptance of the culture behind it. However, this derived 
dataset is not perfect, because many of the words are still shared by more than one column, suggesting 
the correlational analysis would be better formed by grouping words according to an objective formula, 
rather than relying on the judgement of the researcher.

As can be seen from Table 15below, the results for flame-war in relation to the participants showed 
some rather unusual results. Whilst “handbags at dawn” might suggest the conflict aspect of a flame-
war, as this was said by a 28-year-old with only an O-Level in computing, it might suggest their idea 
was seeing flame in the more physical sense of the word. Indeed, the fact that “fire” and “incendiary” 
were among the words that made up the participants differance, suggests that their understanding was 
far from the meaning as a piece of computer jargon.

Lurking

Some have argued that lurking is a strategic activity involving more than just reading posts (Nonnecke 
& Preece, 2001). Indeed, it has been shown that lurkers can take part in online community in a less vis-
ible way, such as by being reporter trollers or clicking on pay-per-click banner adverts (Bishop, 2014a). 

Table 11. Terms and definitions dervived from 1990s and early 2000s sources for flame-war (stage 1)

Definitional Words (Pfaffenberger, 1995) (Marcus & 
Watters, 2002)

(Cowpertwait & 
Flynn, 2002)

Debate (2) 1 1

Degenerate (1) 1

Flaming (1) 1

High, emotions, passionate (3) 1

Little, information (2) 1

Personal attacks (1) 1

Prolong, inconvenience, long-running (1) 1

Unproductive (1) 1

Table 12. Terms and definitions dervived from 1990s and early 2000s sources for flame-war (stage 2)

Definitional Words (Pfaffenberger, 1995) (Marcus & Watters, 
2002)

(Cowpertwait & Flynn, 
2002)

Debate, little information, high emotions, 
passionate (1) 1

Degenerate, personal attacks (1) 1

Flaming (1) 1

Prolong, inconvenience, long-running, 
unproductive (1) 1
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Table 14. Terms and definitions dervived from mid 2000s and early 2010s sources for flame-war (stage 2)

Definitional Words Guardian Independent Telegraph Herald Observer FT Times/ST/HES

Abusive, rude, angry, 
derogatory (2) 1 1

Argue, row, squabble, rant 
(3) 1 1 1

Brutal, hostile, vicious, 
spiteful, ferocious (2) 1 1

Bully, attack, threaten (2) 1 1

Offensive, critical, insults 
(1) 1

Provoking, deliberate (2) 1 1

Rage, rash, wrecking (2) 1 1

Unpleasant, upsetting (2) 1

Table 15. Terms and definitions dervived from 2015 respondents for flame-war

Definitional Words User 2 User 7

Harm, handbags at dawn 1

Facetious, derogatory, argument 1

Fire, incendiary 1

Table 13. Terms and definitions dervived from mid 2000s and early 2010s sources for flame-war (stage 1)

Definitional 
Words Guardian Independent Telegraph Sunday 

Herald Observer Financial 
Times Times/ST/TES

Abusive (2) 1 1

Argue (3) 1 1 1

Attack (1) 1

Brutal (1) 1

Bully (1) 1

Deliberate (2) 1 1

Hostile (1) 1

Offensive (1) 1

Rage (1) 1

Rant (1) 1

Row (1) 1

Unpleasant (1) 1

Vicious (1) 1

Wrecking (1) 1
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Despite these facts, as can be seen from Table 16, the words reflecting the differance of the term ‘lurking’ 
were more associated with the traditional ideas of lurkers, which is not surprising as these definitions 
were made in the early 1990s and 2000s.

Table 16 shows a high similarity between the definitions, with the differance relating not posting or 
contributing and only reading, browsing, viewing were shared between the various books. As can be 
seen from Table 17, however, these were all combined into one set of statements. This might show the 
weakness of using this approach with a small number of sources, as words will be grouped even if they 
are not strictly the same, like “not posting” and “viewing.”

Table 18 shows the words reflecting the differance of the term, ‘lurking,’ in the sources from the mid 
2000s and early 2010s. As can be seen, on the whole, it reflects the same as those from the earlier dates 
in terms of either non-participation or peripheral participation.

Table 19 shows the results after the correlation analysis is applied. It can be seen that the differance 
of the words are most effectively grouped in terms of not responding and vanishing being in one ground, 
and reading/looking being in another.

Table 16. Terms and definitions dervived from 1990s and early 2000s sources for lurking (stage 1)

Definitional Words (Pfaffenberger, 1995) (Arthur et al., 2001) (Marcus & 
Watters, 2002)

(Cowpertwait & 
Flynn, 2002)

Anonymous (2) 1 1

not posting or contributing (4) 1 1 1 1

read, browse, view (4) 1 1 1 1

Visitor (1) 1

Table 17. Terms and definitions dervived from 1990s and early 2000s sources for lurking (stage 2)

Definitional Words (Pfaffenberger, 
1995)

(Arthur et al., 
2001)

(Marcus & 
Watters, 2002)

(Cowpertwait & 
Flynn, 2002)

prolong, inconvenience, long-running, unproductive (1) 1

read, browse, view, anonymous, visitor, not-posting (4) 1 1 1 1

Table 18. Terms and definitions dervived from mid 2000s and early 2010s sources for lurking (stage 1)

Definitional Words Daily Telegraph The Times

Not responding (1) 1

Reading (2) 1 1

Vanishing (1) 1

Looking (2) 1 1

Table 19. Terms and definitions dervived from mid 2000s and early 2010s sources for lurking (stage 2)

Definitional Words Daily Telegraph The Times

Not responding, Vanishing 1

Reading, Looking 1 1
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Table 20 shows the manually calculated groupings of words reflecting the differances of the term, 
‘lurker,’ from the point of view of the lay participants. There appears to be nothing unusual about the 
words they chose, with them pretty much resembling the ones used by the experts in the dictionaries 
and newspapers.

The Constructed Definitions

This section provides the definitions of terms that were subjectively derived from the three iterations, 
namely the outcome of near objectively determining the differance of the terms. The various tables, 
which are ordered in terms of one for each term, provide additional quantitative information using the 
outcomes of the semantic differential scale that was used for participants to say whether it was the 1990s 
and early 2000s, or mid-2000s and early 2010s that most reflected their opinion. The number of users 
who agreed with the definition (answered between 1 and 3 on the scale) and the latter one (answered 
between 5 and 7 on the scale) were included for comparison. Each table also includes the Mean score 
for the two devotions combined.

As can be seen from Table 21, a total of 8 people agreed with the 1990s and early 2000s definition 
of trolling. However, the Mean rating was 3.53, which although close to the threshold of 3, still suggests 
there is disagreement among the laypersons who rated these. As can be seen from Table 22, fewer people 
(n=5) agreed with the mid-2000s and early 2010s definition of trolling.

Table 20. Terms and definitions dervived from 2015 respondents for lurking

Definitional Words User 1 User 4 User 12 User 14 User 16

Looking, watching, views, reads 1 1 1 1

Not posting, anonymous 1 1 1

Inconvenienced, inappropriate 1 1 1 1

Table 21. Terms and definitions dervived from 1990s and early 2000s sources

Term N Agree M Rating Derived Definitions

Trolling 8 3.53 Trolling is the posting of obvious and deliberately false, exaggerated, or facetious messages 
in a mischievous way with the intention of provoking or eliciting annoyance or aggression in 
others.

Flame 3 4.40 A flame is an abusive, inappropriate, obscene or threatening message usually posted 
aggressively by someone in an offensive, inflammatory or disapproving way, often when 
they have lost their inhibitions or are otherwise absent of self-control.

Flame-war 5 3.87 A flame-war is a prolonged or long-running exchange of flames where emotions and 
passions are high, but often at the same time because little information is available, the 
debate becomes unproductive and inconveniencing.

Lurking 7 3.47 Lurking is where a visitor to a website views, reads and browses its content over a prolonged 
period of time, but who remains anonymous by not posting, often due to not wanting to be 
inconvenienced by unproductive debates that obstruct access to information.
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Table 21. shows that only 3 people agreed with the 1990s and early 2000s definition of ‘flame’ 
with the Mean rating being 4.40, putting the participants collectively closer to the 2010s definition. 
As can be seen from Table 21, a total of 5 people agreed with the 1990s and early 2000s definition of 
flame-war, with a Mean score of 3.87, making it not convincing, however. Compared with the mid-
2000s and early-2010s, where only 3 agreed with the definition, it is quite significant (see Table 22). 
When one considers the term, ‘lurking’ there are clear differences. A total of 7 people agreed with 
the 1990s and early 2000s definition, compared to the 5 who agreed with the mid-2000s and early 
2010s. The Mean of 3.47 also puts the 1990s definition closer to what resembles the meanings given 
by the participants.

The differences between the mid-2000s to early 2010s definitions drawn from newspapers (Table 
22), and the ones from 2015, derived by the participants Table 23, are quite interesting. In terms of 
trolling, participants saw this in a predatorily manner, which might reflect the concept of Eyeballs, 
which are Internet users who watch and participate at the opportune moment (Bishop, 2014b). In 
terms of the term, ‘flame,’ the definition tended to match those from the authoritative sources. It also 
shows flame as being near identical to how some see the term ‘trolling’ today, namely as provocative, 
offensive and inconveniencing.

Table 23. Terms and definitions dervived from 2015 sample

Term Derived Definitions

Trolling Trolling is the predatory act of stirring up emotions in others through the posting of provocative, unpleasant or 
inflammatory messages in order to cause upset or annoyance as part of a long-going campaign.

Flame A flame is an aggressive, threatening or outrageous message that is perceived as inappropriate and is intended to 
provoke an inconveniencing or emotive argument.

Flame-war A flame-war is an argument where participants take part in a derogatory argument in order to cause harm to others in an 
incendiary-like manner.

Lurking Lurking is the act of a person viewing and reading posts anonymously, without posting their own in case they are 
inconvenienced by inappropriate behaviour.

Table 22. Terms and definitions dervived from mid-2000s and early 2010s media-texts

Term N Agree M Rating Derived Definitions

Trolling 5 3.53 Trolling is the posting of inflammatory or outrageous messages used to inundate or 
harass others to ignite unpleasant and upsetting feelings in others solely for the thrill of 
doing so.

Flame 5 4.40 A flame is an abusive, rude, angry or derogatory message sent online.

Flame-war 3 3.87 A flame-war is an online squabble or argument started as a rash and wrecking response 
to a rant from others.

Lurking 5 3.47 Lurking is the looking at or reading of online messages without responding and 
followed quickly by vanishing.
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IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Research methods books often try to argue that approaches to researcher involve quantitative or qualitative 
approaches to data collection and analysis. This chapter disagrees with that assumption, acknowledging 
that the format data is collected in need not be the same with which it is analysed. The approach used to 
prove this is called ‘on the fly corpus linguistics,’ which is conducted in three parts; 1) systematically 
inducing the words representing the différance of a number of terms based on their différence in terms 
of their definition in a number of different sources and entering these into a dataset 2) using correlational 
analysis to reduce the number of words induced that to avoid duplication 3) using another correlational 
analysis and secondly identify those words that most reflect the difference of a single term so as to best 
reflect the difference between terms so that a definition using these words can be constructed to define 
the term. The approach was applied to computer jargon definitions from the 1990s and early 2000s and 
those from the mid-2000s and 2010s, two produce two sets of definitions for each term. A confirmatory 
test was then done with users to ask to state on a quantitative semantic differential scale which definition 
most reflected theirs and to say why. The words used in their qualitative answers were then used to derive 
another set of definitions. These were then compared with the other definitions and the response to the 
scale analysed at the same time, showing that the approach can be effective from deriving definitions 
that can be shared. Also shown during the collection of descriptive data on participants was that asking 
users to write in their answers (such as computer and mobile make) meant that more reliable post-hoc 
categorisation approaches can be developed as an improvement on a priori forms of questionnaire de-
sign, where options for descriptors reflect the researcher’s worldview but not those of the participations.

DISCUSSION

Computer jargon is not going to go away, and nor are the many different definitions each person gives 
to a piece of it. In the same way one might guess a question on a quiz show that one does not know an 
answer to, so this study has shown that people will attempt to define words, even though they are not 
likely to be close to the actual definition.

The aim of the chapter was to see whether it was possible to objectively define terms using a quantita-
tive analysis of qualitative data. This was done using dictionaries and newspapers with expert definitions 
and questionnaires of laypersons, the study has down that it is possible to devise objective definitions 
of words, but whether these definitions are accurate is a different story. The chapter was based on the 
theoretical underpinnings of Jacques Derrida, who argues words are reflected by their differance – the 
words that make up their definition – and their difference – the way in which they are different from 
other words.

The study produces three sets of definitions for the terms trolling, flame, flame-war and lurking. 
These definitions were derived for terms using dictionaries for the 1990s and early-2000s, newspapers 
from the mid-2000s to early 2010s, and from questionnaires of lay persons for 2015. It is found that in 
some case, such as ‘lurking,’ there is a likely common understanding of the term as it says what it is. 
The terms ‘flame’ and ‘flame-war’ drew most confusion from the laypersons, with some respectfully 
admitted they associated it with the traditional definition, namely “fire” and “incendiary.”
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The study finds that objectively determining a definition of a term requires a bigger dataset than is 
used for qualitative studies. It further notes that whilst there is a lot in common with expert definitions, 
the problem with drawing definitions from others is that whilst it might produce objective definitions 
they might not be accurate ones. Further testing of the approach of ‘on-the-fly corpus linguistics’ is 
therefore needed.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Abstraction: The process of drawing words, terms and other signifiers out of a source in order to 
produce a corpus.

Annotation: The use of a corpus in order to codify a different source for further analysis.
Analysis: In the case or corpus linguistics, the process of evaluating a source that has been annotated 

using a corpus.
Corpus: A body of words, terms or other signifiers that is used to understand sources of information.
Corpus Linguistics: The discipline of abstracting, annotating and analysing sources of information 

to produce and make use of a corpus.
Flame: An abusive, rude, angry or derogatory message sent online.
Flame-War: A flame-war is an online squabble or argument started as a rash and wrecking response 

to a rant from others.
Lurking: Lurking is the looking at or reading of online messages without responding and followed 

quickly by vanishing.
Trolling: The posting of inflammatory or outrageous messages used to inundate or harass others to 

ignite unpleasant and upsetting feelings in others solely for the thrill of doing so.




