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p m a g l i o S a l m a d e n . i b m . c o m 

W h en peopl e tal k abou t  accessin g informatio n o n th e Worl d 
Wid e Web .  the y us e expression s o r  word s tha t  refe r  t o travel -
in g throug h space .  Eve n thoug h th e agen t  i s no t  actuall y i n 
motion ,  th e linguisti c form s chose n sugges t  tha t  th e agen t  i s 
movin g alon g a  trajector y toward s a  destination .  Fo r  instance , 
peopl e tal k abou t  "travellin g o n th e informatio n superhigh -
way" ,  "surfin g th e net" ,  "goin g t o a  we b site" ,  an d "crashin g 
int o a  deadend" .  Suc h phrase s ar e metaphorica l  i n tha t  the y 
involv e a  mappin g o f  image-schemat a (Lakoff .  1987 ;  John -
son .  1987 ;  -nimer .  1987) ,  suc h a s S O U R C E - P A T H - G O A L. 
fro m th e sourc e domai n o f  physica l  trave l  ont o th e targe t  do -
mai n o f  informatio n access .  Thi s kin d o f  languag e us e i s no t 
arbitrar y bu t  result s fro m a  coheren t  syste m o f  metaphorica l 
though t  i n whic h th e abstrac t  i s  expresse d i n concret e terms . 

Our  analysi s i s base d o n a  larg e corpu s o f  linguisti c dat a re -
latin g t o th e Worl d Wid e Web .  Som e dat a wer e gathere d fro m 
popula r  pres s an d technica l  book s an d articles .  Additiona l 
dat a wer e collecte d throug h survey s i n whic h bot h experi -
ence d an d naiv e participant s provide d writte n response s t o 
question s abou t  thei r  W e b use .  On e o f  thes e survey s appeare d 
on th e Worl d Wid e W e b itself .  Th e remainin g dat a wer e col -
lecte d throug h onlin e verba l  protocol s obtaine d whil e bot h 
experience d an d naiv e participant s use d th e we b t o acces s 
specifi c  information . 

The dat a w e collecte d sugges t  tha t  peopl e conceptualiz e 
informatio n a s physica l  object s locate d a t  particula r  point s i n 
space .  Thes e informatio n object s ca n b e manipulated ,  moved , 
and stored ;  fo r  example ,  " I  picke d u p tha t  brai n fro m David' s 
web pag e an d move d i t  ove r  t o mine" .  Thes e object s ca n b e 
inspecte d fro m differen t  directions ;  fo r  example ,  " I  go t  her e 
fro m Yaho o yesterday ,  bu t  toda y I  foun d i t  fro m th e Medi a 
Lab. "  Ou r  dat a provid e substantia l  evidenc e t o sho w tha t  eve n 
peopl e wit h littl e o r  n o exposur e t o th e we b understan d an d 
respon d appropriatel y t o languag e tha t  reflect s metaphorica l 
though t  relatin g t o trave l  i n tw o dimensions .  Nevertheless , 
we als o observe d a  fe w case s i n whic h peopl e wit h littl e prio r 
exposur e t o th e Worl d Wid e W e b relie d o n othe r  metaphor s 
t o thin k abou t  an d expres s motio n i n informatio n space .  Fo r 
instance ,  tw o individual s use d phrase s suc h a s "dia l  u p th e we b 
page "  o r  "wha t  i s th e numbe r  I  cal l  t o se e tha t  we b page?" , 
whic h suggest s tha t  the y wer e mappin g a  telephon e cal l  ont o 
informatio n acces s o n th e web . 

W hy exactl y i s  i t  tha t  spatia l  metaphor s ar e use d whe n 
talkin g abou t  accessin g information ? Lakof f  (1987) ,  Gibb s 
(1994) ,  an d other s woul d probabl y argu e tha t  basi c conceptua l 
schemas,  suc h a s trajectory ,  motivat e suc h though t  an d tha t 
thi s i s  reflecte d i n th e languag e used .  Perhap s a  mor e difficul t 
questio n i s wh y peopl e conceiv e o f  themselve s a s activel y 
movin g throug h informatio n space ,  whe n i n fac t  wha t  i s  actu -
all y happenin g i s tha t  informatio n move s towar d them ;  mor e 
precisely ,  th e dat a indexe d b y a  particula r  U R L i s transmitte d 
fro m a  dista l  compute r  t o a  user' s scree n a t  hi s o r  he r  request . 
We believ e th e answe r  lie s i n people' s everyda y interaction s 
wit h object s i n th e world :  ordinarily ,  whe n a  perso n want s 
a dista l  object ,  h e o r  sh e mus t  exer t  energ y an d mov e t o ob -
tai n it .  Thi s accord s wit h Johnson' s (1987 )  vie w o f  bodil y 
experience . 

Finally ,  ou r  dat a sugges t  tha t  peopl e ordinaril y  conceiv e 
of  th e W e b a s a  two-dimensiona l  grap h tha t  support s mainl y 
loca l  movement .  Fo r  instance ,  participant s routinel y spok e o f 
"goin g bac k one "  an d o f  "followin g a  chai n o f  links" .  Ye t  th e 
W eb i s multi-dimensional .  Th e ver y notio n o f  hypertex t  i s 
of  a  syste m o f  multipl y an d arbitraril y  interconnecte d nodes . 
But  becaus e peopl e mus t  mov e throug h th e we b i n time ,  it s 
multi-dimensiona l  structur e i s transforme d (bot h internall y 
and externally )  int o simple r  linea r  paths .  Fo r  example ,  utter -
ance s suc h a s " I  wen t  t o Yahoo ,  the n t o entertainment ,  the n 
t o a  Smashin g Pumpkin s we b site ,  an d I  the n I  cam e bac k 
t o Yahoo "  reflec t  a  linea r  wa y o f  thinkin g abou t  th e Web . 
Thus ,  eve n thoug h tim e i s metaphoricall y conceive d a s spac e 
(Lakof f  &  Johnson ,  1980) ,  i n thi s case ,  tim e help s structur e 
spatia l  concept s a s well . 
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