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Introduction

Neologisms are linguistically interesting because of the immediacy of their creation, and the fluidity of their usage.  They have a compact and potentially volatile evolutionary lifespan, as meaning shifts relatively rapidly from original coinage to popular usage, and finally to fixed definitions.  The neologisms of science fiction are specifically interesting because they comprise a body of jargon and in-group language that hints at the underlying subculture of science fiction fandom.

Sources and Methods

Although the term “science fiction” goes back as far as 1851 (Wolfe p. 108), as a literary genre, it is mainly (with some notable exceptions) a 20th century phenomenon, with its “Golden Age” in the 1940s and 50s (Sheidlower).  Due to a certain reluctance by traditional scholarly authorities to accept science fiction as “real” literature, worthy of discussion and study, the scholarship of science fiction has lagged behind, only truly blossoming in the 1970s (Wolfe p. xi).  Further, the phenomenon of science fiction fandom has been more likely to find itself the subject of ridicule than of sociological or linguistic study.  Thus, there are relatively few sources on either topic—few sources in print media, one should say, since the internet has had a huge and lasting impact not only on popular culture (including science fiction) but on the scholarship thereof.  By the time a book or journal article sees the light of day, popular culture has moved on: new ideas have taken hold, new words have been coined, and old words have altered their meanings.  A website, on the other hand, especially one constantly maintained and updated, such as Wikipedia, can be an invaluable source to the student of popular culture.  Of course, one must recall that the internet itself is at least partially a product of popular culture, and subject to the vicissitudes thereof.  A print source can give an invaluable “timestamp,” showing though the writer’s own biases how a particular term was used at a particular point in time.  As such, this paper relies mainly on internet sources, but also draws heavily from Gary K. Wolfe’s Critical Terms for Science Fiction and Fantasy, published in 1986.  

In addition, this paper has been based on the responses of a random survey taken from users of the LiveJournal and Facebook social networking websites.  About half of the respondents were members of the Dragon*Con community on LiveJournal, and therefore could be expected to self identify as science fiction fans or “geeks.”  The remaining respondents accessed the survey through Facebook, other LiveJournal blogs, the knitting website ravelry.com, where it was re-posted, and personal correspondence from other respondents.   66% of respondents were female, 32% male, and 1.5% marked “other” (transgender, gender queer).  Respondents ranged in age from 16-71, with an average age of 36, and 95% had attended at least some college, with 33% having completed or currently pursuing some form of higher degree.
Respondents were asked to define and give the origins of a list of science fiction and fandom related words, using only their own personal knowledge, without asking for help or looking anything up.  The word list was selected for 1) age of term, since older terms were more likely to show some shift in meaning; 2) variable definitions and origin possibilities, to see which variations were more prevalent; 3) general applicability, since words specific to a single work or body of work (such as Jedi) would show little or no variation.
Fandom  

Self-evidently,  fandom refers to a collection of fans.  The latter word is itself a neologism, a clipping of fanatic, “a person marked or motivated by an extreme, unreasoning enthusiasm,”  from the Latin fānāticus, “inspired by orgiastic rites (Merriam-Webster).”  The   –dom suffix comes from OE dōm, “statute, judgment, jurisdiction (OED),” making  fandom a back formation by extending the original word’s morphology in ways that match similar existing words (e.g., kingdom, freedom, etc.).
Wolfe tells us that fandom is “the organized readership of science fiction, and, to a lesser extent, of other popular literatures (p. 36).”  This specialized use is current among self-identified members of the science fiction community—27% of respondents said the term referred to fans of science fiction and fantasy specifically—but 63% were aware of its more generalized application to any “group of fans of any sport, activity, or famous person (Merriam-Webster).”  At first glance, it seems as if the term has narrowed to refer to a specific kind of fan, but a look at its earlier history reveals that it had originally been a narrower term, referring not to fans of science fiction or fantasy, but of sports.  Jesse Sheidlower, Editor at Large of the Oxford English Dictionary, dates it back to an October, 1896 sports column in the Washington Post, though his next citation is the science fiction usage by author Algis Budrys in 1952 (Sheidlower: Fandom).  Thus, the meaning started out narrow, widened to include more than one kind of fan, then narrowed again around a different kind of fan.  

Budrys narrowed the term even further by specifying that “fandom is more properly determined…by participation in various ‘fannish’ activities such as conventions and fanzines (Wolfe p. 36).”  28% of survey respondents agreed that fannish activities were an essential part of fandom, such as going to conventions or gatherings, participating in discussions and interactions with other fans, and producing various forms of fan art , including visual arts, fanfiction, costumes, and music.

There is a certain disdain among science fiction fan communities for organized sports; in a 2009 survey, aside from the popularity of martial arts and various dance forms, very few self-identified “geeks” claim an interest or skill in sports (Lanterman 2009).  Thus, it is no surprise that only two respondents were aware of the original meaning of fandom.  It is unclear when, in the intervening half century, science fiction enthusiasts appropriated the word and made it their own, but in the survey, the most commonly cited things for members of fandom to be a fan of were science fiction, fantasy, television, movies, books, and authors.  Only two respondents mentioned sports.  On the other hand, the Corpus of Contemporary American Linguistics lists numerous references to sports fandoms, including NASCAR, so the term is still not as specialized as science fiction fans might prefer.

Wolfe describes fandom as, not a subculture, as is often claimed, but a folk culture, “a self-determined community whose members are deeply committed to it and whose ‘secrets’ are passed along by oral tradition.”  It cannot be a subculture, he says, because it “does not constitute a complex of living conditions that set its members apart from the culture at large.”  This distinction may be lost on those who are not students of anthropology or sociology; 25% of respondents referred to fandom as a culture, community, or society, or referred to fans creating a shared identity.  As an aside, it should be noted that Wolfe, writing in 1986, was as yet unaware of the vast impact the internet would have on fandom—its “secrets” are no longer passed on by oral tradition, but recorded—and endlessly debated—in pixels and bytes.  

Science Fiction, Sci-Fi, SyFy, and Skiffy

According to Wolfe, most commonly given definitions of science fiction as of 1986 included the following elements: scientific content or theory, social extrapolation, and “some cognitive or non-metaphorical link to the ‘real world (Wolfe p. 108) .’”  He dates the term as far back as 1851, in an essay by English poet William Wilson, who defined it as “fiction in which the revealed truths of Science may be given interwoven with a pleasing story,” however, he dates “popular usage” of the term to 1929, when it was coined by Hugo Gernsback, editor of Science Wonder Stories, to describe the contents of the magazine (ibid).  Several subsequent definitions have expanded beyond “pleasing story” with science to include the impact of science upon humanity (ibid, pp. 109-110).


Gernsback’s coinage was intended to replace his original term, the awkward scientifiction (Wolfe 113); even so, the four-syllable designation was a bit of a mouthful.  It seems likely that the abbreviation sci-fi was merely a handy clipping, and when magazine editor Forrest J. Ackerman coined the term in 1954, possibly by analogy with hi-fi (Wikipedia: Science Fiction), it was just that; however, since then,  it has a much more sordid history.  According to Wolfe, the term became associated with popular mainstream media, who tended to describe science fiction in denigrating, condescending language (114), and thus the word became pejorized.


As a show of contempt for mass media’s scornful use of the term, science fiction fans narrowed the definition of the clipped form to describe bad science fiction, pejorizing it even further.  Asimov defined sci-fi as “trashy material,” (Wolfe p. 114 , quoted in 1981) and Damon Knight called it a "crude, basic kind of science fiction that satisfies the appetite for pseudo-scientific marvels."  (ibid, from source quoted in 1977).  


To show even further contempt, others suggested the ironic pseudo-phonetic pronunciation skiffy.  (Wolfe attributes this to Knight (ibid), but Wikipedia claims it was critic Susan Wood in 1978.)  In its new form, the term suffered such extreme pejoration that Wolfe (possibly exaggerating), equates it to nigger (ibid, p. 114).  Despite such objections, however, he says that the term sci-fi was still widely used by the popular media to refer to science fiction in general (ibid, p. 115).  


To avoid the use of such a negative term, science fiction writers in the 1960s adopted speculative fiction, a phrase coined by Robert Heinlein in 1947 (ibid, p. 122), and his preferred term for the genre (ibid, p. xxvi).  The abbreviation SF is often used to avoid the argument altogether, as these initial may stand for “science fiction,” “sci-fi,” “speculative fiction,” or even “science fantasy (ibid, p. 117),” a 1950s term that “blurred the boundaries between science fiction and fantasy (ibid, p. 107).”


Since Wolfe’s time, however, it seems as if sci-fi is making a comeback as a neutral abbreviation, and skiffy, though it remains obscure (the OED does not list it, for example), is following along with it—it has come to be seen as merely a humorous deliberate mispronunciation, a sort of in-joke among fans.  It is a term that definitely correlates with age: while the majority of survey respondents were in their 30s (39%), it was mainly respondents in their 40s who were able to define skiffy (70%).  However, hardly any respondents, regardless of age, described it as a derogatory or negative term--only 9%.  


Interestingly, 13% of respondents guessed that the term was a reaction to the Sci-Fi Channel’s recent re-branding as “SyFy,” a move that angered many fans due to the insulting way the network communicated its decision (Lanterman 2009).  Seven out of these ten respondents were under age 40.
Robots and Androids: Nothing More Than Feelings
Amongst all of Leonardo da Vinci’s amazing inventions, one little known to most people is his mechanical knight.  Although it is unknown whether he actually built the knight, his detailed drawings and descriptions have enabled historians to construct a faithful facsimile, which was part of a 2009 exhibit at the San Diego Air and Space Museum.  It would at first appear to be nothing more than an externally controlled puppet, but with “a mechanical analog–programmable controller within the chest (Moran 2006),” it seems to be a prototype of a true robot.

“Is it a robot or an android,” I asked a pair of young boys admiring the exhibit.  One of them rolled his eyes at the ignorant adult and pointed at the display sign, clearly marked Robot.  

“Yes, but could you also call it an android?  Is there a difference?”

“Nope, no difference, they’re the same thing,” shrugged the sign-pointer’s friend.

The sign-pointer, however, pondered a moment.  “Androids have feelings.”

The idea of machines with feelings is a prevalent thread in modern science fiction.  Two common examples are the replicants in “Bladerunner,” a 1982 film based on the Philip K. Dick novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? and the character of Data in the TV series “Star Trek: The Next Generation.”  The androids in both of these sources exhibit emotions, though in Data’s case, it is only after his creator invents and installs an electronic chip in his brain (Berman 1990).  Also of note are the Cylons in the recently ended “reimagining” of the 1970s series “Battlestar Galactica.”  Cylons were machine servants that rebelled against their human creators—showing a human desire for freedom.   In the new series, there are both fully electronic and partially organic models, and though they are all referred to as machines (or, derisively, “toasters”), all display some form of emotion over the course of the plot arc (Moore).
In looking at survey responses, however, only ten mentioned feelings or emotions: four people said that androids have emotions, while six said that robots do not, representing only 2% and 3%, respectively, of the responses for those terms.  There were more references to sentience and self-will, which impinge on the same semantic and psychological domains, but respondents seemed evenly divided as to where the true emotions lay: 13% said robots have self will or sentience, while only slightly more--15%--said so about androids.
It was generally agreed that both robots and androids are artificial constructs of some sort.  The principle difference was whether the construct in  question resembled a human being or not.  19% of respondents said that a robot would or might look humanoid (6% specifically said they would not look like humans), while an overwhelming 87% agreed that androids look humanoid.  By this definition, Star Trek’s Data and Dick’s replicants qualify as androids, and only the human-looking, partially organic Cylons would make the cut.  The metallic machine models (called Centurions), despite their emotions (admittedly less evident due to a lack of facial muscles), would be considered robots.

The word “android” goes back much farther than Star Trek, however, or even early  science fiction.  Its etymology, of course, is evident: from the Greek andro (human)  + eides, meaning form or shape (OED).  The Chambers Cyclopedia, published in 1728, attributes its coinage to the 13th century saint, Albertus Magnus, following his creation of a mechanical automaton (Chambers p. 87).  While the word itself is rather broad—many things could be considered “human-shaped,” up to and including apes--Albertus clearly had a much narrower definition in mind when he applied it to his creation.   And, as a bishop of the Catholic church (Kennedy 1907), surely he did not presume such hubris as to claim his automaton had human emotions.  
Also of interest is George Lucas’s coinage, “droid,” in his Star Wars movies, a sort of meta-analysis where the morphemes are divided /an-droid/ rather than /andr-oid/.   These incredibly advanced, computerized beings exhibit a full range of human personality and emotions, but none of them look even remotely human, placing them neatly in the middle of the question.


Robots, meanwhile, have a much more recent history, in linguistic terms.  The word was coined in 1920 by a Czech playwright named Karel Čapek for his play “Rossum’s Universal Robots (OED).”  He created it by clipping the existing Czech word robota, meaning “forced labor,” which came in turn from an older Czech word rab, meaning “slave (Merriam-Webster).”  The word was borrowed into English when the play was translated in 1923 (OED).  22% of survey respondents were aware of the word’s etymology, and 12% included working for or serving humans in their definitions.  31% knew of Čapek’s play.  (The second most common response was that the term was coined by Isaac Asimov, due to the popularity of his stories in I, Robot.  While Asimov did not coin robot, he was responsible for robotics, in 1941 (Wolfe p. 65).) 

The OED defines a robot as “One of the mechanical men and women in Čapek’s play; hence, a machine (sometimes resembling a human being in appearance),” however, this is incorrect.  The robots in Čapek’s play are not mechanical automata but vat-grown artificial humans, rather like the modern conception of clones.  Harry Domin, the General Manager of R.U.R., speaks of mixing them up out of dough.  “Then there are the vats of liver and brain and so on.  The bone factory.  Then I'll show you the spinning-mill…Where we make the nerve fibres and the veins.  And the intestine mill, where kilometers of  tubing run through at a time (Čapek).”  He was not writing about machines, but rather the ethics of enslaving creatures indistinguishable from human beings, merely because they have artificial origins.  Although their inventors do not intend it, the robots do develop human emotions; two of them even fall in love.  
Thus these two words have undergone a complete semantic reversal.  Originally, the robots were the human-like constructs, capable of human emotion, and the android was a metal automaton.  In this original sense, neither Data, nor the replicants, nor the humanoid Cylons qualify as androids.  Only the Centurion-model Cylons and Lucas’s droids come close, in terms of their forms, but their emotions and expression of self determination would disqualify even them.
Punks: Cyber and Steam

In 1980, science fiction author Bruce Bethke wrote a short story set in a near-future time, about a group of teenaged hackers with a get-rich quick scheme.  When it was time to give the new story a title, he wanted “a snappy, one-word title that editors would remember,” a word that “that grokked the juxtaposition of punk attitudes and high technology (Bethke 1997).”  He came up with Cyberpunk, an amalgamation of cyber- (itself a derivational affix clipped from cybernetics, “The theory or study of communication and control in living organisms or machines” (OED)), and punk, “a style or movement characterized by the adoption of aggressively unconventional and often bizarre or shocking clothing, hairstyles, makeup, etc., and the defiance of social norms of behavior (Merriam-Webster).”

Then, in 1984, William Gibson published the gritty, dystopian Neuromancer, set partially in the “consensual hallucination” called cyberspace (Gibson 1984).  Reviewers hailed the book as the first in a new subgenre of science fiction: cyberpunk.  Since then, the genre has come to be associated with “advanced science, such as information technology and cybernetics, coupled with a degree of breakdown or radical change in the social order (Wikipedia: Cyberpunk).”  In an example of a metonymic change, the word can also apply to computer hackers (OED), or to the authors who wrote books in the new subgenre (Wolfe, p. 36).  

78% of survey respondents were able to define cyberpunk.  The most common definitions included elements of high technology, electronics, and computers (69%), followed by definitions including words like “dark,” “post-apocalyptic,” “gritty,” and “dystopian” (39%).   13% mentioned the prevalence of hackers or other social criminals, and 10% used words such as “counter-culture,” “subculture,” or “rebellious.”  

Thus, it appears that there has been very little shift in meaning from Bethke’s original intention.  Though many other elements have accreted around it (words like “urban,” “anarchy,” “government conspiracy,” and “economic depression” cropped up), mainly in response to the works of Gibson and others inspired by him, the core of the word still focuses on punk attitudes and high technology.  However, it could also be argued that Bethke’s use of the word punk applied its older meaning of “A person of no account; a despicable or contemptible person; a petty criminal; a hoodlum, a thug (OED),” rather than a member of a rebellious punk subculture, making a case for a metaphoric shift from Bethke’s punkish young hackers to the sophisticated social rebels of Gibson’s cyberspace. 

Taking cyberpunk and setting it in the Victorian era, the high technology turns from computers and cyberspace to intricate contraptions run by clockwork gears—much like the original android; Albertus Magnus and da Vinci would be right at home here.  Instead of hackers harnessing the power of cybernetics, mad scientists harness the power of steam.  In the mid-80s, author K. W. Jeter, in an attempt to come up with a term to cover his own such works and those of Tim Powers and James Blaylock, wrote a letter to Locus magazine and suggested the term steampunk (OED), by analogy with cyberpunk.  It wasn’t until the 1990 publication of Bruce Sterling and William Gibson’s joint novel The Difference Engine, however, that the word entered common parlance among science fiction fans (Wikipedia: Steampunk).   It does not seem to have entered mainstream awareness, however; while the Corpus of Contemporary American English contains numerous references for cyberpunk, a search on steampunk returns nothing.  

Since 1990, it has jumped semantic domains and taken off not just as a literary genre but as a sub-branch of cosplay.  In fact, while 37% of respondents defined Steampunk as a kind of science fiction—citing the Sterling/Gibson novel as well as movies such as “Sky Captain” and “Hellboy”—27% considered it a fashion trend.  Steampunk costumers assume the role of one of several character types--the adventurer, the inventor, the vampire hunter, and the airship pirate, to name a few—and design outfits incorporating both historical and futuristic elements (Poeter 2008).  

Despite the accretion of the new semantic domain, steampunk has remained largely true to its origins in terms of fiction.  However, it has drifted somewhat from its semantic ancestor, cyberpunk. The dystopian element of cyberpunk is less pronounced here—only 6 respondents referred to steampunk as dark or dystopian, and 13 used words such as “optimistic,” “romantic,” “elegant,” and “egalitarian.”  While 20 respondents said that cyberpunk often included criminal elements (usually illegal hackers), only  one mentioned anything about steampunk featuring “ethically challenged protagonists.”
Geeks: Fools, Freaks, Chickens, and Outcasts
The most common survey response to the origin of the word geek referred to a carnival or circus side show act where a person (usually a man) performed such grotesque acts as biting the heads off of live chickens.  The most commonly given definitions of geek talked about intelligence, affinity for computers and technology, and an interest in science fiction.  The path from the chickens to the computers is a long and curious one.

Until recently, nobody had anything good to say about geeks.  Most dictionaries give the origin of the word as Middle Low German geck, meaning “fool, simpleton” (OED).  It dates back as far as Alexander Barclay’s Eglogues in 1515: “He is a foole, a sotte, and a geke also Which choseth..the worst [way] and most of ieoperdie” (ibid).  It also appears in Shakespeare’s play “Twelfth Nigh,” first produced in 1601, in the line “Why have you suffer'd me to be imprison'd…And made the most notorious gecke and gull That e’re invention played on?” (ibid)  Geck still appears in modern German as a word for “dandy” or “fop,” (LEO) showing a narrowing from a fool in general to a specific kind of fool—one who is overly fussy with dress and manners.  

It should be recalled, however, that an alternate use of the word “fool” is to refer to a comical entertainer of royalty or nobility, that is, a jester (OED), who earned a living by clowning, or acting foolishly.  Often these professional clowns were physically deformed, adding to their amusement value (Welsford).  Physically deformed people were also often displayed in circus “freak shows,”  where the above-mentioned chicken act would be performed.  The OED dates the carnival usage to 1919.  Thus, if we start from the “performer” premise, the term shows a series of metonymic shifts from a performer who acts foolishly to a performer who is grotesquely deformed, to a performer who does grotesque things.

Then recall that performers of any stripe, until quite recently, held low social status (Wikipedia: Actor).  Certainly, if a plain actor was a social outcast, how much more so the geek of the circus sideshow?  At this point it seems that the definition of geek as a freak was widening; eventually it shed its relationship to show business and came metaphorically to include any sort of social outcast.  Who were the social outcasts of the late 20th century?  The nerds, the computer freaks, the too-smart bespectacled spaceship spotters, tucking a pulp novel inside their math books because they’d already memorized the homework.  It is no longer acceptable in modern America to gawk at physical freaks, but nor is it fashionable to seem too smart.  The geeks of today are as socially outcast as if they were still orally decapitating chickens for a living, revealed in such current definitions as “A person, a fellow, esp. one who is regarded as foolish, offensive, worthless, etc.” and “An overly diligent, unsociable student; any unsociable person obsessively devoted to a particular pursuit (OED).”

However, the outcasts are finally fighting back, reclaiming geek as a pride word.  Most survey respondents said that intelligence (25%), specifically with computers and technology (30%), and an interest in science fiction (28%) were the defining elements of geekhood.  Even the OED grudgingly admits, three definitions in, that a geek may be “A person who is extremely devoted to and knowledgeable about computers or related technology.  In this sense, esp. when as a self-designation, not necessarily depreciative.”

By contrast, only 17% mentioned social ineptitude, and only 4% said geeks were unpopular or outcasts.  10% of respondents said geeks were “obsessed,” but 21% insisted they were merely passionately enthusiastic.   Although most knew the carnival slang origin, only two knew that it used to be a word for “fool.”  
Thus, in addition to the changes that had gone before, geek is now undergoing a certain degree of amelioration, at least among those who self-identify as geeks—the very fact that people are willing to self identify this way would support its amelioration. Ironically, the word has also undergone a semantic reversal: it started out meaning a foolish person, and has ended up meaning a smart one.  
Otaku: A Geek By Any Other Name

Otaku is a unique word in that it has, virtually simultaneously, undergone both pejoration and amelioration.  It’s a borrowed word, obviously, from Japanese, but its semantic shifts have flowed both from American culture to Japanese and vice versa, due not only to American-Japanese cultural contact but to contact between mainstream and non-mainstream cultures.  

Defining otaku is tricky, in part because it carries several distinct meanings on both the literal and pragmatic levels, and in part because those pragmatic meanings span the spectrum from proud to humorous to derogatory to draconian.  

Literally, the characters お宅 mean “your house,” and can be used as a very polite second person pronoun in Japanese (OED, Wikipedia: Otaku).  It was used this way among Japanese animation artists in the 1970s and 80s (ibid).  As a term for manga and anime fans, it  first appeared in a 1983 series of articles by Akio Nakamori in the magazine Manga Burikko (Eng 2001).  Unfortunately, he stereotyped these fans as “anti-social, unkempt, and unpopular (ibid),” thus pejorizing what had originally been a neutral, or even quite positive, term.  Even more unfortunately, in 1989, serial murderer Tsutomu Miyazaki was discovered to have a collection of manga and anime.  Despite the fact that anime fans continued to use the term amongst themselves, in the mainstream media it became associated with mentally disturbed sociopaths (ibid).

Otaku found its way into American English following the 1992 release of “Otaku no Video,” a humorous film poking fun at the stereotypes surrounding the life and culture of anime fans (Wikipedia: Otaku no Video).  Though the film portrayed some negative stereotypes, the overall impression is that otaku are “a little eccentric…, [but] also harmless (Eng 2001).”  This went a long way toward amelioration of the term, raising it to the level of “geek” or “nerd” in American usage—though it was still hardly to be considered a compliment, except among the otaku themselves.  

Now, in modern Japanese slang among the mainstream culture, otaku still has negative connotations, referring to any “extreme” fan of anything (Wikipedia: Otaku).  However, much like geek, otaku has been reclaimed as a pride word among fans of Japanese popular culture, both in America and Japan.  71% of respondents said it was merely a term for a fan of anime or manga, with no particularly negative connotations; 15% specifically noted it was a synonym for geek or nerd.  However, the derogatory overtones are clearly still present: 29% cited negative aspects of otaku, including words like “freak,” “pervert,” and “anti-social.”  
Cosplay

Although it is clearly comprised of a blend of English morphemes, cosplay is another borrowing from a Japanese coinage.  Although the OED’s earliest citation for it is the Usenet group rec.arts.anime in 1993, Wikipedia and websites devoted to cosplay date it to the 1984 Science Fiction Worldcon in Los Angeles, where it was first used by animator Nobuyuki Takahashi (Wikipedia: Cosplay).  Takahashi combined the first two morae of “costume” and “play,” a common Japanese way of forming compounds (ibid).  In Japanese, it is rendered as kosu (コス) pure (プレ) (ibid, OED).  Although most survey respondents either knew or could easily guess what cosplay was, only 21% knew it was a Japanese coinage, and only one person mentioned Takahashi.
The primary definitions of cosplay emphasize the play as much as the costumes.  Cosplayers not only dress up as their favorite characters (usually from Japanese anime, manga, or popular culture), they often assume the personas of those characters, and roleplay either spontaneously or in choreographed skits (Wikipedia: Cosplay).  In America, cosplayers mostly frequent conventions devoted to Japanese pop culture, while in Japan, they are identified with youth culture, and can often be found on the streets of Tokyo, as well as at the conventions (Williams 2009).

Since its coinage, the term has widened to sometimes include wearing any sort of costumes, with or without the role-playing (Wikipedia: Cosplay).  While 96% of the current survey respondents said that cosplay had to do with wearing costumes, only half of those specified that costumes were of anime, manga, or J-pop characters, and only one third mentioned role-playing. 
Wormholes and Black Holes 

A wormhole is a term in theoretical physics for “a hypothetical interconnection between widely separated regions of space-time.” (OED)  It was coined by physicist John Archibald Wheeler in 1957 (Sheidlower: Wormhole), by metaphor with the much older compound meaning a literal hole bored by a literal worm (OED).  By 1974, it had been adopted by science fiction writers, first used by Joe Haldeman in his 1976 novel, The Forever War, as a description of a space anomaly that allows ships to cross light-years instantly, which he called “collapsars (Sheidlower: Wormhole).”  Since then, the wormhole-as-space-travel concept has been used by numerous authors (Bujold, Hamilton), and the “space-time” element of the definition has also been used to posit a mechanism of time travel (Clarke and Baxter 2000) or travel to other universes or dimensions, as in the television series “Stargate SG-1” (1997-2007).

This is an example of a “real” thing (as real as anything can be in theoretical physics) being adopted by fiction, and metonymically widening its definition to include other ideas within its semantic domain: from a hypothetical tunnel in space and/or time, to a literal, if fictional, tunnel allowing physical travel in space and time.

88% of respondents were able to define wormhole, and most agreed that it was some kind of anomaly or tunnel in space.  However, they were almost evenly divided on whether it was a science fiction plot device or a real scientific theory (17% vs. 18% of those who mentioned it).   In addition to physical travel, 15% agreed that a wormhole allowed travel through time or into different dimensions or universes.  

26 respondents (15%) also confused wormholes with black holes, and another 6 used the terms “singularity” or “event horizon” in their definitions, both of which are associated with black holes.  A black hole is caused by the gravitational collapse of a star or planet, and therefore consists of dense matter—despite its name, it is not a hole at all, whereas a wormhole, by definition, is a tunnel or hole in space.  Numerous science fictional  sources also confuse wormholes with black holes (e.g., Star Trek: The Motion Picture (1979) and many of its sequels), so this may be a case of metonymic widening within the science fiction lexicon, eschewing the exactitude of the scientific definitions.
Waldos and Ansibles: Life Imitates Art 

Where wormholes are a scientific idea adopted by science fiction, waldos are the opposite.  In 1942, Robert Heinlein wrote a novella called Waldo, in which the eponymous protagonist, a brilliant and handicapped recluse, invents mechanical hands to help him with various tasks.  He has huge ones that allow for major work, such as construction, and tiny ones for delicate tasks such as microsurgery.  They are operated by means of gloves that make the machinery respond to the movements of the operator’s hands, and can be used for remote tasks, thus allowing the operator to work in inimical environments or across vast distances.  

In 1949, Central Research Laboratories demonstrated the first of its line of Master-Slave Manipulators (CRL), nicknamed waldos after the Heinlein protagonist’s invention (Free Online Dictionary of Computing).  The term appears to have since fallen out of use; the CRL website does not mention it.   But it does seem likely that the engineers responsible for developing such things in the real world would be fans of science fiction—in a previous survey, 233 out of 1015 science fiction fans surveyed (23%) said they worked in a technical field, and 819 (80%) indicated an interest in real world technology and space travel (Lanterman 2009).  In the 1940s, such fans were probably familiar with Robert Heinlein, a pre-eminent author of the early science fiction era.  

The term has gone out of use with more than just CRL.  Only 37% of survey respondents correctly identified it as a mechanical manipulation device, and the most common referent was the elusive stripe-shirted character in the Where’s Waldo? series of children’s picture books.  Predictably, younger respondents (under 30) were more likely to give the latter definition, while older respondents (in their 30s and 40s) were more likely to be familiar with the Heinlein reference.

Ansibles, on the other hand, do not exist, and may never.  An ansible is a fictional communications device, allowing faster-than-light data transmission across vast distances (Sheidlower: Ansible).  Like wormholes, they provide a convenient work-around for plots requiring intergalactic interaction, neatly sidestepping the issue of the light-speed barrier.  Survey responses show that the term is slightly obscure—certainly not as common as robot or android—as only 40% of respondents were able to define it.  However, of those who could, 90% agreed that it was a communications device, showing almost no shift from its primary meaning; most of the rest thought it was some kind of transportation device, though they were aware of the light-speed aspect.

The term was coined by Ursula K. LeGuin in her 1966 novel, Rocannon's World, in a deliberate syncope of “answerable” (Quinion); however, an equally common referent for the word now is Orson Scott Card’s Ender series (1985-2009).  Survey respondents were evenly split on its origins, with 40% being aware of the LeGuin coinage and 38% championing Card.

Currently, we lack the technology for faster-than-light travel or communications, but if such a device ever does exist, it will surely be at the hands of science fiction readers turned scientists, who would be happy to name their creation after its fictional antecedent.
Conclusions

Of the twelve words surveyed, all except ansible showed evidence of semantic change.  The most common changes were widening (shown in geek, cosplay, and fandom), amelioration (found in geek, otaku, and skiffy), and metonymy (in geek, wormhole, and cyberpunk).  

The word that changed the most was geek, showing evidence of metaphor, metonymy, amelioration, reversal, and both widening and narrowing.  It is tempting to think that the age of the word is the reason for its radical shifts in meaning, but the oldest word on the list, if Chambers’ Cyclopedia is to be believed, is android, which only changed when robot came on the scene in the 1920s.
It also seems possible that geek’s shifting meanings are due to its semantic domain.  Throughout its myriad changes, it consistently refers to a type of person—but so does otaku, and fandom refers to a group of people, yet neither of them have changed as often or as drastically.
The other question that arises is the reason for the lack of change in ansible.  One could say that a name for a thing that is such a necessary invention for many science fiction plots to work is unlikely to suffer much alteration—but other similarly “necessary” words have shared no such protection.  Wormhole shows metonymy, android and robot have completely reversed themselves, and waldo, the most closely comparable word to ansible, is coming close to obsolescence.
It would be interesting to do the same research on a similar set of words from another literary genre--though it would be hard to find one as given to coinage and neologism as science fiction--and compare the results.  It seems likely that  semantic change is unpredictable no matter what the genre or semantic domain.  
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