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Abst r act
Approxi mately 212 RFCs so far, starting with RFC 269, contain the
terns ‘foo’, ‘bar’, or ‘foobar’ as nmetasyntactic variables w thout
any proper explanation or definition. This docunent rectifies that

defi ci ency.
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1. Introduction

Approxi mately 212 RFCs, or about 7% of RFCs issued so far, starting
with [ RFC269], contain the ternms ‘foo’, ‘bar’, or ‘foobar’ used as a
met asyntactic variable wi thout any proper explanation or definition
This may seemtrivial, but a nunber of newconers, especially if
English is not their native | anguage, have had problens in
understanding the origin of those terns. This docunment rectifies
that deficiency.
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Section 2 bel ow describes the definition and etynol ogy of these words
and Section 3 interprets them as acronyns.

As an Appendi x, we include a table of RFC occurrences of these words
as nmetasyntactic vari abl es.

2. Definition and Etynol ogy
bar /bar/ n. [JARGON|

1. The second metasyntactic variable, after foo and before baz.
"Suppose we have two functions: FOO and BAR FQOO calls BAR. ..."

2. Oten appended to foo to produce foobar.
foo /fool
1. interj. Termof disgust.

2. Used very generally as a sanple nane for absolutely anything, esp.
progranms and files (esp. scratch files).

3. First on the standard |list of netasyntactic variables used in
syntax exanples (bar, baz, qux, quux, corge, grault, garply,
wal do, fred, plugh, xyzzy, thud). [JARGON|

When used in connection with ‘“bar’ it is generally traced to the
VWVIIl era Arnmy slang acronym FUBAR (‘' Fucked Up Beyond Al

Repair’), later nodified to foobar. Early versions of the Jargon
File [JARGON] interpreted this change as a post-war
bowdl eri zati on, but it now seenms nore likely that FUBAR was itself
a derivative of ‘foo’ perhaps influenced by German ‘ furchtbar’
(terrible) - ‘foobar’ may actually have been the original form

For, it seems, the word ‘foo’ itself had an i medi ate prewar
history in comic strips and cartoons. In the 1938 Warner Brothers
cartoon directed by Robert O anpett, "The Daffy Doc", a very early
versi on of Daffy Duck holds up a sign saying "SILENCE | S FOO "
‘FOO and ‘BAR also occurred in Wlt Kelly's "Pogo" strips. The
earliest documented uses were in the surrealist "Snokey Stover"
comc strip by Bill Holman about a fireman. This comic strip
appeared in various Anerican com cs including "Everybody’s"

bet ween about 1930 and 1952. It frequently included the word
"FOJO' on license plates of cars, in nonsense sayings in the
background of some frames such as "He who foos | ast foos best" or
"Many snoke but foo nen chew', and had Snokey say "Were there’'s
foo, there’s fire". Bill Holnman, the author of the strip, filled
it with odd jokes and personal contrivances, including other
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nonsense phrases such as "Notary Sojac" and "1506 ni x ni x".
According to the Warner Brothers Cartoon Conpani on [ WBCC|] Hol nan
claimed to have found the word "foo" on the bottom of a Chinese
figurine. This is plausible; Chinese statuettes often have
apotropai c inscriptions, and this may have been the Chinese word
‘fu (sonetines transliterated ‘foo’), which can nean "happi ness"
when spoken with the proper tone (the lion-dog guardi ans fl anking
the steps of many Chinese restaurants are properly called "fu
dogs") [PERS]. English speakers’ reception of Holman's ‘foo
nonsense word was undoubtedly influenced by Yiddish ‘feh’ and
English ‘fooey’ and ‘fool’. [JARGON, FOLDOC

Hol man's strip featured a firetruck called the Foonpbile that rode
on two wheels. The comic strip was trenmendously popular in the
late 1930s, and |l egend has it that a manufacturer in |Indiana even
produced an operabl e version of Hol man’s Foonobile. According to
the Encycl opedi a of Anerican Com cs [EAC], ‘Foo’ fever swept the
US., finding its way into popul ar songs and generating over 500
‘Foo Clubs.’” The fad left ‘foo’ references enbedded i n popul ar
culture (including the couple of appearances in Warner Brothers
cartoons of 1938-39) but with their origins rapidly forgotten.

[ JARGON]

One place they are known to have remained live is in the U S
mlitary during the WWI years. |n 1944-45, the term‘foo
fighters’ [FF] was in use by radar operators for the kind of
nmysterious or spurious trace that would later be called a UFO (the
ol der termresurfaced in popul ar American usage in 1995 via the
nane of one of the better grunge-rock bands [BFF]). Informants
connected the termto the Snokey Stover strip [PERS].

The U.S. and British mlitaries frequently swapped slang termns
during the war. Period sources reported that ‘FOO becane a

sem -1 egendary subject of WA I British-army graffiti nore or |ess
equi valent to the Arerican Kilroy [WORDS]. Were British troops
went, the graffito "FOO was here" or sonething simlar showed up.
Several slang dictionaries aver that FOO probably cane from
Forward Observation O ficer, but this (like the contenporaneous
"FUBAR') was probably a backronym [JARGON]. Forty years |later,
Paul Di ckson’s excell ent book "Wrds" [WORDS] traced "Foo" to an
unspecified British naval nagazine in 1946, quoting as foll ows:

"M. Foo is a nysterious Second World War product, gifted with
bitter ommiscience and sarcasm”

Earlier versions of the Jargon File suggested the possibility that

hacker usage actually sprang from"FOO Lanpoons and Parody", the
title of a comic book first issued in Septenber 1958, a joint
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project of Charles and Robert Crunb. Though Robert Crunmb (then in
his md-teens) |ater becanme one of the nobst inportant and
influential artists in underground comics, this venture was hardly
a success; indeed, the brothers later burned nost of the existing
copies in disgust. The title FOO was featured in large letters on
the front cover. However, very few copies of this comc actually
circul ated, and students of Crunb’s ‘oeuvre’ have established that
this title was a reference to the earlier Snokey Stover com cs.
The Crumbs may al so have been influenced by a short-1ived Canadi an
par ody magazi ne naned ‘ Foo’ published in 1951-52. [ JARGON|

An ol d-time nenber reports that in the 1959 "Dictionary of the
TMRC Language", conpiled at TMRC (the Tech Mbdel Railroad C ub at
MT) there was an entry for Foo. The current on-line version, in
which "Foo" is the only word coded to appear red, has the
followi ng [ TMRC] :

Foo: The sacred syllable (FOO MANI PADMVE HUM ; to be spoken
only when under obligation to comune with the Deity. Qur first
obligation is to keep the Foo Counters turning.

This definition used Bill Hol man’s nonsense word, then only two
decades ol d and demonstrably still live in popular culture and
slang, to nmake a "ha ha only serious" analogy with esoteric

Ti betan Buddhism Today’s hackers would find it difficult to
resist elaborating a joke like that, and it is not likely 1959's
were any | ess susceptible. [JARGON|

4. [EF] Prince Foo was the |ast ruler of Pheebor and owner of the
Phee Hel m about 400 years before the reign of Entharion. Wen
Foo was beheaded by sonmeone he called an "eastern fop" from
Bor phee, the glorious age of Pheebor ended, and Borphee rose to
the proni nence it now enjoys.

5. [OED] A 13th-16th century usage for the devil or any other enemny.
The earliest citation it gives is fromthe year 1366, Chaucer A B
C (84): "Lat not our alder foo [devil] make his bobance [boast]".
Chaucer’s "Foo" is probably related to nodern English "foe"

6. Rare species of dog.

A spitz-type dog discovered to exist after having | ong been
consi dered extinct, the Chinese Foo Dog, or Sacred Dog of

Si nki ang, may have origi nated through a crossing of Northern

Eur opean hunting dogs and the anci ent Chow Chow from Mongolia or
be the m ssing |link between the Chinese WIf and the Chow Chow.
It probably derives its name fromfoochow, of the kind or style
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preval ent in Foochow, of or fromthe city of Foochow (now M nhow)
i n southeast China. [DOG

f oobar n.

[ JARGON] A widely used netasyntactic variable; see foo for

etynol ogy. Probably originally propagated through DECsystem
manual s by Digital Equi pment Corporation (DEC) in 1960s and early
1970s; confirnmed sightings there go back to 1972. Hackers do not
generally use this to nean FUBAR in either the slang or jargon
sense. It has been plausibly suggested that "foobar" spread anmpng
early conputer engineers partly because of FUBAR and partly
because "foo bar" parses in el ectronics techspeak as an inverted
foo signal

foo-fighter n.
World War |1 termfor Unidentified Flying Objects (UFGCs) noted by
both German and British mlitary. See [FF] and entry above for
"foo".

3. Acronyns

The following information is derived primarily fromthe conpilations

at University Cork College <http://ww.ucc.ie/acronyns> and Acronym

Fi nder <http://ww. Acronynfi nder.con> generally filtered for conputer

usage.

. bar:

CGeneric file extension which is not nmeant to inply anything about
the file type.

BAR:
Base Address Register
Buf f er Address Regi ster

FOO
Forward Observation Cbserver.
FOO O COberlin. An organization whose nanme is a recursive
acronym Modtto: The FOO, the Proud, the FOO.  See
<http://cs.oberlin.edu/students/jnmankoff/FOJ home. ht m >.

File Open for Qutput. An NFILE error code [ RFC1037].
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FOOBAR:

FTP Operation Over Big Address Records [RFC1639]. (Particularly
appropriate given that the first RFC to use "foo", [RFC269], was

al so about file transfer.)

FUBAR:

Fail ed Uni Bus Address Register - in a VAX, fromDigital Equiprent
Cor por ati on Engi neeri ng.

Fucked Up Beyond All Recognition/Repair - FromUS Mlitary in
World War 1. Sonetines sanitized to "Fouled Up ..."

FUBARD - Past tense of FUBAR
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Appendi x

Below is a table of RFC occurrences of these words as netasyntactic
variables. (This excludes other uses that are reasonably clear |ike
"vertical bar" or "bar BoF".) Many of these uses are for exanple
domai n nanes. That usage may decrease with the specification in [RFC
2606] of a Best Current Practice for exanpl e dommi n nanes.

R S S Fome oo O S +
| RFC# | bar | foo | foo.bar | fubar | #
I I I | foobar | I I
S R, +---- - +---- - R R, +---- - +
| 269 | X | X | I I 1|
| 441 | X | X | I I 2 |
| 614 | | X | I I 3|
| 686 | | X | I I 4 |
| 691 | | X | I I S |
| 733 | X | X | I I 6 |
| 742 | | X | I I 7|
| 743 X | X | I I 8 |
| 756 | | X | I I 9 |
| 765 X | X | | | 10
| 772 X | X | | X | 11
| 775 | I I X I | 12 |
| 780 X | X | | X | 13
| 788 ] X | X | | | 14
| 810 X | X | X | | 15
| 819 | | X | I | 16 |
| 821 | X | X | | | 17
| 822 | X | X | | | 18
| 882 ] X | X | | | 19
| 883 | | X | I | 20 |
| 897 | X | X | | | 21
| 913 | | X | I | 22 |
| 921 | X | X | | | 23
| 934 | | X | I | 24 |
| 952 | X | X | X | | 25
| 959 | I I X I | 26 |
| 976 | I I X I | 27 |
| 977 | | X ] X | | 28
| 987 | I I X I | 29 |
| 1013 | | X | | | 30
| 1033 | X | X | | | 31
| 1035 | | X | | | 32
| 1037 | | X | | | 33
| 1056 | X | X | | | 34
| 1068 | | X | | 35
| 1137 | | | X | | 36
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| 2705 | X | X | | | 181
| 2717 | | X X | | 182
| 2725 | X | X | | | 183
| 2731 | X | X | X | | 184
| 2732 | | X | | | 185
| 2782 | | X | X | | 186
| 2803 | | X ] | | 187
| 2806 | | X ] | | 188
| 2812 | X | X | X | X | 189
| 2818 | X | X | | | 190
| 2828 | | X | X | | 191
| 2830 | X | | | | 192
| 2831 | X | X | X | | 193
| 2839 | | X ] | | 194
| 2846 | X | X | | | 195
| 2853 | | X | | 196
| 2863 | | X | | | 197
| 2910 | | X | X | | 198
| 2912 | | X ] X | | 199
| 2915 | | X | | 200
| 2926 | | | X | | 201
| 2942 | | X | | 202
| 2965 | | X | | | 203
| 2967 | X | X | X | | 204
| 2970 | | X ] | | 205
| 2993 | X | X | | | 206
| 3010 | X | X | | | 207
| 3023 | | X | | 208
| 3028 | | X | | | 209
| 3075 | X | X | | | 210
| 3080 | | X ] | | 211
| 3092 | X | X | X | X ] 212
oo oo - oo - T Fommma - oo - +
| RFC# | bar | foo | foo.bar | fubar | #
I I I | foobar | I I
S R, +---- - +---- - R R, +---- - +

Security Considerations

Security issues are not discussed in this menp.
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