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Abstract

Languages and cultures, like organisms, are constantly evolving. Words, like genes, can come and go – spreading
around or going extinct. Here I discuss the spread of one small subset of words that are meant to convey
“comprehensiveness” in some way: the “omes” and other words derived from “genome” or “genomics.” I focus on a
bad aspect of this spread the use of what I refer to as “badomics” words. I discuss why these should be considered
bad and how to distinguish badomics words from good ones.
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Main text
The rise of genome (the word)
In 1920, “Verbreitung und Ursache der Parthenogenesis
im Pflanzen- und Tierreiche”–a landmark book by
German botanist Hans Winkler–was published [1]. Trans-
lating the title into English yields “Spread and cause of
pathogenesis in plant and animal kingdoms”. An interest-
ing book, no doubt (and one that is available to read on-
line thanks to the Biodiversity Heritage Library [2]), but it
is not a fascination with pathogenesis that has kept the
book in the limelight for almost 100 years. Instead, it is
one passage on page 165 that is critical:

Ich schlage vor, für den haploiden
Chromosomensatz, der im Verein mit dem
zugehörigen Protoplasma die materielle Grundlage
der systematischen Einheit darstellt den Ausdruck:
das Genom zu verwenden und Kerne, Zellen und
Organismen, in denen ein gleichartiges Genom mehr
als einmal in jedem Kern vorhanden ist,
homogenomatisch zu nennen, solche dagegen, die
verschiedenartige Genome im Kern führen,
heterogenomatisch.

For those not up on their German, the beginning has
been translated into English by Joshua Lederberg and
Alexa McCray [3]:
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I propose the expression Genom for the haploid
chromosome set, which, together with the pertinent
protoplasm, specifies the material foundations of the
species.

In other words, this was the birth of the term “genome”.

The spread of the ome-meme
If Winkler were alive today, he would be amazed and what
his simple coinage has become. Genomes and “genomics”
(the study of genomes)–the concepts and the words–are
everywhere and have even spread widely into popular cul-
ture. A side effect of this spread has been the proliferation
of genomic terminology. In this issue of GigaScience,
McDonald et al. [4] track one aspect of this spread in the
emergence of new “ome” words. They describe the collec-
tion of omics terms as the “ome-ome”. The main point of
their analysis of the ome-ome is that, well, omics is every-
where. And they use this as evidence for the need to de-
velop more standards for, in essence, communication
among the different omes (or, well, the tools that deal with
the different omes).
The increasing size of the ome-ome suggests (to me at

least) that the drive to add “ome” or some variant of it to
just about anything is a meme (a spreading cultural
practice). Documenting and studying the spread of the
ome-meme has become an academic exercise of sorts.
And, as with any academic area, they are different camps.
Some have approached their analyses in a reserved–perhaps
even objective–manner [3]. Yet others have seemed to be
almost cheering on the ominess (e.g., [5]). But the majority
have been, well, less impressed (e.g., [6-9]).
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My above outlining of the studies of the ome-meme fo-
cused on articles published in traditional venues (i.e., jour-
nals and magazines). But as the world of genomics has
changed, so has the world of scientific discourse. And it is
on the web where the dissection of the ome-meme is the
most extensive. Consider, for example, omics.org [10],
which both catalogs and has a hierarchical classification of
ome terms, or the “-Omes and -omics glossary & tax-
onomy”, which contains detailed definitions of and refer-
ences to >100 omes [11].
Of course, the web brings not only traditional web sites

like these, but also new fangled things like social media
where the ome-meme is a source of much discussion.
And much of this social discussion is not so supportive. I
should know, as I have become–for better or worse–a hub
of much of the critiques, a result of giving out “Awards”
such as the “Worst New Omics Word Award” [12] and
“Badomics Word of the Day Award” [13]. Examples of
some of the “winners
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Conclusions
Genomics is a wonderful topic. And it has great potential
value. But adding “ome” or “omics” onto some term does
not suddenly make it “genomic-y”. The power of genomics
does not simply transfer with a suffix. In addition, new
concepts do not need to latch onto the ome-meme if
they are strong and interesting in and of themselves.
Comparisons to genomics can be very useful, but includ-
ing genomics in some way in the term itself is potentially
unwise.
In my youth (graduate school), I coined an omics word

that was not done tongue in cheek: phylogenomics. My
original usage was a bit narrow and probably could get a
#badomics award. But fortunately I and others reworked
the term to be broader and cleaner–in essence it is now
used to refer to the integration of phylogenetics and gen-
omics. Words are not owned by anyone. Badomics words
can become decent–even good. If you think there is a
need for a new omics word–by all means–put it out there.
But don’t be a casual vector for the spread of the ome-
meme: give at least a few thoughts to whether the word is
useful and necessary. And maybe you might even get a
“good omics word award.”
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