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I.	
Introduction

“The Internet is a holy thing, it is a sacred thing, it is an internet thing... You can walk into a virtual cocktail party inside a castle inside a fishbowl inside a dollhouse inside a Neapolitan villa in cyberspace. It’s fractal- the more you wander around, the faster the horizon seems to roll away. And so the Net universe expands, both by extending rhizomes to the great unwired masses and by burrowing into its own devices. Net changes the way you think, just with the knowledge that there’s a world buzzing through phone wires, past the houses and office buildings of oblivious multitudes.”

Computer Mediated Communication (hereafter referred to as CMC) is a force to be reckoned with. Recent estimates put the number of regular users of the Internet and electronic mail systems at tens, perhaps even hundreds of millions of people. This thesis will explore the way people use the medium to communicate, and the language which they use to do so. 
	The Internet is incredibly complex and quite tricky to master. To become an accomplished and knowledgeable user, aware of all the technological possibilities, can take some time- from a matter of months to years. The author has been using the Internet (and related forms of CMC) since about 1990, and is still regrettably unaware of everything that it has to offer. If one were to relate the “online world” to an environmental habitat, with its various programs, word definitions, features and programming languages becoming species, new species are arriving every two months- sometimes faster. It changes constantly as new technology and software become available. This may seem like a vast topic to cover with only 5,000 words, however, I will restrict my research to text-based communication only, as this is still the premier use people put the Internet to.	CMC is a whole new medium. Its arrival can be equated with the arrival of the telephone, about 100 years ago, with all the new social protocols and changes it brought. In some ways, CMC has the potential to become even more revolutionary. The telephone has one format- speech; person to person. This has been used very innovatively, but the limits of invention have been reached. The telephone has its accepted place in society, and this is rarely deviated from. It has been easily absorbed into modern culture. The Internet, however, has the potential to be very different. Some would say it is more than just a whole new medium, some would say that the Internet is an abomination, and will eventually destroy society, even democracy.
	First, the author will take a look at the nature of CMC. What makes it different? What are its defining features? The purpose of this section will be to provide a foundation of knowledge onto which to build an examination of the quality and usefulness of communication via computer. Is the Internet a false lead- or will it take us into the 21st century as an improved, enlightened world? 

NB: For the purposes of this thesis, sometimes actual quotes from conversations which have taken place on the Internet have been used. The convention I will use to indicate this is that all such text is printed using the Courier New font. All original spelling, punctuation, grammar and expressions used remain unchanged to add to the authenticity of the quotations.


II.	Characteristics of Computer Mediated Communication.
 	
The Internet and CMC are very recent phenomena. There has been an explosion of interest in them in the past few years, with relatively few people understanding what the Internet actually is, or what the fuss is all about. This chapter will attempt to describe and explain two methods of CMC in common use.
A.	Electronic Mail 
“Electronic mail and messaging systems have novel characteristics that will lead toward their becoming a key, even dominant, communication medium in the coming decades. Understanding the unique attributes of this medium, and their effect on users, will help us all to avoid unwanted side effects while obtaining the benefits from this new and important means of communication.”
It is hard to believe that the above quote was written 12 years ago. Shapiro and Anderson, its authors, have identified a number of key features of electronic mail that make it distinct from any other form of communication. 
Speed. E-mail is very fast. Any message you send will reach its destination immediately. It is estimated that e-mail is 4-28 times faster than any other communication method, including the telephone- as much as 70% of all telephone calls fail due to the intended recipient not being available, equipment failure, or the line being in use. 
 Permanence. Any message is automatically stored on either the server or the computer of both the sender and the recipient.
Cost of distribution. E-mail is utterly unique in that it costs no more to send 1 message to thousands than it does to one person.
Ease of control. E-mail can be easily filtered, channelled and recorded.
Accessibility. One e-mail account can be accessed from anywhere in the world where there is a computer with a connection to the Internet. E-mail is also more user-friendly, in the truest sense of the word, in that the user can access their e-mails at any time. Unlike the telephone, users are not at its beck and call. 
Security and privacy. Despite press scare-mongering, e-mail is absolutely unreadable to anyone but the intended recipient when a certain method of encryption -called PGP- is used.
Experience. People are coming to e-mail with no cultural baggage. We have not been taught to use e-mail from an early age, as we are with the telephone. There are not yet any truly universal protocols for the accepted use of e-mail (although they are rapidly emerging.)
Anonymity and accountability The sender of an e-mail can remain totally, or partially anonymous. The gender, for instance, of the sender, is often not apparent.

A number of characterising features of e-mail over the Internet have also emerged. They are explained well by J. C. Herz:
“Although the Net is a text-based medium, traditional style is the rule... bulletin board articles and electronic mail are closer to transcripts than written compositions. It’s a spoken idiom; netters type the way they talk. In keeping with the casual written tone, most of the Net is on a first-name basis. The epithets “Mr.” and “Ms.” are seldom used, except for ironic effect. 
In keeping with the spoken idiom, typos are accepted, if not expected. Netters take considerable license with punctuation.... The same applies to spelling; [indeed;] the subcultural dialects of hackerdom, rave and surfing have introduced their own vernacular misspellings.”
The Internet has a culture all of its own. Acronyms, insider words and slang are rife, and some postings can be very difficult to translate without previous knowledge of certain terms. For example- the letters IMHO stand for “In my humble opinion.” This may appear without warning at the beginning of a message, and for someone new to the medium, there are little or no clues as to how it should be interpreted. These come as a result of economising: to speed up transmission, to help a tired typist, to pander to a techie’s laziness, or to lessen expenditure on disk space, etc. However, they may also have developed as a way to guard the Internet from outside forces 
B.	Real-time Communication Systems
There are several types of RCS on the Internet. The two in most common use are IRC systems and MUDs. IRC stands for Internet Relay Chat and MUDs are Multi-User Dimensions. These take many forms, including MUSEs, MOOs, MUSHes and MUCKs, all varieties on a main theme. IRC channels allow for simple communication only, such as speech and actions. MUDs are slightly more complex- they are typified by a series of rooms or worlds participants can explore- some contain objects that can be examined and used. Let it be noted, that while graphical MUDs are beginning to emerge, in the main, MUDs and IRC systems are still very much text-based. Many users prefer it that way, for there are no limits to the human imagination- but there are most definitely limits to the sensory conjuring powers of a computer. It may be helpful to compare the difference between text-based and graphical MUDs to the difference between the experiences of reading a book and watching a film (although at their current stage, graphical MUDs are more like animations in their visual style and quality.)
	Both these systems are different from e-mail in that they are more akin to a telephone call. IRC and MUDs constitute a very special type of telephone call, however, for physical actions and environments can be simulated, and the number of users on a system is virtually unlimited (however, a noticeable time lag sometimes occurs.)
	IRC and MUDs can be very addictive (as the author has found out!) The user can explore and invent hundreds of different scenarios and even experiment with their own personae. 
“‘we can act out every instintct ind inside of us, without
 consequence,’ [Kirk] says.
 ‘Are you sure about that?’
 ‘for instance,’ he continues, ‘i can do this...’ Kirk picks up a bottle and  
  throws it across the room, smashing a picture. ‘yes i am sure... we deny
 ourselve in  [real life.]’
  The bottle disappears the moment it hits the wall. There’s no impact. Everything goes         
  back to the way it was.”
There are also many different options for going public and hiding away. There are rooms open and listed for all to see, but there are also private ones created for and by individuals wishing to chat in secret. When all activity seems stilled, there may be tens to hundreds of underground conversations taking place unseen. If a user is involved in several different conversations, both public and private, keeping track of who said what, and to whom, can be a nightmare. It is very easy to slip up, and havoc sometimes results!	
Most of the characteristics of e-mail mentioned above hold true for IRC and MUDs, although it is less likely (albeit still quite common) that the conversations taking place will be recorded for posterity. Some of the traits are magnified by real-time chat, such as the regularity of typing errors, and the immediacy of the communication. 
III.	
Is the Net Bad for Human Communication?

There is much feeling that CMC, as a new medium, is useful but flawed. There are several reasons for this, which I will discuss in the following pages.
	E-mail is, unfortunately, hampered sometimes by misunderstandings and the ensuing outbursts of negative emotion. This seems to happen because there is no way of picking up subtle cues for meaning such as facial expression, posture or intonation. On the surface, communication seems just as easy as with face to face interaction, until the realisation sinks in that we rely on these cues far more than has been traditionally assumed.
“...the impersonality of the electronic highway seems to make people less discrete in their interactions with others than when they communicate face to face... What happens is somewhat akin to the ‘road rage’ with which we are becoming increasingly familiar. Cocooned in their metal fortresses, people in cars escalate into anger much more quickly than they would had they been involved in an altercation as pedestrians on a sidewalk; cut off from direct face-to-face contact, where subtle cues are read rapidly and carefully, they lose the control that social interaction normally imposes in the interests of co-operation and bonding... The inevitable result will be ‘Net rage.’”
The inevitable result is already happening. It already has a name. It is called “flaming.” It is a recognised problem by the Internet community and steps are already being taken to reduce its occurrence- something which, it should be made clear, is not happening with its physical counterpart, “road rage.”
	Internet users have developed a series of symbols to represent emotions and intentions, in the absence of visual signals. These are known as “emoticons” and the most well-known one is the basic smiley. :-) (The effect is improved if the smiley is viewed at a 90 degree angle!) Different smileys can communicate all sorts of states, such as gentle humour “ :) “, sarcasm “ :-> “, sadness  “ :-( “, cheekiness “ :-P “ -an ever expanding list. This greatly reduces the likelihood of misunderstandings. One other way of doing this, as noted by Shapiro and Anderson, is the labelling of emotions. This signals to the reader of an e-mail that the sender knows they are being emotional, and the reader should not assume any logical argument or intended personal affront. 
	Both e-mail and the real-time chat systems are plagued by a phenomenon well-known to women: on-line harassment. This for the most part, goes completely unnoticed by men, and is well documented by a woman journalist who transcribes an IRC session to demonstrate this very thing:
“UGH. I’ve been outed as a woman on a late-night IRC session. I don’t want to deal with this tonight. I brace myself for the inevitable barrage of private messages:
*kilgore* What do you look like?
*jimv* How old are you? Are you still in school?
	*casper* Would you care to talk in private?
	*crackerjack* What do you look like?
	*synapse* HI THERE :-))
	*vito* Where are you?
As my screen oozes with IRC pick-up lines, I wonder whether it’s worth it to stick around... 
It’s not easy being a chick in cyberspace. But, I figure, a light coating of teenage drool is a small price to pay to be on the edge.”
Floods of messages from men, usually of a sexual or flirtatious nature, can litter the screen of any female Net user. This can be at best, seriously irritating, and at worst, quite harrowing. Gladys We has surveyed users of newsgroups on the Internet about CMC between women and men. This is a sample of her findings on this issue:
“...Another woman felt that men ‘show much less concern about the usual social constraints... perhaps... because on-line communication feels more anonymous... After the first time I posted to [a newsgroup] an individual e-mailed a ‘welcome to the group.’ After a short conversation about a political issue, I got, out of the blue, a request from him for an exchange of nude photos.’ Another woman added, ‘in muds if you have a female name you immediately get jumped all over (figuratively!)’ And a man had noticed that... ‘whenever a women-like handle comes online or joins a channel, she always has more ‘welcomes’ than a person with a male-type handle.’”
Again, the Net provides safeguards against such intrusions. One is that it allows anonymous, or non-gender specific communication. An e-mail address, which normally appears at the top of any e-mail sent, does not have to specify a first name, or a name which gives away clues as to the gender of the writer. Furthermore, when someone enters a real-time chat system, they are asked to specify a handle or nickname. This is completely at the user’s dispersion. It can be anything. The user is sometimes given a list of gender options too, which can include more than the real world has to offer... in the case of LambdaMOO, 6 different options are given!
	Another way of cutting out nuisances is to use an program called the “killfile.”: 
“Also known as a bozo filter, a program that allows Net users to selectively screen people out of their Net universe. The designated bozo’s comments will be edited from the killfile user’s screen. If enough people put you in their killfile, the sum effect is akin to Amish shunning.”
Some people have problems with both these systems. The first complaint that arises is that women should not have to hide their gender in order to simply send messages to other people. This is true, but one can parallel the situation in real life with the “outing” dilemma faced by homosexuals. They should not have to hide their sexuality, but the fact is that prejudices remain. People should not be forced into situations where they feel uncomfortable. Conversely, hiding or experimenting with one’s character online can be very rewarding, as the author will discuss later. 
	The second complaint is that, due to the volatility of online communication, killfiles and similar block commands are destined not to work, because of the fact that users can change their e-mail address or online handle quite easily. This is a good point, but it is negated by two facts:
When someone is killfiled or blocked, this fact is invisible to the “killfilee.” 
Changing one’s online identity is sometimes impossible, and where it is, involves much time and effort- including notifying online friends that one’s name has changed. It is a risky business, because the culprit’s friends and correspondents may not recognise them under a new guise.
	Perhaps the only problem that seriously threatens the Internet is that of what Net users call “signal to noise ratio.” As the Internet user base doubles every year, millions of “newbies” flood cyberspace each month. 
“...the population explosion is putting a lot of stress on the system. Not so much the physical system of hardware and phone lines, but the social structure is beginning to fray... Even die-hard Netters now admit that it’s impossible to wade through the daily traffic. We have on our hands what Steve Crocker, and armchair Net sociologist at Youngstown State University, calls a ‘human bandwidth problem.’”
Because of the amount of messages posted to certain newsgroups, anyone very keen to find out about their particular interest may have to wade through hundreds each day. Eventually this becomes unbearable and the user has to give up. 
	Those who speak of this problem do not acknowledge the incredible ability of the Internet to reinvent itself- for the pioneers to retreat underground, creating new spaces; changing, shifting, and discreetly spreading the word. The Internet, it must be realised, is actually quite hard to decipher and use to its full capacity. Those who master it leave behind in their wake those who are still learning. In a way, this works as a filter system. Those who persevere; who realise that their reward will be great, can ignore the “flame wars” as they blunder through systems, learning from their mistakes- they are the ones who will be able to make it to the places where signal-to-noise ratio is high. To some, this may appear incredibly elitist, and it may be so, but there are further facts which may alleviate the problem in the near future. Many companies anticipate that there will soon be a proliferation of Web TV, or ‘set-top boxes’ on the market. These sit on top of a home user’s TV, much like a cable or satellite receiver, and deliver the Internet straight to the television. This is a means of providing ‘Joe public’ with access which is not too hard to use or understand. The only catch is, it does not provide much scope for creating one’s own content, or sending e-mails. A set top box which includes a method of data storage as well as a keyboard has yet to be developed. This means that those who are keen to use the Internet for serious discussion and interaction with other people, rather than just information streams, video on demand and WebTV channels, will steer away from the impotent set-tops and relish their home computers.  There may be a reduction in the number of ‘amateur communicators,’ who ask questions answered many times before or clutter up newsgroups with meaningless waffle. The author believes that this would improve the signal-to-noise ratio considerably.
	The other fact which may alleviate this problem is that programs are rapidly being developed that will sift the useful from the dross. They will constantly seek out information customised to the user’s demands. This is of the utmost need, not only on the Internet, but in the physical world too, where information feeds such as television and radio overstretch the capacity of the human brain to assimilate and analyse information effectively. In fact, the Internet is forcing us to solve a problem we have been ignoring for far too long: information overload.
IV.	
Is it Possible for the Net to Improve Our Communication?
There is now a pressing need for the human race- one which threatens to unseat us. It is the inability to break away from our evolutionary history and cultural programming in language use- that is- to discuss ideas soberly and objectively, without baggage or hidden motives. 
For example, human conversation is still loaded with gossip and sexual advertising. Talking still functions as a way for human males to prove to females that they are a “good catch” (the term for this is lekking.) This is borne out by the findings of Dunbar, Duncan and Marriott, in their paper “Human conversational behaviour- a functional approach” They found that young women, when talking about social topics, about two thirds of the time,  focused on other people’s activities, whereas the men spent two-thirds of the time talking about themselves. This is because the men were using language to show off to potential mates, whereas the women were talking about potential mates. All this impedes the creation and application of new ideas, because two thirds of our communication is still spent serving our genetic past!
	The Internet, however, provides a way to break free of this.	In face to face conversations, there are many barriers to effective communication. CMC helps us to overcome these. In the next few sections, I will describe these barriers and the way in which they are overcome.

Prejudice
Traditional prejudices about the intellect and emotionalism of people of a certain race, religion, dysability, appearance, gender or sexuality still exist, and can impede the discussion and formation of new ideas. CMC bypasses this, because, with e-mail and/or real-time chat systems, there are no clues (or at least, not many) to pick up about who you are speaking with. No assumptions should be made! One comment, by a woman who used CMC, clearly shows the freedom such a medium confers:
“‘...this type of communications allows them to be as direct as possible without running such a high risk of sexual discrimination, particularly if her gender is not clear until the end... The lack of the gendering of communication can allow me to make bold statements without having to worry about how my gestures or voice might falsely render them.’”
Men, too, have also noticed liberating aspects:
“‘...the absence of these cues allows me to eliminate gender considerations more easily. I can block them out with effort when they interfere, as they do in my interaction with some women, but online it is much easier to do.’”
Also, CMC provides a way for one to step inside another’s shoes. Experimentation with different personas online is very easy, and can go a long way to breaking down prejudices. Men who have logged on with a female name often notice how differently they are treated, or how distracting it is to be constantly bombarded with chat-up lines.
On the Internet, there can be no ulterior motive, whether it is conscious or unconscious.

Shyness
It is astounding how quickly people can overcome handicaps to normal conversation, such as shyness, when they are introduced to CMC. One journalist notes:
“ ...a previously shy and retiring woman, after flirting as “This is a naked lady” online, gradually became her online personality- lewd, bawdy, sexy.” 
Examples of this type of change abound on the Net. 

Uneven Speech Situations
Lars-Gunnar Anderson and Peter Trudgill write with regret that:
“Differences in knowledge about professional matters lead us to prefer the teacher’s or doctor’s word over the pupil’s or patient’s. But this advantage of greater knowledge in one area should not give a person permission to exercise power over others in all areas, or to talk over the heads of their listeners. We certainly would like to see greater equality in communication between individuals...”
These “uneven speech situations” can impede the progress of ideas. On the Internet, uneven speech situations are eliminated, as the identity of the communicators is difficult to determine. Therefore, arguments must be given equal consideration. It is up to the individual reader to investigate and decide for themselves whether claims made and facts cited are true or false. 
However, this may not necessarily be an improvement in the way beliefs are formed and spread. On the Internet, it is just as easy for a false, even ridiculous belief to proliferate as it is for a true belief. This may leave the majority of the populace lost amidst a sea of facts and opinions, unable to research them all and indifferent to their consequences. 
It is the author’s belief that, ultimately, we must decide whether we want a world where what proceeds from the mouths of teachers and leaders is indisputable, as in political and religious fundamentalist states, or whether we present a multitude of beliefs and challenge the reader to make up his or her own mind. 
The answer lies in the challenge. It is all too easy for users of information to skirt round it, to dismiss it, and carry on with their lives regardless. It is up to Net users to motivate their readers, whilst encouraging open-mindedness towards other belief systems- an essential counter to the rising tide of fundamentalist thinking and dictatorial leadership. This works, as we can see in the following section. 

Balance of Power
On the Internet, nothing is sacred. Although many individuals and organisations have tried, and will continue to try, to harness it or censor it for their own use, it resists. This is due to the extraordinary power of word of mouth, and nothing travels faster online, for it is possible to send thousands of e-mails at the touch of a button. On top of that, they have a touch of honesty and human feeling about them, which makes rumours more believable. Because it is so difficult to hide ulterior motives, people will respond to them more readily, especially if the sender is just an ordinary person. 
Shapiro and Anderson see this as being a bad thing:
“We’ve seen a lot of critiques and criticism on the nets, much of it deserved. But it’s also much easier to be a critic than a builder. The labours of dozens of people trying to build a company out of only ideas and hard work can be destroyed by casual critiques written in a moment of anger (like when you lost three days’ work when the disk crashed,) when the criticism might have been inappropriate or answered effectively.”
Where this criticism has been deserved, it is only fair that the populace should hear of it. Where the criticism is undeserved, there will usually be someone to defend the product or person. Shapiro and Anderson sagely recommend that where a criticism is made, the subject should be sent a copy of the complaint. 
This can work wonders online. Recently an online campaign was started against Netscape and Microsoft because their “browser wars” were really all about market dominance and had nothing to do with improving the World Wide Web as they proposed. E-mails by the Megabyte-load were dumped at the companies’ respective virtual doors- and they responded by promising to agree on standards with the WWW consortium before unleashing them on the world! Whether this represents a coup for the wired world remains to be seen, but there will be a huge loss of face online for both companies if they fail to live up to their promises. 
On the Net, news of greed and injustice spreads like wildfire, lighting up the cyber-landscape. Netizens have their own special way of responding to megalomania, and changes in the real world often result.

V.	Conclusion

Critics warn of the Internet becoming another “tower of Babel”- creating a universal language and worldview so that humankind can once again try to ascend to heaven by its own efforts. Yes, the Internet brings people together- however, what it does not do is universalise. English is the most common language on the Internet, but it is not the only culture. One of the joys of the Internet is learning about other cultures and celebrating difference. Languages diversify on the Internet as rapidly as they do in real life- there are cliques and people groups just as much as everywhere else. We do not wish to become a melting pot for different cultures and languages, we wish the Internet to be a meeting place for them. There is a vast difference between the words “melting” and “meeting.”
As I. J. Gelb points out-
“It is therefore foreign peoples, not bound by local traditions and religious or political interests of an alien group, that are frequently responsible for introducing new and important developments in the history of writing.”
Nowhere can this be more true than on the Internet- the largest meeting place for different peoples of all kinds, with their different viewpoints, histories, and traditions. Surely this can only lead to fantastic change and renewal. Surely this is the most important development in the history of writing. Yes, this is an impressively grand statement/assumption to make, but it can only be tested by time and individual investigation.
	Communication by means of computers has its flaws. Nevertheless, the beauty of the Internet is in its resilience and adaptability. It survives, even if that means undergoing tremendous change. In other words, if it doesn’t work, we change it until it does. The Net has infinite space for experimentation not possible in real life situations. Yes, there will be mistakes, and people may be hurt and confused along the way. But the Net has a way of healing what is broken, of rising above what degrades and injures. 
	This is, very disappointingly, hampered by one flaw. The fact is that in the world today, many myriad (possibly upwards of 2 billion) people have no access to the Internet or even some form of e-mail. This is a very damning indictment on the selfishness of capitalist, Western countries. This will change in the future, perhaps slowly, but we see glimmers of hope. An English inventor, Trevor Bayliss, has recently developed a wind-up radio which he believes will be of immense benefit to countries where there is no regular supply of electricity. Twenty seconds of physical human power can provide half an hour’s worth of radio play. He has also demonstrated the capability of his wind-up motor to power a computer. As our technology becomes more sophisticated, and systems such as the Nokia Communicator (a portable, all-in-one visual communications device, with portable phone, fax and e-mail capabilities) become more commonplace, we will perhaps begin to see many more millions of people in Third World countries discover the power of CMC. As a method to further this aim, which better way to spread the news and coax people to help those less privileged than ourselves, than the Internet?
The author’s belief is that the Internet will prove to be absolutely invaluable as a communication tool. It will gradually change the way we think about the world, and the way we treat other people. In fact, it already does.  
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