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CHAPTER I:

INTRODUCTION

The Usenet is a nations-spanning electronic

conferencing system on which Global Multiprotocol Open

Internet users can affix textual messages ("enews") on a

variety of subjects, under 4500 different categories

(Electronic Frontier Foundation 2109). The Usenet currently

has an estimated 4,165,000 readers (Brian Reid, "Summary

Report for Oct 93" 54); and this community has appropriated

language by adapting it to the Usenet's culture and medium.

Many scholars have studied how communities tend to

appropriate language to reflect their own cultures, both to

exclude others who "do not belong" and to include members

with common interests. Communities can exclude themselves

from others by appropriating language for themselves;

members of the community can then use the new language to

signify their membership (Halliday 164-165; Hodge, Kress

68-69). Communities can also appropriate language to

include those who share a specialized connection: for

instance, members of a local community may use particular

idioms and syntax to relate to their own experiences

(Halliday 154) and people with a common interest in

1
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computers may use computer-linked jargon when discussing

that interest.

The medium of communication also affects the

characteristics of a community's discourse, as Walter Ong

discusses in Rhetoric, Romance, and Technology. Ong points

out how text has transformed oral cultures into literate

ones, and how television and other media are inaugurating a

secondary orality (296). Media also restrict some avenues

of communication, forcing us to find different ways to

express concepts. For instance, a telephone conversation

necessarily excludes visual contact, and therefore visual

communication such as body language; a letter or other

piece of text excludes vocal communication and limits

interaction.

The Usenet community has appropriated the English

language for its own use, both for reasons of exclusion and

inclusion, and has created new rules of discourse for its

medium. The constraints of the Usenet have caused its

community to produce a new language with its own terms,

conventions, and rules of discourse.

This particular medium--what Leslie Olsen calls an

"electronic conference" (114)--is becoming more prevalent

and is gaining more acceptance as an outlet for discussion.

For instance, during the 1992 U.S. Presidential campaign,

candidate Jerry Brown held a "town hall" meeting on
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CompuServe) in which he discussed issues with subscribers

for two hours. Randy Bush estimates that about two million

FidoNet2 subscribers use electronic conferences (32).

K12Net, a FidoNet-based conferencing system for

schoolchildren, provides services to over 25,000

participants on FidoNet and Internet (Janet Murray 36-37).

Not only are participants increasing, but access is

increasing as well. Michael Miller reports that bulletin

boards increased worldwide from 20,000 in 1990 to 77,000 in

1991 (R8). Randy Bush points out that FidoNet, which

started with one node in 1984, grew to 20,000 worldwide by

1993 (33). The Global Multiprotocol Open Internet includes

networks in 127 countries (Ishida, Landweber 29). With this

medium becoming more popular, we need to conceptualize it

and examine how it changes our interaction with others.

Computer conferencing systems are becoming more

popular in the academic realm. For instance, the University

of North Texas set up a local Usenet newsgroup in the fall

of 1993 for students of a history class to collaborate and

exchange ideas. K12Net is an example of a conferencing

system that plays a role in educating students of high-

school age and below; some educators have even more

expansive plans for using computer conferencing systems in

schools (Janet Murray). In light of the education

potential, we must learn how the medium will affect
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interaction, especially the discussion or dialectic that

traditionally occurs in education.

Studying language appropriation on the Usenet gives us

clues as to how future media will change the ways we

interact with others. That is, not only can we learn how

the Usenet changes communication, but we can also

extrapolate how other media will affect us as well. This

goal becomes more important in light of the "Electronic

Superhighway" that the Clinton-Gore administration wants to

implement in the near future (Ishida, Landweber 20).

Studying language appropriation on the Usenet can also

give us clues about how people have appropriated language

in the past. The Usenet itself has only been in existence

since 1979 (Hardy)--if we can study it thoroughly now, we

can perhaps understand the process of language

appropriation better than if we study older appropriations.

This thesis has the following aims:

- To conceptualize the Usenet community's appropriation of

language.

- To provide insights into how media and media

restrictions cause their users to appropriate language.

- To provide insight into how future media may further

cause users to appropriate language.

The way we communicate has changed because of new

communities and new media, and these changes seem to be
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accelerating as we find new opportunities to communicate

and new ways of communicating. With the Usenet we have a

chance to study a relatively new community bound by

relatively new technology, and perhaps we can learn more

about the appropriation process by studying the two.

1CompuServe is not part of the Global Multiprotocol

Open Internet; it is a national bulletin board run by H&R

Block, Inc. and offers a, conferencing system similar to the

Usenet's. However, the Internet and CompuServe have

recently set up gateways allowing users to electronically

mail each other. Shared conferencing services between the

two have not yet been made available.

2 FidoNet is an international network that developed

separately from the Internet. However, networks such as the

Global Multiprotocol Open Internet (Ishida, Landweber 29),

and FidoNet and UseNet share some conferences, such as the

K12Net hierarchy of conferences (Murray 36-37).



CHAPTER II

THE USENET: CHARACTERISTICS AND HISTORY

This chapter discusses the theory of operations behind

the Usenet, the Usenet's history, and the characteristics

of the Usenet medium.

Theory of Operations

The Usenet is a "logical" network-that is, it does not

consist of a set of computers wired together, like physical

networks such as the Internet (Salzenberg 104-9)1. Rather,

Chip Salzenberg defines the Usenet as "the set of people

who exchange articles tagged with one or more universally-

recognized labels, called 'newsgroups'" (160-1). This

definition stresses the Usenet's function as a social

network: strictly speaking, the Usenet is defined by the

readers, since Usenet messages are accessible in a number

of different ways through a number of physical networks.

Usenet messages are wholly textual messages that users

type into a computer. These messages are usually

transferred over physical networks such as the Internet,

BITnet, and FidoNet via newsfeeds, or periodic exchanges of

information. That is, when a user logs into a computer and

posts a message to the Usenet, that message exists only on

6
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that computer's storage medium until the computer transfers

the message to other computers (NCSA 8040-44). Computers

exchange Usenet information at least once a day, and

usually several times an hour, so the information flows to

other sites quickly. Users can also post Usenet messages

via electronic mail (NCSA 8601) and receive Usenet messages

through file transfer programs such as ftp (File Transfer

Protocol) and uucp (Unix to Unix CoPy) and file-finding

programs such as Gopher2 .

A computer needs at Least three things to carry Usenet

messages: a connection to another computer which carries

Usenet messages, a program such as Unix's uucp which can

transfer Usenet messages, and enough storage space to store

those messages. Brian Reid estimates that Usenet messages

comprised over 77 megabytes per day in October 1993

("Summary Report for Oct 931" 58).

To read and post Usenet messages, a user typically

needs access to a computer that carries Usenet messages and

supports newsreading software such as nn or trn. However, a

resourceful user could receive and post Usenet messages

through other means: she or he could receive messages

through a file transfer program such as ftp or uucp or a

file-finding program such as gopher3 , and post messages

through electronic mail.
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Usenet messages cover a multitude of subjects. Since

the Usenet carries a startling number of messages--36,647

per day in October 1993 (Brian Reid, "Summary Report for

Oct 93" 59)--users place them in newsgroups, or conferences

specifically created for discussing certain topics. A rough

set of hierarchies4 have evolved under which users can find

messages:

Newsgroup names start with one of a

series of broad topic names. For

example, newsgroups beginning with

"comp." are about particular

computer-related topics. These broad

topics are followed by a series of more

focused topics (so that "comp.unix"

groups are limited to discussion about

Unix). The main hierarchies are:

bionet

bit.listserv

biz

comp

misc

news

rec

sci

soc

Research biology

Conferences originating

as Bitnet mailing lists

Business

Computers and related

subjects

Discussions that don't

fit anywhere else

News about Usenet itself

Hobbies, games and

recreation

Science other than

research biology

"Social" groups, often

ethnically related
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talk Politics and related

topics

alt Controversial or unusual

topics; not carried by

all sites

(Electronic Frontier Foundation 2120-

2137)

In addition are other hierarchies without worldwide

distribution; these hierarchies are often ported from other

network conferences. Thus the Usenet includes the

hierarchies k12 from FidoNet's K12net and bit from BITnet.

Newsgroups can be moderated or unmoderated. Moderated

newsgroups are "groups which usually have one or more

individuals (acting as editors and/or moderators) who must

approve articles before they are published to the net"

(Spaf ford, "List of Moderators" 5-8). The moderators

receive the messages directly and post those messages at

their discretion. However, most groups on the Usenet are

unmoderated; anyone with Usenet access can post messages to

them (Electronic Frontier Foundation 2637-9).

Within a newsgroup, users can post a message

introducing a new topic or discussing an existing message.

The second option produces a thread: a series of messages

that share the same topic and title. Threads can consist of

two messages, the original message and one follow-up, or

they can consist of hundreds of messages. Although threads

share a point of origin---a single message--they often
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diverge from that subject to related subjects. For

instance, Chapter 7 discusses a thread that began with a

message discussing President Clinton's health care plan,

but included messages on murder, gun control, and the Gulf

War.

When a user follows a message, he or she can include

parts of the original message in the new message. The

newsreader typically marks the old text with the character

">". Thus, writers can easily quote from other messages,

and readers can easily distinguish who said what. Figure 1

shows a message ("C") that includes lines from previous

messages ("A" and "B") .

Figure 1. A sample message quoting other messages.

>>These lines are from message "A";

>>message "B" quoted them and since

>>message "C" quotes message "B," these

>>lines have a double ">" in front of

>>them.

>These lines are from message "B," the

>previous message. Notice that they

>begin with the ">" character, which

>indicates that they are quotes from a

>previous message.

These lines are from the current

message, message "C". Notice the

absence of a ">" character at the

beginning of each line.

Unfortunately, in a protracted thread, quotes can

build up a distractingly large number of ">" symbols. Some



11

users find this effect to be aesthetically pleasing, and

try to create "cascades" of ">" symbols. Most users,

however, find an overabundance of quotes to be annoying.

Messages in a thread generally quote only a few messages

back.

History

The Usenet began with inauspicious roots. It came into

existence in 1979 as a series of shell scripts5 written by

University of North Carolina graduate student Steve

Bellovin to automate and facilitate uucp communication

between UNC and Duke University. Various people produced a

series of releases, such as the "A" news release in 1979,

the "B" release in 1981, a series of releases between 1982-

84, and the "C" release in 1986-87 (Hardy; Ronda Hauben;

Spafford, "Usenet Software").

In 1986-87 the Usenet underwent what Hardy calls the

"Great Renaming": several users proposed reorganizing the

Usenet to create seven main hierarchies rather than using

the existing two. Although many users objected, the Usenet

was reorganized. Reorganizing the Usenet allowed users to

find articles more quickly and allowed system

administrators to more easily remove controversial

newsgroups from their newsfeeds (Hardy 597-624).

In the early 1990s, client newsreader programs such as

nn, trn, and tin appeared; these newsreaders provided a
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more versatile and usable interface for users, meaning that

Usenet was more accessible to users (Hardy 632-6, Spafford,

"Usenet Software" 169-289). Among other capabilities, these

newsreaders grouped together messages that belonged in

threads, making the threads easier for readers to follow

(Hardy 634-6).

Hardy points out that

changes in the social structure of

Usenet were traceable to changes in the

software. Although this was almost

certainly unintentional, the software

used on the Net had already begun to

redetermine human social structures and

methods of self-governance. (637-41)

That is, the Usenet medium began to change the way in

which its users viewed social interaction conducted using

that medium. (Chapter 3 explores this idea more

thoroughly.) Consequently, Hardy says that the Usenet

software and culture are symbiotically evolving: the users

demand more capabilities of the software, and new releases

of the software change the user's interactions and prompt

users to demand even more changes (650-53).

Software was not the only factor in the Usenet's

evolution, however. For instance, the decision to

reorganize the newsgroups in itself was a



13

software-independent decision: the Usenet could have chosen

to retain its original hierarchy. The software made the

choice possible; but the sharp increase in Usenet hosts and

traffic made the reorganization necessary. Gene Spafford

described in 1988 the rate of growth of the Usenet:

1979 3 sites ~2 articles a

day

1980 15 sites, -10 articles a

day

1981 150 sites, -20 articles a

day

1982 400 sites, -50 articles a

day

1983 600 sites, -120

1984 900 sites, -225

1985 1,300 sites, -375 articles

per day,

1+Megabyte

per/day

1986 2,500 sites, -500, 2MB+

1987 5,000 sites, -1000,2.5MB+

1988 11,000 sites, -1800, 4MB+

(Spafford, quoted in Ronda Hauben 683-

92)

Today, the Usenet is still quickly expanding. Brian

Reid's monthly estimates indicate that the Usenet had

120,000 sites and 36,647 articles per day in October 1993.

Figure 2 shows the increase in numbers of articles from

January to October of 1993; Figure 3 shows the increase in

number of sites for the same period.
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Figure 2. Increase in Usenet messages from January to

October 1993. Data for April 1993 was unavailable.

Usenet messages per day
January to October 1993

40000 F
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5000 -
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Figure 3. Estimated number of sites carrying Usenet

messages. Data for April 1993 was unavailable.

Number of Usenet sites
January to October 1993

120000

100000;<

80000

40000

20000-
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The increase in Usenet hosts also meant that Usenet

readers came from more diverse backgrounds. For instance,

in 1979 the Usenet community included only a few students

at the University of North Carolina and Duke University.

Today the Usenet reaches any community or country that

receives a Usenet newsfeed, including all 127 countries on

the Global Multiprotocol Open Internet (Ishida, Landweber

29). Wildly different backgrounds have made communication

much more difficult; although the Usenet's "official"

language is English, many users speak, read, and write

English only as a second language.
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Characteristics of the Medium

The Usenet is a wholly textual medium. Its messages

consist only of the characters available on a computer

keyboard. Therefore, the Usenet is even more restrictive

than previous textual media: in written manuscripts and

printed materials, the writers have always had the option

of inserting graphics or nonstandard characters, changing

the characteristics of the letters (through italics and

underlining), and changing the format in significant ways

(such as rotating text or changing its leading). The Usenet

precludes those possibilities since it allows users to

write with text only.

On the other hand, the Usenet allows rapid

communication. Messages can take from minutes to a few days

to transfer across the world--faster than the typical

letter, and much faster than the typical printed material.

The Usenet also makes messages available

simultaneously to more people than most print media. The

Usenet currently has an estimated 4,165,000 readers (Brian

Reid, "Summary Report for Oct 93" 54); an article could

potentially reach all of them within a few days, if placed

in well-read newsgroups.
6 Although some major newspapers

and magazines can manage this speed and readership, few

can.
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The Usenet allows almost any user to post messages and

gain a readership. Unlike newspapers or magazines, 
which

restrict publication to a certain number of authors, the

Usenet allows every reader to be a writer as well. In fact,

users are expected to post, and are viewed with suspicion

if they do not. 7

Like electronic mail, Usenet messages follow a

standard format (see figure 4).

Figure 4. A sample Usenet message.

Path: ponder!spinuzzi

Date: 29 Nov 93 21:44:16 GMT

Message-ID: <spinuzzi.754609456@ponder>

Newsgroups: unt. test

Distribution: local

Subject: This is a Usenet message.

Summary: This post is a sample Usenet

message

Keywords: Usenet, message, post

This line begins the actual Usenet

message.

Unlike print media, which can create an impression

based on paper quality, typeface, color, and other

nontextual factors, Usenet messages all look alike.

Consequently, readers can judge a Usenet message only by

its origin, formatting, style, and content. Since it is a

purely textual medium, the Usenet obscures appearance, skin



18

color, ethnic background, gender, handicaps, and other

factors which people use to prejudge others in oral media8 .

Conclusion

The Usenet is a wholly textual, wholly computer-

mediated form of communication. It offers significant

advantages, such as speed and broadcasting ability, but it

also has significant restrictions. Nevertheless, the Usenet

is expanding at a startling pace across many physical

networks. Studying its characteristics and history helps us

to understand how those factors affect communication among

its readers.

lIn this thesis, I have used several electronic text

sources. Since these sources do not have page numbers, I

instead cite the numbers of the lines to which I refer.

2Gopher, a program that the University of Minnesota

developed to help users rapidly find files and topics, has

been invaluable in my research of the Usenet. It

incorporates many other services available to Internet

users, such as ftp, archie, and of course Usenet news.

3 Some users have read-only access to Usenet. For

instance, some universities do not give post privileges to

undergraduates. However, an ambitious undergraduate with

electronic mail access could still post to a newsgroup

through a third-party service.
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4 One advantage of this hierarchical arrangement is

that computer administrators can choose not to accept

certain hierarchies. For instance, many administrators do

not accept the alt, soc, and talk hierarchies because they

include "controversial" newsgroups (such as alt.evil,

alt.illuminati, talk.rape, and talk.abortion) or newsgroups

without immediate benefits to the computer's users (such as

soc.culture.baltics).

5A "shell script" is file containing a series of

commands that the operating system of a computer can

accept. Essentially, the shell script gives commands to the

operating system that the user could type in himself or

herself. Shell scripts are useful for automating time-

consuming tasks involving several different commands in a

fixed sequence.

6 1n fact, users will occasionally post to as many

newsgroups as possible if they feel that their messages are

extremely important. For instance, a student at Andrews

University posted a "Global Alert" to 1200 newsgroups in

the spring of 1994. However, posting to this many

newsgroups is a severe breach of net etiquette and is often

dealt with harshly by system operators.
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7 Users who do not post messages are called "lurkers."

Chapter 4 discusses lurkers and some possible reasons why

Usenet users view them with suspicion.

8 See for example Murray 38.



CHAPTER III

LANGUAGE AS CLAY: SHAPING LANGUAGE THROUGH MEDIUM

Medium shapes language, and language shapes our view

of the world. Consequently, we must understand the medium

of the Usenet if we hope to understand how its users have

appropriated English. But before exploring this medium, we

must review how types of media have shaped language. In

this chapter, I review Walter Ong's theories on the impact

upon language of primary orality, literacy, and electronic

orality. Then I extend Ong's theories to cover electronic

literacy by discussing recent research on the media of

electronic mail, conferencing systems, and "chat" programs,

then comparing that research with Ong's observations of

electronic orality.

Primary Orality

In Ong's view, primary orality includes one medium:

spoken language. Spoken language constrains the interaction

between users of language, affects the organization of

language, and requires its users to learn skills.

Interaction

Spoken language is very much interactive. It relies

upon context, response, and time. According to Ong, a

21
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primarily oral community establishes language's meaning not

simply through words but by the context: "words.. .have

meaning only with relation to man's body and its

interaction with its surroundings" so "the spoken word is

part of present actuality and has its meaning established

by the total situation in which it comes into being"

(Interface 56). Context is always present because the

spoken word is never an isolated experience for the speaker

or the listener; both are aware of the surroundings, and

those surroundings influence how they communicate.

Malapropisms and sarcasm illustrate this principle.

For instance, in the following example, consider how

speaker A misuses a word such as infer: "When [speaker B]

asked about my work experience, he seemed to be inferring

that he wanted to hire someone younger." By itself, the

statement seems to say that B was drawing a conclusion, but

the context implies the opposite: that B wanted A to draw a

conclusion. In spoken language, this implication would be

strengthened by redundant semiotic signals such as

gestures, voice tone, facial expressions, and so forth, all

contributing to the overall meaning of the statement.

Similarly, a speaker who uses sarcasm depends on nonverbal

signals such as tone and facial expressions to tell the

audience how to decode the message--a message which may be

extremely difficult to decode if stripped of those signals.
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Nonverbal signals contribute as much to communication as

the language's meaning does (Baron 116; Hodge, Kress 39).

Primary orality is also responsive (Interface 56).

Speakers face each other and modify their speech and other

signals according to the speech and signals of their

partners. Hence, each controls the other's behavior. One

example of this control is in storytelling: professional

storytellers receive nonverbal signals from the audience

and modify the story accordingly. "The teller reacts

directly to audience response. Oral storytelling is a two-

way street" (Ong, Interface 69).

Orality is temporal as well. "Sound exists only when

it is going out of existence," Ong tells us, pointing out

that sound is an event with a beginning and an end

(Interface 20), rather than a static signal such as a

written word. The spoken word is consequently always an

action and always participatory (21), in contrast to other

categories of media. Since it is temporal, oral

communication tends to be redundant: listeners do not have

the luxury of "rereading" the "text" of the conversation,

and consequently the speaker must perform that function for

them. Since oral communication is participatory, listeners

can tell the speaker when he or she is being unclear and

can actively develop the conversation.
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Organization

Ong tells us that oral communities rely on formulas

and structure communication episodically: "Oral cultures

appropriate actuality in recurrent, formulaic agglomerates,

communally generated and shared" (Ong, Interface 19). Ong's

claim is that oral cultures organize information through

formulas because formulas are a convenient mnemonic device

that members of an oral culture can share: without writing

or other ways to store knowledge, members of a culture must

carry their knowledge with them, in their memories, and

formulas were the best way to do that. Without formulas or

other ways to store and retrieve thoughts, thinking becomes

impossible (191).

However, Ong contends, formulas restrict thought:

"Formulas are a communally fixed way of organizing

simultaneously object and response-to-object" (Interface

19). Since the community makes the approved response to an

object part of the object's formula (such as "sturdy oak"

and "brave soldier"), speakers tend to accept that response

as part of the essence of the object. And it works:

"Sturdiness goes with oaks forever, and bravery with

soldiers, at least the real ones" (20).

Furthermore, formulas become a way to make wisdom

permanent. Without a way to recall wisdom, speakers lose

that wisdom; formulas are a mnemonic device to recall and
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codify it. Thus everybody knows that "early to bed, early

to rise makes one healthy, wealthy, and wise."

Unfortunately, since formulas are the only way for

preliterate societies to make wisdom permanent, members of

those societies tend to regard that wisdom as absolute, and

they become reluctant to discard that wisdom because new

wisdom is so difficult to come by. This fact restricts

original thought by discouraging it. It fosters absolutism.

But then, what are members to make of contradictory

proverbs such as "absence makes the heart grow fonder" and

"out of sight, out of mind"? Formulas fail as a repository

of wisdom because they claim to be comprehensive, absolute

statements and they are not.

Furthermore, relying on formulas creates a "total

merger of knower and known in a holistic, formulary

experience" (Ong, Interface 20) and consequently retards

abstract thought. Ong provides an interesting example of a

young college student from a primarily oral culture: the

student seemed to be earnest and attentive, but did not

bring his textbook and did not try to glance at the other

students' textbooks, even though the class was analyzing

the text in detail. Ong concludes that the student was

trying to identify and to participate rather than to

analyze ("Literacy" 42-43), just as preliterate audiences

identify with a storyteller instead of analyzing his or her
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story. Formulas retard abstract thought; Plato proposed to

expel poets from his republic because he recognized this

fact (Ong, Interface 20).

Orality is episodic for the same reason that orality

is formulaic: in an oral society, no easy way to retrieve

knowledge exists (Ong, "Literacy" 39). The spoken word, as

we have discussed, is transient and serially delivered.

Therefore, it is more difficult to organize than text is.

We cannot "backtrack" through an oral discussion.

Consequently, oral cultures tend to express ideas not in

tightly organized ways, but in episodes that the speakers

offer in no particular order (Ong, Interface 192). That

lack of tight organization restricts thought in preliterate

cultures: members of those cultures have difficulty linking

episodes in a particular order or rearranging elements in

those episodes to discover new relationships among them.

Skills and Materials

Spoken language involves one skill (speaking), for

which we are naturally built, and requires no tools (Ong,

Interface 22). The medium of spoken language is thus a more

or less universal medium: anyone who is able to understand

the language and physically able to speak can interact in

the medium.
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Literacy

Literacy includes the media of writing and printing.

According to Ong, it has tremendously affected the way we

think and how we relate to the universe. Below, I discuss

how literacy affects our interaction, how we organize

literate messages, and what skills and tools we need to

interact literally.

Interaction

The literate media are not interactive: when the

writer is present, the reader is absent, and vice versa

(Ong, Interface 56-57). Ong points out the irony of this

state of affairs when he writes, " I am writing a book

which will be read by thousands, or, I modestly hope, by

tens of thousands. So, please, get out of the room. I want

to be alone" (Interface 57). Even correspondence is in a

sense a one-way message: the writer cannot expect an answer

from the reader, does not know if the reader received the

message unless the reader writes back, and may forget the

contents of the original letter if he or she does receive a

reply.

The literate media reproduce a part of orality (Ong,

Interface 21), but only the verbal part: they do not

reproduce nonverbal signals such as facial expressions'.

Other nonverbal signals may appear--such as punctuation,

variances in handwriting or typeface, and so forth--but
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these signals do not necessarily mean the same thing to all

members of the writer's culture and generally do not

imitate orality's corresponding nonverbal signals.

Literacy also increases vocabulary (Interface 40):

writing is a storage medium to which users can refer, and

thus it allows users to "know" more words and use them in a

more uniform fashion than they ever could under the

constraints of orality. In oral conversation a speaker can

use a word in a way that bends or distorts its definition--

such as speaker A did when using the word infer--as long as

context supplies the rest of the meaning that the speaker

wants to convey. But literacy demands rigidly-defined words

because the writer cannot interact with the audience to

determine whether he or she has supplied enough context. An

interesting side effect of this fact is that writers

determine the oral vocabulary of literate societies--

originally, speakers used literacy to encode the existing

oral vocabulary, but now literate societies make oral

vocabulary conform to the written word (Interface 21).

Literacy co-opts orality to such an extent that some

semioticians now refer to any structured message as "text"

(Hodge, Kress 6).

Organization

By providing a reviewable representation of language,

the literate media obviate formulas and encourage tightly
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organized expression. Literate media provide a storage

device besides memories, and consequently obviate formulas.

With the written word, the audience can review ideas rather

than memorizing them (Ong, Interface 86-88). And with the

discovery of print, the literate society transforms writing

from a "voice" to a retrieval system. How? Because print

ensures that multiple documents will be identical in

content. That is, in a printing of a manuscript, page 17

will have exactly the same content in every single book.

Consequently, random access devices such as page numbering,

indexes and tables of contents are possible (282; 166-7).

In fact, members of a literate society often find oral

discourse to be overly and unnecessarily formulaic (19).

Why is Homer telling us once again that Nestor is wise? the

modern audience asks impatiently. If we were in any doubt

about his wisdom, we would just turn back a few pages.

Literate media also make possible tightly-organized

expression. The word is no longer an event; it is a sign

that we can review, manipulate, reshuffle, and replace.

Consequently, communication is no longer serial, but

hierarchically organizable. Whereas the preliterate

audience was content with the simple repetition of the oral

epics, literate audiences expect a hierarchy in text,

especially in instructional texts such as procedure

manuals. Thus texts provide introductions, headings, lists,
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tables of contents, tables of figures, and other methods

for structuring text hierarchically. Literate audiences

even expect hierarchical organization in our utterances

now: they ask people to "get to the point," they "outline"

procedures, and they speak in numbered lists. ("Number one,

it's not my birthday, and number two, I don't like carrot

cake.")

Skills and Materials

To use the literary medium, the user must possess the

skills of writing and reading and have access to materials

(Ong, Interface 22). Literacy is more selective than

orality: it requires the user to attain the unnatural

skills of transforming visual signs into spoken words

(reading) and words to signs (writing), and it requires

access to materials for making those signs. Hence literacy

is more restricted and has fewer practicioners than

orality.

Electronic Orality

Electronic orality also affects the way we think and

relate to our surroundings. Ong's classification of

electronic orality includes all electronic sound media and

the literature that results from those media (Interface

298). Below, I discuss how electronic media dictate how we
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interact, how we organize, and what skills and tools we

need.

Interaction

Although some media that fall under what Ong dubs

"electronic orality" are interactive (such as telephones

and two-way radios), many are not (such as television and

broadcast radio). Electronic orality provides redundant

signals, as orality does, but these signals are still more

limited and often more unfamiliar than those of primary

orality, and they vary according to the electronic medium.

For instance, a participant in a telephone conversation

cannot see the facial expressions or body language of the

other participant. A live television show will allow the

audience to see some visual cues, but may limit the

audience's view, consequently restricting the range of cues

that the audience can see. And, of course, in none of the

electronic media can the audience touch the speaker.

Organization

Electronic oral messages are usually structured to

some degree, and all are intertextual at some level.

Although electronic orality is managed verbally, messages

of non-interactive electronic media bear the marks of

literacy and are usually well-structured. Messages of

interactive media, on the other hand, are usually serial



32

but bear the organizational marks of literacy to a lesser

degree. For instance, telephone calls among business people

usually contain a greeting, a discussion of each point that

the users wish to discuss, and a conclusion.

Electronic orality is, unsurprisingly, heavily

intertextual: its existence depends on its users

understanding many texts that have nothing to do with each

other, but which become part of the cultural knowledge

users share. For instance, users of a telephone must know

how to dial it, how to discern between a busy signal and a

dial tone, how to look up a number in the telephone

directory, and so forth--knowledge that probably came

either directly or indirectly from a text that the

telephone company provided--even though that text may have

nothing to do with the actual conversation. Non-interactive

media are even more text-dependent: the messages that they

broadcast are nearly always text themselves at some point,

either as scripts or as cue cards.

Skills and Materials

All media that come under the heading of "electronic

orality" require a machine and the skill to use it, and all

require literacy at some point. The machines come from

manufacturers who use texts to design and assemble the

machines and include texts on how to use the machines.

Broadcasters use texts (scripts) when creating their
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transmissions, and still other texts (manuals) when sending

the transmissions. Finally, the user must develop the skill

to use the machine, and that skill comes ultimately through

a manual, whether the user reads about the skill directly

or learns it from someone who has read about the skill.

Hence electronic orality is wholly dependent upon literacy

(Ong, Interface 234).

Electronic Literacy

Now that I have discussed the three categories under

which Ong groups media, I will extend Ong's theories by

proposing the category of electronic literacy. This

category encompasses electronic media that allow people to

communicate solely through text, such as electronic mail

(e-mail), conferencing systems, and "chat" programs. These

media do not fit into Ong's classification of electronic

orality because at no point do messages in these media

become oral--for instance, users can conceive, compose,

send, receive, and read e-mail messages without ever

vocalizing them. These media have much in common with

products of electronic orality such as voice mail, and they

show traces of orality in their organization and

interaction, but they are wholly literate.



34

Electronic Mail

Electronic mail, or e-mail, is an electronic medium

that shares characteristics of both oral and literate

media. E-mail is a wholly textual medium that does not

allow users to interrupt each other with dialogue, like the

literate media, but it also affords extremely fast

communication, as spoken language does.

Users of e-mail communicate by typing a message into

an e-mail program, then telling that program to send the

message to another person who also has e-mail capabilities.

The message can be from zero to several thousand characters

long. Those who receive e-mail messages can opt to print

them out and read them as printed text, but most read e-

mail messages directly from the computer screen.

E-mail is very fast. Users who can send e-mail over

the Internet, for instance, can send messages around the

world in a short period of time: from a few minutes to a

few hours, depending on the electronic links between the

two sites.

Interaction

E-mail is interactive, but at one remove: readers can

respond quickly, but not simultaneously. Although it is

asynchronous, it also encourages fast turnaround (Sproull,

Kiesler 1493). For instance, in her study of e-mail at

Convex, Inc., Brenda Sims found that 28 of the 31
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respondents typically waited under an hour before replying

to their messages (141).

At the same time, Tekia Perry tells us, e-mail is not

as intrusive as a telephone call: it allows users to

"table" their responses while they work on other tasks

(25). E-mail is so convenient, in fact, that users may

elect to use this medium even when they could easily talk

to the recipient instead.

E-mail is also interactive in that users can respond

to each others' text line by line, since most e-mail

systems allow users to include text from previous messages

in subsequent messages. This feature allows users to have

"conversations" in which they "discuss" points: although

the sides of the conversation take place at two different

times, the second writer integrates the two sides into a

text that resembles an oral exchange, as in the sample

exchange below. In this exchange the lines preceded by ">"

are lines from the first message, and the unmarked lines

are from the second writer.

>Okay. We need to go see that sappy

>movie sometime-are you planning to go

>home this Saturday? I'm trying to get

>all this stuff coordinated because I

>need to figure out when to meet Dean

>(the contract work guy).

Yeah, I need to go home and switch

cars. Story of my life. I'm probably

going to go to church, too...do you
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wanna go with me? We don't have to

hang around or anything. Just do the

church thing and

go home (to Denton) afterwards. I

dunno if you want to go to all that

trouble. That's probably what I'll end

up doing.

>Also, I'm going to at least make an

>appearance at a birthday party this

>Saturday night at 8:00, so I may be a

>bit late to the dance thing. You're

>invited, by the way, as a guest of

>mine. I probably won't stay too long

>though.

The movie thing and the dance thing.

Birthday party. Whose birthday party?

Anybody I know? To tell you the truth,

I don't think I could handle a *late*

night Saturday night dance thing.

Maybe every other weekend. I have

MOUNTAINS of homework to do and staying

out too late

on Saturday night throws me off a

little. I am getting old.

The medium of e-mail limits nonverbal interaction as

well: e-mail provides only text, in most cases without even

the option of altering the font of the message. However,

interactive and near-interactive communication require some

form of non-verbal signals: although language is usually

sufficient to express meaning, writers must be highly

proficient in the language to adequately express
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themselves, and most writers lack that proficiency and the

time they would need to develop it. Even proficient writers

tend not to invest the time into creating a clear message.

After all, one of e-mail's biggest advantages is that it is

nearly instantaneous, and writers do not want to sacrifice

that advantage by meticulously composing and proofreading

their messages. Consequently, users must develop other

kinds of nonverbal signals--ones which can fit within the

limited character set which e-mail provides. For instance,

Brenda Sims notes in her study of Convex that employees

used character combinations to represent facial expressions

and to emphasize words that they wanted to stress (Sims

147-8). The mail message below shows examples of both

conventions.

I can't *believe* you told Ginny to

send me an email message to check my

email. You are so *trying*. What am I

going to do with you...? Well, I have a

couple ideas but...... :)

In the example above, the writer emphasizes the words

"believe" and "trying" by surrounding them with asterisks;

the same writer would probably stress the words in speech,

underline them in a manuscript, or italicize them in print.

(Chapter 6 discusses conventions such as these in more

detail.)

The combination ":)" in the last paragraph represents

a smiling face--the colon is the eyes and the parenthesis
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is the mouth. At this point in speech, the writer would

probably have smiled. Some e-mail users call these

character combinations representing facial expressions

"emoticons" or "smileys." (Chapter 6 discusses emoticons in

more detail.)

E-mail messages tend to be more formal than oral

discourses, but less so than text (Halpern 170). One reason

for this fact is that e-mail provides few organizational

cues. For instance, Brenda Sims found in her study of

Convex, Inc. that e-mail from the president of the company

followed the same format as e-mail from the newest employee

(Sims 154). Consequently, e-mail tends to flatten corporate

hierarchies and increase informality among the different

levels of the corporations (Perry 28, Olsen 114-5).

Another reason for the informality of e-mail is that

it provides few contextual cues (Sims 154): it restricts

forms of nonverbal communication and delays reactions to

communication. Since writers cannot judge the readers'

reactions to messages, writers tend to produce writer-

centered text: they tend to write for themselves rather

than for others. The resulting messages tend to be

uninhibited. In their study of a Fortune 500 office

equipment firm, Lee Sproull and Sara Kiesler found that e-

mail users exhibited three kinds of uninhibited behavior in

their messages: they used ad hominem language, profanity,
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and unconventional punctuation to show their ire; they were

more likely to communicate negative information; and they

tended to flout social conventions in such ways as

discussing their recreational plans during company time

(1506-7). A team of researchers at Carnegie-Mellon

University suggests that this type of uncontrolled behavior

results from the "deindividualization" of e-mail, which in

turn results from the lack of nonverbal or auditory

involvement with others when typing e-mail messages (Siegel

et al 161).

Organization

Like oral utterances, e-mail is often structured

linearly. It tends to exhibit little integration (Sims

154); messages are not typically organized in a hierarchy

like textual messages tend to be. In fact, Jeanne Halpern

notes that composing e-mail is "a fairly linear process."

(180) Users tend to type in their thoughts in the order the

thoughts occur to them, rather than arranging the thoughts

in any particular order. Some research indicates that the

typical e-mail user does not revise the organization of her

or his document; for instance, Brenda Sims found that of

the 31 participants in her survey, 26 routinely sent their

first draft of e-mail (141).
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Skills and materials

E-mail is even more exclusionary than most of the

electronic media. It requires both users to have

interconnected machines and the skill to use them, as well

as skills of reading and writing. It also requires shared

knowledge of schemes to code information--perhaps more so

than any other medium except two-way radio because the

medium constrains conventional forms of non-verbal

communication and requires the users to insert substitutes

for these signals in the content of the text.

Conferencing Systems

Conferencing systems are "bulletin boards" to which

users can send electronic messages for other users to read.

They typically include several conferences, or areas in

which users can place messages; the conferencing system

provides conferences on general topics, such as software or

popular recreational activities, and users discuss specific

topics by placing electronic messages in those conferences.

The largest conferencing system in the world, the Usenet,

has over 4,500 conferences (Electronic Frontier Foundation

2109) in which users discuss topics as diverse as

television series, computer programming problems, and

humor.

Depending on their software, users can usually read a

list of titles to messages that others have posted in a
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conference, then choose to read some or all of the

accompanying messages. Users can also choose to follow a

message with one of their own in which they can opt to

quote the original message.

Conferencing systems are very similar to e-mail; in

fact, researchers such as Leslie Olsen regard conferences

to be merely a variation of e-mail (114). Like e-mail

messages, conferenced messages are solely textual; like e-

mail, conferencing systems allow the user to type without

being interrupted by the dialogue of others (Wilkins 61).

However, conferencing has one important difference: rather

than forcing writers to send messages to particular

readers, conferencing allows readers to send messages to a

public area where many users can choose to read them. This

"bulletin board" approach makes electronic communication a

public rather than a private act and therefore creates a

community in which the only trace of its users is their

messages.

Interaction

Conferences are interactive, but again at one remove.

In fact, Harriet Wilkins concludes in her study of a

conferencing system that despite their asynchronous nature,

messages are interactive discourse in textual form (57). In

a conference, readers can respond to the writer, but not

simultaneously; a writer can take as long a "turn" as he or
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she wants (Wilkins 61). Unlike e-mail, however, conference

messages are not limited to specific users but to a

community readership; therefore, users can construct

dialogues involving all members of the community.

Conferenced messages tend to lack organizational and

contextual cues just as e-mail does, but the problem with

communication increases in the conference environment

because organizational and contextual cues mean even less

in that environment. For instance, a conferencing system

such as the Usenet or FidoNet is not under a central

authority; in fact, the FidoNet "bosses" who run the nodes

are all volunteers (Miller R8). The Usenet is more

structured, but still fairly anarchic. Consequently,

organizational cues mean little because the only

organization to which all users belong is the conferencing

system, and the conferencing system has a nearly flat

hierarchical structure. This arrangement promotes equal

voices for all participants.2

Conferenced messages are subject to more

misinterpretation than e-mail messages for three reasons.

One is that not all users share the same culture

(especially on a global conference such as the Usenet or

FidoNet). Another is that messages have such wide

distribution that each message is sure to be misunderstood

by at least a few readers, no matter how explicit the
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message is. A third reason is that the readers are less

likely to know the writer. Misunderstood messages can also

be more consequential to the person's status in the

community: readers can publicize their responses to

messages they disagree with, resulting sometimes in very

public ad hominem attacks ("flaming"). To make matters

worse, although many conference members claim to discourage

flaming (Miller R9), many seem to regard an eloquent ad

hominem attack as entertainment. The Usenet even has a

newsgroup devoted to particularly eloquent "flames." In

response to uninhibited messages and casual misreadings

that result from the conferencing medium, conferencing

communities tend to develop "netiquette" or "net etiquette"

(Chapter 5).

Conference communities also compensate for the

conferencing system's restrictions on nonverbal

communication. For instance, conferencing nettiquette

includes emoticons, character combinations that emphasize

words or imitate typographical conventions in printed text,

and "stage directions" that describe an imagined act of the

speaker and through that act the attitude of the speaker

(Chapter 6 discusses these conventions). Conference users

also develop strategies for maintaining the topic, such as

lexical repetition and references to cultural knowledge

(Wilkins 63-5).
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Conference messages include many elements of speech.

For instance, conference users in Wilkins' study tended to

validate each others' messages by using each others' names

and by positively responding to messages (67). They became

involved in the community, and showed that involvement by

using first and second person in their messages, asking and

answering questions, and expressing interest through

exaggeration, exclamation, expressive vocabulary, and vivid

particles (Wilkins 67-9). Their messages included

disfluencies similar to the starts and stops of speech

(Wilkins 69), and they used language innovatively, just as

speakers often do (Wilkins 69-70).

Apparently these elements of messages worked well for

the community that Wilkins studied: she reports that at the

end of the study the group of conference users had forged

strong friendships despite having never met each other (70-

73).

Organization

Individual messages are often structured serially (see

Chapter 7), but "threads" (series of messages in which

later messages discuss and elaborate on earlier messages)

branch off into topics that the original topic generates.

Replies often address points in the same order as the

original message, just as e-mail replies do. However, since

the messages are community-read and to an extent community-
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generated, this practice becomes even more important

because it must preserve a record of the salient points of

the discourse. For instance, many conference participants

preserve a few lines from each of the several preceding

messages to remind readers of the discussion's evolution

and to furnish newcomers with a brief history of the

discussion.

In the larger picture, conferencing systems group

messages according to topic (Sproull, Kiesler 1494) and

then by chronology. For instance, in the thread I describe

above, the conferencing system presents users the original

message, followed by the replies to that message in the

order that the system received those replies. This

organization allows readers to find and follow threads. The

conferencing system also allows the reader to decide which

newsgroups and messages to read (Adam 29)--an extremely

important feature on a global conferencing system such as

the Usenet, which has over 4,500 newsgroups, each of which

can sport thousands of messages.

Skills and materials

The conferencing medium requires all readers and

posters to have interconnected machines (often connected

via telephone lines) and the skills to use them. It also

requires cultural knowledge in the same way that e-mail

does, but more so: since several users post to and read
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conferencing systems, they must be able to understand one

another's conventions (see Chapter 7).

"Chat" Programs

"Chat" programs, such as Internet Relay Chat, allow

two or more users to type messages and read others'

messages simultaneously. That is, each participant types

one-line text messages which are immediately broadcast to

all other participants.

Interaction

"Chat" programs are extremely interactive-they are the

most interactive of the electronically literate media.

Since they allow two or more users to type directly "onto"

others' screens, "chat" programs allow users to interact

immediately. However, like all of the electronically

literate media, they limit nonverbal communication because

they are totally text-based. They also encourage

uncontrolled behavior.

In her study of Internet Relay Chat (IRC), Elizabeth

Reid states:

Protected by the anonymity of the

computer medium, and with few social

context cues to indicate 'proper' ways

to behave, users are able to express

and experiment with aspects of their
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personality that social inhibition

would generally encourage them to

suppress (16-17).

She speculates that additional reasons for

uncontrolled behavior in this medium include the fact that

the user is physically alone and that users receive little

regulating feedback (17).

Organization

Like spoken conversation, conversation via "chat"

programs tends to be serial and episodic, and for the same

reasons.

Skills and materials

This medium requires certain tools and skills of their

users. Materials include a computer, connections to the

computers of other participants, and, of course, a software

"chat" program. Skills include fast typing ability and the

ability to use the "chat" program.

Conclusion

The three broad classifications of media that Walter

Ong discusses are useful for analyzing the similarities and

differences of media and how these media affect their

messages. We can relate new, literate electronic media to

these older media to understand their effects on messages;
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and this analysis can help us understand how the

constraints and advantages of the Usenet affects how its

users tend to appropriate language.

-However, some users of electronically literate media

have attempted to reproduce facial expressions. See Chapter

6 for a discussion of these attempts.

2 Although the medium promotes equal voices, the

culture may produce obstacles for some users. For instance,

women are sometimes harassed by men, who typically

outnumber them on conferencing systems (Truong). Chapter 5

discusses strategies that some users employ to eliminate

cultural obstacles to equality.



CHAPTER IV

LANGUAGE AS SCISSORS, LANGUAGE AS PASTE: USING LANGUAGE TO

INCLUDE AND EXCLUDE OTHERS

Members of the Usenet community share several distinct

qualities that affect how they use language. But that fact

should not be surprising: people have historically used

language to include and exclude others. This chapter

discusses how three groups appropriated language for their

own ends.

Language has always identified individuals with their

groups. Accents, syntax, rules of grammar, and other

identifiable characteristics tell listeners to which groups

the speaker belongs, and to which ones she or he does not.

Often speakers insert these markers unconsciously;

sometimes, however, speakers deliberately use markers to

distinguish their groups from others. This chapter explores

the latter case by discussing how the sophists, criminals,

and the African-American community have appropriated

language for purposes of inclusion and exclusion.

49
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The Sophists: Granting and Limiting Empowerment Within a

System

The sophists, philosophers who taught Athenians in the

fifth century B.C. to persuade others using probabilities,

granted and limited empowerment of individuals through

teaching them persuasive techniques. To understand how they

did this, we must look at their language's characteristics

in light of their history and philosophy.

History

The sophists taught devices of argument and emphasis,

and often philosophy as well (Kennedy 25). They were often

outsiders--most were not Athenians, though their clients

were. They defied Athenian tradition by offering to teach

clients for money: traditionally, Athenians were taught by

avunculates, or family friends (Jarratt 84). Finally,

sophists supported the relatively new system of Athenian

democracy by teaching the Athenian youth how to argue

persuasively: persuasion was empowerment in the Greek

democracy (Jarratt 98), and the sophists ensured that their

pupils would become strong players in the democracy.

Philosophy

The sophists felt that the good of the society, not

absolute principles, was their moral scale. Consequently,

sophists taught the form of argument without absolute moral
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underpinnings, invoking the ire of absolutists such as

Plato (Jarratt 95-96). Rather than subscribing to moral

absolutes, sophists concentrated on possibilities: they

felt that "human perception and discourse were the only

measure of truth" (Jarratt 64) and that only "provisional

or probable knowledge was available to human beings"

(Bizzell, Herzberg 22).

This philosophy affected the way that the sophists

spoke. For instance, Gorgias' "On Nature" argues that since

knowledge is provisional, arguments "must be presented to

us ethically and pathetically as well as logically to

appeal to our whole person" (Bizzell, Herzberg 38). In

other words, the sophists decided that logos was not

sufficient to persuade an audience. Therefore they turned

to ethos and pathos for persuasion.

The sophists appropriated language by changing its

delivery, and in doing so included and excluded

individuals. They included individuals through the form of

their delivery and the power that it promised pupils

through the democratic system; they excluded absolutists,

traditionalists, and the poor.

Including Through Form

Since the sophists strove to persuade others through

ethos and pathos as well as through logos, they cultivated

the word play that stirred emotions in their audiences.
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Gorgias, for instance, used an extremely antithetical,

symmetrical style and included alliteration and assonance

in his speeches to stir his audience emotionally:

Listening to Gorgias apparently aroused

not only intense sensual pleasure but

also a shared sense of participation in

a kind of wisdom available no other way

(Bizzell, Herzberg 38; emphasis mine).

And here we see one way in which the sophists'

language included individuals in a group: by its nature,

sophistic rhetoric created from its audience a group which

shared "wisdom" that others did not possess. The group

might never be able to reach that "wisdom" logically--in

fact, the "wisdom" might be logically untenable--but by

convincing his audience of that wisdom, Gorgias created a

group which exclusively possessed it.

Including Through the Promise of Power

However, sophists' language created other, more

exclusive groups: since the sophists taught persuasion, and

since persuasion was empowerment in the Athenian democracy,

sophism became an avenue to power (Bizzell, Herzberg 21-22;

Jarratt 86). Students of sophistry had that goal in common,

and the goal became a bond among them.

"The extension of sophistic education was available to

all Athenian citizens through participation in a democracy"
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(Jarratt 102), but most citizens could only gain delivery

skills through observing speeches, and consequently had

only an unconceptualized style of delivery. Sophists, in

contrast, taught their students a conceptualized method of

delivery which included skills, forms, and commonplaces.

These rhetorical advantages gave the students polished,

skillful, and persuasive style and delivery.

Although some sophists relied on less conceptualized

methods of teaching, such as asking students to memorize

particularly persuasive speeches, many developed theories

of delivery which involved specific skills and knowledge.

For instance, Protagoras tried to conceptualize categories

of syntax and grammatical gender (Kennedy 28). Some

sophists supplied topoi or commonplaces that students could

memorize and use to construct their own speeches (29).

Gorgias' schemata (30) and Isocrates' use of antithesis,

isocolon, causal and result clauses, and contrast (34) are

examples of other techniques that sophists taught their

students. These techniques gave their users considerable

power and prestige in the democracy. Hence, sophists often

had many students who were united by their common interest

in power.

Excluding Absolutists

The sophistic use of language reflected sophistic

philosophy: it assumed that we cannot know absolute truth.
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Therefore, it made seemingly contradictory statements

(Jarratt 105). It denied divine knowledge. It rejected

absolute truth (logos) as inaccessible or altogether

nonexistent, and sophists consequently based their

arguments on cultural codes (nomos).

Excluding Traditionalists and the Poor

The sophists made the skills of governance available

"to anyone, regardless of birth, who could pay for them"

(Jarratt 84). Consequently, sophists excluded the poor and

alienated traditionalists who followed the avunculate

system.

By including and excluding individuals, the sophists

regulated power; those who gained solidarity with the

sophists tended to gain power because they worked within

the system of the Greek democracy. However, as M.A.K.

Halliday shows us, groups also can use language as an

avenue to gain power outside the governing system; their

power comes not from asserting the dominant system, but

from denying it.

Criminals: Indoctrinating Members into an Alternate World

View

Halliday notes in Language as Social Semiotic that

some groups form an "antisociety," which he defines as "a

society that is set up within another society as a
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conscious alternative to it" (164). An antisociety

appropriates language by redefining terms, coining terms,

changing grammar, and otherwise transforming the language

to form an antilanguage. The antilanguage lets the members

of the antisociety "resocialize" themselves: it reassures

them that not only have they exited the society, they have

also entered a new one. That new antisociety's values are

very different from the old one's, and the antilanguage

emphasizes those new values. That is, an antilanguage

further defines the antisociety by creating an alternative

subjective reality (Halliday 170). Although many groups

have formed antisocieties, Halliday concentrates on an

antisociety common to all societies: the antisociety of

criminals.

Criminals, like the sophists, tend to redefine

language to include and exclude individuals. After all, an

antisociety is a conscious alternative to another society--

another world view--and as a minority alternative, it must

accomplish two goals if it is to survive: it must keep the

group cohesive and it must reject any attempts by the

society to assimilate it. Antilanguage accomplishes both

these goals.

Keeping a group cohesive is the first goal of an

antilanguage: if members of an antisociety use a common

antilanguage, they will share a background and a set of
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values, and can therefore show solidarity against the

society. Competency in the antilanguage and the ability to

engage in verbal play allow a member of an antisociety to

increase his or her solidarity with that antisociety.

Competency in the Antilanguage

Using the antilanguage in itself signifies the

members' rejection of the society and their acceptance of

the antisociety as the alternative social reality. Or, as

Halliday states, "the speakers of an antilanguage are

constantly striving to maintain a counter-reality that is

under pressure from the established world" (180).

Consequently, a member of an antisociety who is fluent in

its antilanguage demonstrates his or her affinity with the

antisociety.

Those who are assimilated by an antisociety are going

through a process through which all of us have gone before:

the process of learning the language and the values of the

culture. In Social Semiotics, Robert Hodge and Gunther

Kress discuss how parents train children to enter semiosis

in their culture--that is, to use signs in the same way as

others in that culture (Hodge, Kress 240). Through learning

the way that the culture uses signs, they learn that

culture's values.

For children, that process is extremely important,

since it teaches them to participate in the adults'
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society. But for adults such as those who enter the

criminal community, the process is almost as vital. Like

children, newcomers to the criminal community are

powerless, and like children, these newcomers feel the need

to establish themselves in the community and appropriate

power for themselves. And both children and new criminals

find that to obtain these objectives they must learn and

accept the language, lore, and values of the community.

Ability to Engage in Verbal Play

Members of antisocieties use skill in antilanguage as

a social stratifier, as Halliday discusses (166). They can

demonstrate that skill (and thus their affinity for the

antisociety) through verbal play, which helps to place

members in their caste in the antisociety. The more skill

that members evidence through verbal play, the better they

demonstrate their indoctrination, and the more fit they are

to rule in the antisociety.

Antilanguages also reject any attempts that the

society might make to assimilate the antisociety. The

antisociety rejects these attempts by keeping the

antilanguage secret and through verbal play.

Keeping the Antilanguage Secret

Secrecy excludes those who do not belong to the

antisociety. In the case of criminals, of course, secrecy
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keeps victims and jailers from learning criminal plans; but

beyond that purpose, secrecy also excludes all members of

the society from the antisociety. "Solid" citizens who

belong to the society cannot even understand the

antilanguage of the antisociety. Antilanguage's function of

secrecy is important because the antisociety is built on a

subjective reality opposed to that of the society--the

society's "evil" is often the antisociety's "good" or

"neutral"--and the antilanguage reinforces the values of

the antisociety. For instance, in the criminal community,

one can find terms that express criminal actions, and these

terms do not have the stigma that the society attaches to

its terms expressing those actions: hit or whack do not

have the same stigma as the term murder, and tricks does

not carry the connotations of the word prostitution.

However, if members of the society do gain free access to

the antilanguage, they can work to undermine that reality

by attaching their values and their stigmas to the words.

"This is where the secrecy comes in," Halliday tells us:

"the language is secret because the reality is secret"

(172).

Verbal Play

Verbal play is a sort of extension of secrecy. Whereas

secrecy restricts the antisociety to those in the

antilanguage, verbal play restricts the top castes in the
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antisociety to those who are skilled and well-versed in the

antilanguage. Since learning the antilanguage involves

learning the culture of the antisociety, verbal play

excludes the unindoctrinated or marginally indoctrinated

from leadership positions within the antisociety (Halliday

167).

The African-American Community: Creating Temporary Groups

within the Discourse Community

Halliday does not call Black English an

"antilanguage," but rather a "ghetto language": one step

closer to the mother language. Nevertheless, Black English

also shows the same elements of inclusion and exclusion as

the previous two appropriations of language.

Signifyin(g), as Henry Louis Gates Jr. calls it (44-

45), is an African-American appropriation of language that

facilitates the cohesiveness of groups within the discourse

communities that practice it, while at the same time

excluding those who do not belong to the discourse

community. In this way it is similar to the criminals'

antilanguages that Halliday studied. But criminals created

groups that were defined by their discourse community;

Signifyin(g) allows individuals to temporarily define

groups within the discourse community because it allows

expressions to have multiple meanings.
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Signifyin(g) appropriates English in that it replaces

a signified concept with a rhetorical figure. That is,

English uses a signifier (a sound image, or word) to

express the signified (a concept), as in the Sausseurian

formula:

signification = signified = concept
signifier sound image

Black English, however, uses the signifier to refer to

a rhetorical figure rather than a concept. The figure

signifies the concept.

Signification = rhetorical figures
signifier (Gates 48)

Gates numbers among the rhetorical figures of

Signifyin(g) the tropes of metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche,

irony, hyperbole, litotes, metalepsis, aporia, chiasmus,

and catachresis (52). Since speakers can substitute these

rhetorical figures for concepts, and since those figures

may signify more than one concept, Black English allows for

variable signifiers. It gives the speaker a changeable

code. This changeable code allows Signifyin(g) to create

discrete and temporary groups within the discourse

community, as we shall see below.

As with the other examples, Signifyin(g) both includes

and excludes individuals. And although Signifyin(g) may

have begun in slavery, those who Signify do not always use
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it to include all blacks and exclude all whites. Rather,

Signifyin(g) obscures apparent meaning (Gates 53), and a

speaker can use it to misdirect certain listeners,

increasing the speaker's solidarity with other listeners

who understand the Signifyin(g). Hence, of all the

appropriations I have discussed, Signifyin(g) gives the

most precise control over inclusion and exclusion: it

allows the speaker to alter the code so that only selected

individuals of the discourse community can understand it

with any degree of certainty. It creates groups rather than

merely reflecting them.

Signifyin(g) can include individuals in a group in one

of three ways: as members of the discourse community, as

witnesses to Signifyin(g), and as subjects of Signifyin(g).

Showing Solidarity Within the Discourse Community

To be included in the discourse community, an

individual must know the tropes of Signifyin(g); this

knowledge allows the individual to recognize Signifyin(g)

so that she or he can engage in and understand it. Engaging

in Signifyin(g) is important because speakers need to use

it when creating groups within the community. An unskilled

speaker might manage to exclude his or her entire audience

with a poorly-chosen figure. Even worse, the speaker might

accidentally included someone whom he or she wants to

exclude, with disastrous results for the speaker.
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Additionally, if the individual cannot recognize the

figures of Signifyin(g), he or she is automatically

excluded from the meaning of all Signifyin(g) and therefore

from all groups which form within the discourse community.

Witnessing

Witnessing an act of Signifyin(g) requires the

listener to have a working knowledge of Signifyin(g); it

involves recognizing a trope. The subject of Signifyin(g)

may or may not recognize this trope for what it is, but the

witness does, and this ability lends the witness solidarity

with the speaker and with other witnesses.

Supportive Signifyin(g)

As the subject of supportive Signifyin(g), the

individual can become aware of the speaker's respect for

him or her. The speaker can use tropes to increase

solidarity with the subject of her or his Signifyin(g).

Just as Signifyin(g) can include individuals in three

ways, it can exclude them in three parallel ways: it can

alienate individuals who are not part of the discourse

community, who do not demonstrate the skills necessary to

recognize Signifyin(g), or who are subjects of

Signifyin(g).
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Alienating Non-Members of the Discourse Community

Signifyin(g) developed in reaction to slavery (Gates

68), and has since alienated the white discourse community

from the black one. And here I do not mean "whites" and

"blacks": Signifyin(g) alienates anyone, regardless of

color, who does not share the common cultural background

and training needed to decode the tropes that make up

Signifyin(g). Gates tells us that this training resembles

classical rhetorical training in that it involves

impersonation, improvisation, ad-lib quickness, verbal

play, and other elements desirable to rhetoric students

(75-76).

Alienating Those who Lack Skill

Signifyin(g) can also alienate those who lack the

skills necessary to recognize it. Someone who is Signified

upon and does not recognize the Signifyin(g) can carry away

an entirely different meaning, sometimes with disastrous

consequences. Gates furnishes the best example of this

situation: that of the Lion in the traditional black tale

of the Signifying Monkey.

In this story, the Monkey is annoyed with the

overbearing Lion, so he tells him that the Elephant has

insulted the Lion. The Lion, not recognizing the Monkey's

Signifyin(g) for what it is, challenges the Elephant, who

trounces him. Realizing his mistake too late, the Lion
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returns to the Monkey, who lambastes him for not

recognizing the Signifyin(g) for what it was (Gates 55-57).

The Monkey had used Signifyin(g) to exclude the Lion, who

he knew would not understand the significance of the

Monkey's words.

"Playing the dozens" is another example of how

Signifyin(g) can exclude those who do not sufficiently

understand it. In this game, the participants insult each

others' relatives to test emotional strength. The first to

give in to anger is the loser (Gates 68). Why does one

participant give in to anger? For one of two reasons:

either because the participant forgets that the insults are

Signified rather than real, or because the loser does not

have the skill to keep up with the other's pace of

Signifyin(g). In both cases, the participant loses because

she or he does not sufficiently understand Signifyin(g).

Denying Solidarity with a Subject

Speakers can also exclude members of a discourse

community by Signifyin(g) upon a knowing victim. Perhaps

the best example of this situation is the practice of

"loud-talking." In this trope,

one successfully loud-talks by speaking

to a second person remarks in fact

directed to a third person, at a level

just audible to the third person. A
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sign of the success of this practice is

an indignant "What?" from the third

person, to which the speaker responds,

"I wasn't talking to you." Of course,

the speaker was, yet simultaneously was

not. (Gates 82)

Signifyin(g) can also include more direct insults for

the purpose of "destroying" someone verbally, as in

"playing the dozens."

Signifyin(g), then, allows its users to include and

exclude others, not just in terms of philosophy and class

as the sophists' language did, or world view as the

criminals' language does, but also in terms of a small

audience. At its smallest reduction, Signifyin(g) can

affirm or deny solidarity between the speaker and a single

listener, including or excluding the listener in relation

to the speaker alone.

Conclusion

The three cases I have discussed show one reason that

a group of people might elect to appropriate language for

its own uses: to include and exclude individuals in

relation to a group. A group's motivations might be to work

within a system, as the sophists did; to deny a society's

world view and indoctrinate members into an antisociety, as

criminals do; or to set up temporary alliances within a
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discourse community, as Signifyin(g) does. Other

motivations exist, of course, but the principle is still

the same: language allows groups to extend or deny

solidarity with individuals. In Chapter 5, I show how this

principle manifests itself within the discourse community

of the Usenet by exploring the characteristics and culture

of the community's constituents, then discussing their

motives for including and excluding others.

'That is, the speaker might want to hide something

from one member of the audience, excluding that member from

the meaning of the figure, while revealing the meaning to

others. But the speaker might accidentally include the

member by using a figure which that member understands.



CHAPTER V

THE DISCOURSE COMMUNITY ON THE USENET

Members of the Usenet community share several distinct

qualities that affect how they use language. To understand

these qualities, I draw upon research of conferencing

systems and other forms of computer-mediated communication

to explore the characteristics of Usenet users, Usenet

culture, and the motivations that Usenet users have for

including and excluding others. Below, I show how the need

of groups to include and exclude others manifests itself

within the discourse community of the Usenet by exploring

the characteristics and culture of the community's

constituents, then discussing their motives for including

and excluding others.

Characteristics of Users

Despite its rapid expansion, the Usenet is still a

very exclusive medium. Users must meet certain fairly rigid

requirements to use the Usenet. For instance, users must

have access to a Usenet node, a terminal, and Usenet

software at the very least, and access to this equipment

comes through education and wealth: education, because

users must be literate and must know how to use the

67
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hardware and software, and wealth, because both equipment

and education are expensive. Therefore, like most users of

computer-mediated communication, Usenet users are

economically and socially priveleged; they are roughly

"equals" (Elizabeth Reid 5-6). They tend to be

"professionals of one sort or another"--educated and

moderately wealthy people--"who are at home with text and

have a facility with ideas and their manipulation" (Smith

1370-72).

Users must be well-educated to function on the

Usenet--after all, the Usenet is a product of electronic

literacy, and its users must be extremely literate as well

as familiar with hardware and software to use the medium.

Not surprisingly, the univ-lyonl.fr newsserver reports that

nearly 40% of the Usenet posts it processed in September

1993 came from colleges and universities (Wolfhugel 44).

Users must be able to read and type in English, since

most Usenet posts are in Englishl. Non-native English

speakers are therefore excluded from the system unless they

are highly educated in English.

Users must have leisure time, since participating on

the Usenet is essentially a leisure activity. Users often

participate, not to learn answers to questions, but to

socialize. Although computer conference users discuss other

uses for conferences, most or all stress the feeling of
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community they get from the conference. Howard Rheingold

describes it in this way:

I visit the WELL both for the sheer

pleasure of communicating with my

newfound friends, and for its value as

a practical instrument for gathering

information on subjects that are of

momentary or enduring importance....

it's all a little like a groupmind,

where questions are answered, support

is given, inspiration is provided, by

people I may have never heard from

before, and whom I may never meet face

to face. (378-90)

Usenet users, like most users of computer-mediated

communication, are typically men. Hoai-An Truong

hypothesizes many reasons for this state of affairs: men

are typically wealthier than women; men typically have more

training and are more likely to have subsidized access

through their jobs; men have more leisure time since they

typically perform fewer household chores. In addition,

women tend to have a negative stereotype of computer users

and tend to dislike the existing, male-authored interfaces

(Truong). Women tend to have a less direct, less

confrontational discussion style than men do (Truong;
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Gilligan 24-63; Coates 96-118); and since users tend to be

even more direct in computer-mediated communication than in

other media, women tend to avoid engaging in on-line

conversations. Finally, women are often subject to on-line

sexual harassment, and some women opt to use gender-neutral

identities to avoid such harassment (Truong); this fact

makes measuring the number of women on the Usenet an

impossible task.2

Usenet users know that they belong to a relatively

exclusive group and that they are using a wide-ranging

medium that connects them to all other members of that

group. They respond by discussing the "Net" in almost

reverent tones. For instance, Michael Hauben starts an

essay on the Internet in this way:

Welcome to the 21st Century. You are a

Netizen (Net Citizen), and you exist as

a citizen of the world... You consider

everyone as your compatriot....

Virtually you live next door to every

other single netizen in the world.

Geographical separation is replaced by

existence in the same virtual space.

(Michael Hauben 31-39).
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Henry Hardy's thesis on the history of the Global

Multiprotocol Open Internet begins in a similarly reverent

tone:

Why write a history of the Net? It's

not enough to say merely that it's

never been done.

The Net is a unique creation of human

intelligence.

The Net is the first intelligent

artificial organism.

The Net represents the growth of a new

society within the old.

The Net represents a new model of

governance.

The Net represents a threat to civil

liberties.

The Net is the greatest free

marketplace of ideas that has ever

existed.

The Net is in imminent danger of

extinction.

The Net is immortal. (Hardy 48-66)

Culture

Usenet users, like other users of computer-mediated

communication, tend to create personae for themselves,

value certain "powers" or ways to accumulate prestige, and

produce goods for others to consume.
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Personae: Fictional Characters Interacting

Like most forms of computer-mediated communication,

the Usenet allows its users to create personae, or fronts,

to interact. We are familiar with Walter Ong's assertion

that the writer's audience is always a fiction

("Audience"), since it is not present when the writer

writes and cannot interact with the writer to collectively

form the message. The writer cannot see the audience's

reactions and modify her or his message while transmitting

it. In fact, the author will probably never meet the

audience. Nevertheless, as MacKinnon puts it, "gender,

stature, intelligence, and other characteristics are

somehow attributed, sight unseen, to the recipient user"

(60).

And since the audience never meets the writer, they

also see a fiction: the writer's "persona" or "front."

MacKinnon discusses this state of affairs:

...the personae are perceived to engage

in a range of pursuits which is derived

from the words of the users. For every

exchange of articles at the level of

the users, there is an analogous

"action" at the level of the personae.

Furthermore, the existence of the

personae depends entirely upon the
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users' willingness to continue

accessing Usenet. (60)

Or, as Marc A. Smith puts it, "Interaction involves

the creation of personality, nuance, identity and 'self'

with only the tools of text" (Smith 302-4).

I have called personae "fronts" because they are very

similar to the concept of fronts in Erving Goffman's The

Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. Goffman contends

that people play certain roles as if they are performers in

a play. Sometimes they convince themselves that they are

the persons they perform; in these cases, "only the

sociologist or the socially disgruntled will have any

doubts about the 'realness' of what is presented" (17). On

the other hand, performers might be cynical, not taken in

by their act at all.

A person's front, according to Goffman, is "that part

of the individual's performance which regularly functions

in a general and fixed fashion to define the situation for

those who observe the performance" (22). He lists standard

parts of front: setting (22), appearance, and manner (24).

He then reveals that people may choose fronts based on the

regions in which they find themselves. (A region is

"anyplace that is bounded to some degree by barriers to

perception" (106).) Performers usually have a "back region"

in which "the impression fostered by a performance is
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knowingly contradicted as a matter of course" (112). One

example is that of "employees only" areas in stores: in

these areas, the employees can drop the performance of

solicitous interest in their customers and freely discuss

their feelings about the customers, the products, and so

forth.

As we have seen, the Usenet provides a very limited

forum, and that forum affects the fronts that its

participants adopt. For instance, of the three standard

parts of front (setting, appearance, and manner), only

manner is consistently communicated. The regions are

various newsgroups; users might project a different front

in each group if they choose. And although users have a

back region -- which is life outside of the Usenet--most

other users never observe them in that region. In other

words, the users only encounter each others' fronts or

personae; and the users can maintain tight control over

those personae, since the medium allows them to choose

their words carefully. The only interaction on the Usenet

is between fictionalized characters.

The only traces of a user are his or her messages; the

only way to know a user's persona is to read those traces.

Significantly, Usenet users tend to distrust "lurkers"--

those who read Usenet messages but do not post messages of

their own (Electronic Frontier Foundation 2752-4). Reading
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messages is not sinister, of course, but a user who does

not post messages does not leave a trace for others to use

in constructing a persona for that user. The non-posting

user is invisible.3

Since a user's persona is under her or his control,

and since few members of the audience can verify the user's

characteristics outside of the computer medium, users are

free to adopt any persona they want: "In a virtual world

participants are washed clean of the stigmata of their real

'selves' and are free to invent new ones to their tastes."

(Smith 308-10) Thus, some users may opt to create personae

with ethnic background, age, and gender different from

theirs; or they may elect to obscure those characteristics,

creating a neuter, ageless persona (Rheingold 392-5,

Elizabeth Reid 14-15, Smith 731-2, Truong 47-8). They might

choose to fracture their identity by "living as multiple

simultaneous personae in different virtual neighborhoods"

(Rheingold 198-9)--that is, they may act differently when

conversing in different newsgroups. They may choose to give

"vent to aspects of their personality they would otherwise

keep under wraps." (Smith 731-2) And they may choose a

pseudonym that manipulates others' perceptions of them

(MacKinnon 23). Mike Godwin describes how an on-line WELL

conference led to a real-life meeting, and how that meeting

destroyed misconceptions that persona names had created:
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One result of that conference was that

WELL user and Grateful Dead lyricist

John Perry Barlow met and befriended a

couple of hackers who went by the

cyberpunkish noms-de-hack "Acid Phreak"

and "Phiber Optik." Although they

"knew" each other electronically,

Barlow's face-to-face meeting with Acid

and Optik was a revelation: "Acid and

Optik, as material beings, were

well-scrubbed and fashionably clad,"

Barlow later wrote. "They looked to be

as dangerous as ducks." (Godwin 29-36)

Participants in the computer underground have long

used pseudonyms to hide their identities. But these

pseudonyms also define personae that the participants have

created for online communication. Thus we find that even

after three members of the "Legion of Doom" had been caught

by the authorities, their compatriots called them by their

pseudonyms rather than their given names:

This issue is dedicated to the three

(now "retired") members who recently

received visits from our friends and

yours, the U.S. Secret Service and Bell

South Security: The Leftist, The
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Urvile, and The Prophet. (LOD/H

Technical Journal 52-4)

Even when quoting a ComputerWorld article, the LOD/H

Technical Journal omitted the surnames of the participants,

replacing them with "X," "Y," and "Z":

The last names of those involved were

omitted. Go look them up for yourself

if you think its [sic] that important.

(LOD/H Technical Journal 6917-18)

As the author points out, the surnames were well known

to the public and easily accessible--by quoting the

article, the author even tells the readers where to find

the surnames. However, the author still refuses to drop the

pseudonyms.

Powers: How Usenet Personae Accumulate Prestige

In his comparison of Usenet culture to Hobbes'

Leviathan, Richard MacKinnon enumerates several "powers"

which accord prestige to Usenet users: strength, form,

arts, prudence, liberality, nobility, and eloquence (25-

28). Since personae are merely fronts that users control,

users must be careful to endow those personae with these

powers; otherwise, the personae have fewer chances to

interact and cannot influence other personae. Personae

exist for interaction; users post solely to influence other
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personae. Therefore, powers are vital for users to master,

and we cannot understand personae without them.

Strength is the first power that MacKinnon discusses.

As he points out, physical strength counts for nothing in a

medium which deals solely in personae; however, personae

can show strength relative to other personae by staging and

executing attacks--writing potent and even vehement

statements (25). Users of computer-mediated communication

tend to make uncontrolled statements and use invective,

also known as "flaming."4 Flaming is so much a part of

Usenet that one newsgroup, alt.flame, exists solely to

provide a forum "where people go specifically to spend

their days hurling vile imprecations at one another."

(Rheingold 609-10)

MacKinnon defines form as "the impression one makes on

others" (25) and discusses ways that Usenet users control

their personae's "appearance": through pseudonyms (as I

discussed above) and through vocabulary. Pseudonyms allow

the users to convey certain information about their online

personae, such as gender, affiliation, and temperament.

Vocabulary allows the users to show affiliation (through

fluent slang) and education (through vocabulary specific to

a certain discipline). However, MacKinnon admits that

"form" does not translate well to the Usenet environment,

particularly because words do not consistently convey the
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same amount of personal information about oneself as one's

appearance (25).

MacKinnon distills Hobbes' concept of the "arts" into

the "art" of defense. At this point, MacKinnon strains the

analogy he has followed:

Since Usenet is a non-physical

environment, the notion of "defence,"

like that of strength, must be derived

from the cycle of statement and

response. Having established that

"strength" in Usenet is one's ability

to write a potent statement, then it

follows that "arts" in Usenet, because

they "confer to defence," must be one's

ability to write a rebuttal. (26)

Although I feel that MacKinnon has overreached the

analogy at this point--his discussion of defense is better

suited to "strength" than "arts"--his observation is

correct: one power that Usenet users need is the ability to

write a rebuttal. Rebuttals lend power to a user by

allowing her or him to fend off an attack and retain status

in the eyes of the Usenet community.

MacKinnon next discusses liberality, or the

willingness to help others. And he takes care not to tie it

inextricably to "riches" (knowledge)5:
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"Liberality" can be combined with

things other than riches to produce the

same effect. Consider the act of

restraining oneself from easily

humiliating a subordinate in public or

the act of freely and genuinely

offering one's assistance to the

uninitiated. These acts of kindness

bolster one's liberality. (26)

Rheingold also emphasizes the importance of

liberality, not just in building power for oneself, but in

building a community:

Reciprocity is a key element of any

market-based culture, but the

arrangement I'm describing feels to me

more like a kind of gift economy where

people do things for one another out of

a spirit of building something between

them, rather than a spreadsheet-

calculated quid pro quo. (523-7)

Similarly, in his study of the Whole Earth 'Lectronic

Link (WELL) conferencing system, Marc A. Smith says that

[t]he WELL offers...status within a

group. Being knowledgeable in the WELL

and being free with your knowledge is a
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sure way to gain status, friends, and

visibility. As with any community, the

WELL's most effective reward is

recognition....visible reciprocity is a

major means of increasing status.

(1480-85)

We see this effect on the Usenet as well. Some members

of the community have gained considerable personal prestige

through their liberality. For instance, Gene Spafford has

edited a collection of electronic documents that help new

users to understand the Usenet, the Internet, and other

online services, and consequently Spafford enjoys a certain

degree of deference whenever he "makes an appearance" on

the Usenet (MacKennon 27).

Prudence is something that we learn through speaking;

learning prudence is part of the process that children

undergo when entering semiosis (Hodge, Kress 240). We

translate this important skill more or less directly to the

Usenet environment. MacKennon states that

[o]nly when one's writing ability

interferes with one's attempt to

communicate prudently does a persona

seem less prudent in Usenet than the

user does in the external world. (26-

27)
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Nobility (or prestige), is a concept which at first

seems to be difficult to transfer to the medium of the

Usenet. After all, the Usenet ostensibly puts everyone on

an equal footing: all messages appear in roughly the same

format, and all users have access to tools that can create

identical output--in contrast to other media, in which

users can indicate their status through high-quality paper

or a receptionist. Like electronic mail, the Usenet omits

the trappings of prestige (Perry, "E-Mail at Work" 28).

Nevertheless, nobility is a concept that is familiar to the

Usenet: users can gain nobility or deference through their

fame outside the Usenet or through their acts of liberality

on the Usenet.

For instance, some users react with surprise when they

find that a famous person has posted to the Usenet, as did

the readers of rec.music.industrial when they discovered

that Tom Ellard of the industrial band Severed Heads had

started posting messages in that group in November 1993.

People who have gained fame on the Usenet also enjoy

deference, such as Gene Spafford, whose liberality is well

known (MacKinnon 27).

Eloquence is the seventh and most important power.

After all, the sole means of communication for Usenet users

.is the set of characters on their keyboards; they can only

communicate through words and signs that they produce in
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text form (MacKinnon 27). Without other ways to show their

worth, users must rely almost solely on their words.

Usenet messages must follow certain guidelines in

addition to traditional eloquence. For instance, messages

must be short, interesting, and relatively free of spelling

and grammar mistakes if they are to interest the reader and

bring prestige to the writer. (Chapter 6 discusses spelling

mistakes and how they affect the message's reception;

Chapter 7 discusses the rhetorical aspects of Usenet

messages.)

Finally, messages should conform to the rules of net

etiquette, or "netiquette." This concept is an important

one, as Chapter 6 discusses, because it shows that the

persona has conformed to and assimilated the Usenet

culture. Chuq Von Rospach, A. Jeff Offutt VI, Mark Horton,

and George Peace list several guidelines which users should

follow when writing messages, but we can group them under

eight major categories:

- Analyze your audience

- Be clear and concise

- Avoid libel, copyright infringement, and other legal

misdealings

- Use computer hardware and software correctly

- Back up statements with appropriate sources

- Keep your signature6 short
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- Do not offend others gratuitously

- Do not become offended easily

Interestingly enough, eloquence is a power that in the

Usenet environment makes most of the other powers possible.

Since writers construct their personae with words, the

writers who are most skillful with words are the most

likely to construct powerful personae. The abilities to

attack, to rebut, to communicate form and affability, and

to gain nobility (at least to an extent) are communicated

solely through words, and therefore rest on the eloquence

of the writer.

Goods: The Usenet's "Commodities"

Although the Usenet medium does not allow users to

barter physical objects, it does let them barter other

commodities: goods such as social networks, communion, and

knowledge--what MacKinnon calls "riches." By studying Marc

A. Smith's paper on another conferencing system, the WELL,

we can explore these commodities.

Social networks

Like the WELL, the Usenet expands the number of social

contacts available to an individual (Smith 1274-6). It

allows users to quickly find a large number of other users

with specific common interests and to engage in regular

conversation with them. In this sense, Smith says, a
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conferencing system is like "a vast convention with groups

congregating around signs7 that advertise their intended

topic of discussion" (Smith 1301-4). Smith compares

conferences to Schelling points or social magnets (1304-6).

This social network allows conference users to enjoy

communion with others and to share information with

interested parties.

Communion

Smith uses the term communion "to capture the sense of

membership that is found in more traditional communities"

(1589-90). To show that the WELL provides communion, Smith

points out that

WELL-beings, or WELL-ites, often turn

to one another for more than

information that can be parlayed into

other forms of capital. Within the WELL

people turn to each other for support

during crises and camaraderie during

triumphs (1579-99).

Howard Rheingold supports this view of membership:

I can attest that I and thousands of

other cybernauts know that what we are

looking for, and finding in some

surprising ways, is not just

information, but instant access to
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ongoing relationships with a large

number of other people. Individuals

find friends and groups find shared

identities online, through the

aggregated networks of relationships

and commitments that make any community

possible (184-9).

Later, Rheingold goes as far as to say that

... I know people who feel as

passionately committed to our virtual

community and the people in it (or at

least some of the people in it) as our

nation, occupation, or neighborhood

(250-53).

One reason that a community could spring up in the

computer conferencing medium is that users can interact

frequently. Richard Clark MacKinnon notes this aspect of

community on the- Usenet:

In Usenet, dialogue is spontaneous and

unedited, and the individuals at the

source- are users who frequently

contribute on a regular basis. The

most active users contribute over fifty

articles per week each. This high level

of interaction among Usenet users
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creates a more permanent sense of

community than among a newspaper's

readership. Accordingly, this high

level of interaction among users

provides opportunities to develop

relationships (14).

Another reason that communities develop is that users

can select their communities. Smith and Rheingold both

compare computer conference communities to places where

people can meet to interact and share interests (Smith

1302-6, Rheingold 355-67). In fact, the communities are

defined by common interests rather than geography (Smith

1302-6, Rheingold 342-6). Users, then, can select one or

more of the 4500-plus Usenet newsgroups (Electronic

Frontier Foundation 2109), each devoted to an interest, and

read and write messages about that interest.

Knowledge

Finally, conferencing systems produce what Smith calls

a "good" (1358-60) and MacKinnon calls a "service" (28):

knowledge. Knowledge is analogous to MacKinnon's concept of

"riches," especially in a knowledge-driven community such

as a computer conference. Conferences are knowledge-driven

because of "the heavy presence of symbolic manipulators"

(Smith 1364) or people who create, use, and modify

representations to a higher degree than the average person.
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In other words, conference users tend to be highly literate

and highly educated, and therefore tend to value knowledge

more than the average population.

Because conference users value knowledge highly, it is

a commodity on conferences. In fact, many cite the pursuit

of knowledge as their main reason for joining a computer

conference: "One of the most common phrases on the WELL is

'Does anybody know...'" (Smith 1391)8

Rheingold describes what he perceives to be the social

contract regarding the sharing of knowledge:

This unwritten, unspoken social

contract, a blend of strong-tie and

weak-tie relationships among people who

have a mixture of motives, requires one

to give something, and enables one to

receive something. I have to keep my

friends in mind and send them pointers

instead of throwing my informational

discards into the virtual

scrap-heap... .And with scores of other

people who have an eye out for my

interests while they explore sectors of

the information space that I normally

wouldn't frequent, I find that the help

I receive far outweighs the energy I
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expend helping others: A marriage of

altruism and self-interest. (474-86)

Motivations for Including and Excluding Others

Usenet users, like members of other discourse

communities, have motives for including and excluding

others, and these motives are closely tied to the goods

that the Usenet produces.

Culture

The Usenet community, like the discourse communities

discussed in Chapter 3, tends to include users only after

they have been assimilated. Recall that in the criminal

underground that Halliday discussed, for instance,

criminals had to be versed in criminal slang and syntax

before they could advance through the castes; they had to

visibly become assimilated by the criminal underground

before they could advance in it (167). The Usenet

implicitly requires the same kind of assimilation:

Be familiar with the group you are

posting to before you post! You

shouldn't post to groups you do not

read, or post to groups you've only

read a few articles from -- you may not

be familiar with the on-going

conventions and themes of the group.
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One normally does not join a

conversation by just walking up and

talking. Instead, you listen first and

then join in if you have something

pertinent to contribute (Von Rospach

:1.37-142).

The most visible way in which the Usenet requires

assimilation is in the individual user's command of

netiquette. Netiquette has several rules, as we have seen,

and not all are written down. For instance, deference to a

member of Usenet "nobility" is expected, but it is an

unwritten rule. The written rules themselves are sometimes

vague. For instance, knowing the hardware and software you

are using can cover

- knowing how to crosspost a message (that is, send a

message to two or more newsgroups simultaneously);

- making sure that the message has no more than 80

characters per line (since many screens show no more

than 80 characters per line); and

- knowing the distance that the message will propagate

(since a user sometimes can restrict9 distribution to

the immediate area or campus, to the state, or to the

country, as well as having the option of making the

message accessible worldwide.)
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Analyzing the audience can cover

- knowing which newsgroups are appropriate for a certain

message;

- knowing the terms the audience is likely to understand

and the vocabulary that is least likely to offend the

audience; and

- deciding how the message might affect the writer's

prestige with that audience.

Another way in which the Usenet requires assimilation

is that the user must be conversant with the newsgroup's

purpose and current and recent discussions before posting.

Thus Von Rospach counsels new users to read a newsgroup for

months before posting messages to it (137-142).

(Ironically, that fact means that users become "lurkers."

If they follow this protocol, they cannot even create

personae until they properly assimilate/are assimilated by

the Usenet culture. In the meantime, they are pariahs,

violating the prohibition against lurking out of obedience

to the higher law against unindoctrinated posting.)

Posting without properly assimilating a newsgroup can

cause a user to lose face. For instance, a user who posts a

message in the newsgroup alt.waffle without reading it

might try to start a discussion on breakfast foods, rather

than the Waffle software that the group exists to discuss.
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Or a user might bring a question to a newsgroup that

members had resolved recently.

Common Interests

The Usenet has over 4500 different newsgroups

(Electronic Frontier Foundation 2109), each devoted to a

different topic. Therefore, a newsgroup implicitly includes

and excludes users according to their interest in the

topic. Consequently, newsgroup readers tend to ostracize

those who are foolish enough to post a message to their

newsgroup without understanding the topic. Similarly,

readers ostracize a user who posts a denigrating message

about a topic or those interested in that topic.10

Information

Since information is the Usenet's prime commodity,

users tend to include those who are a reliable source of

information and exclude those who give little or no

information. For instance, Gene Spafford's status on the

Usenet rests on the information that he has given to users.

In contrast, users regard "lurkers" with contempt because

they give no information; they cannot stop the lurkers from

reading messages, but they can make known that the lurkers

are not part of the community. "Flamers," those whose

messages consist of more invective than information, are

also usually excluded because of their "low signal to noise
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ratio"; in fact, readers can tell the software not to even

show messages by certain other users."1 However, if they

are eloquent enough, "flamers" might be able to maintain

their inclusion.

Eloquence

Eloquence allows Usenet users to present their

information and arguments, and consequently ensures a

larger readership. Therefore, eloquence persuades readers

to read the writer's messages, agree with the writer, and

perhaps identify with that writer; readers include the

writer in their group. Conversely, a message that is not

eloquent is likely to motivate readers to exclude the

writer by skipping over his or her message, or even by

putting his or her name in a "kill file" or "bozo file."

Eloquence and humor sometimes make up for lack of

information. For instance, I once read a long message that

complained about users who pointed out spelling problems in

others' messages. I found this complaint to be boring, and

I knew that others would also, so I followed it up with a

one-line message pointing out that the complaint had a

spelling error. My message had the desired effects: it

increased my prestige with the newsgroup's readership and

it defused the argument over spelling.
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Conclusion

Discourse communities traditionally use language to

include and exclude people. This chapter has attempted to

provide an overview of the Usenet's discourse community

through discussing its users' characteristics, culture, and

motivations for including and excluding others. This

discussion should give the background necessary for

discussing the characteristics of Usenet messages.

1 Users sometimes post messages in other languages, but

only in certain groups. For instance, Pakistani users might

type messages in Pakistani if they are posting to

soc.culture.pakistan. However, all users have to use the

English alphabet in their messages: Pakistani friends have

told me that Pakistani posters use combinations of English

letters as a phoenetic substitute for Pakistani.

2 But some might argue that the point is moot. A woman

who chooses a male or gender-neutral identity has created a

male persona or front. Users interact solely through

personae; not only is the writer's audience a fiction, the

writer is too. And we researchers, as readers, see only

these personae. The question becomes, then, whether we are

studying the users, whom we cannot study with any degree of

certainty, or the personae, whose interactions we can

easily study.
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3 Which, of course, raises the question: how do the

users know that a lurker exists? They cannot. However, they

expect lurkers to exist. Additionally, lurkers occasionally

participate, testifying to the lurking that they have done

in the past. Ironically, by announcing that they have been

lurkers, these users stop being lurkers and create personae

which then interact with others.

4 The Jargon File version 3.0.0 has this to say about

"flaming":

:flame: 1. vi. To post an email message intended to

insult and provoke. 2. vi. To speak incessantly and/or

rabidly on some relatively uninteresting subject or with a

patently ridiculous attitude. 3. vt. Either of senses 1 or

2, directed with hostility at a particular person or

people. 4. n. An instance of flaming. When a discussion

degenerates into useless controversy, one might tell the

participants "Now you're just flaming" or "Stop all that

flamage!" to try to get them to cool down (so to speak).

(8085-93)

5 0n the Usenet, users simply cannot exchange what we

generally regard as "commodities." The only true commodity

on the Usenet is knowledge.
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6 "Signatures" are (preferably) short messages that

come at the end of Usenet messages. They usually include

the user's name and Internet address, and a short statement

that indicates the user's philosophy or opinion on some

matter.

7 The "signs" are conferences--what Usenet users call

"newsgroups."

8Perhaps another reason that lurkers are not welcome

in conferences is that they do not contribute to the

knowledge capital of the virtual community. That is, they

never give information; they only receive it. Other users

might see this arrangement as a sort of "information

welfare" in which users who contribute nothing to the

community still benefit from that community's goods.

9 Some messages should be restricted to local access.

For instance, I once read a message in rec.music.industrial

offering money for certain rare records. The message stated

that the user would pick up the records from any seller.

Since I had some of these records, I e-mailed the user and

found that he lived in the immediate area. He had limited

the distribution of his message to the Dallas-Fort Worth

area so that users in other states and countries would not

read it and expect him to pick up their records.
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10 Some newsgroups are open to reasonable discussion

about the topic. For instance, users of alt.fan.rush-

limbaugh include both admirers and haters of the

controversial radio host, and they debate the issues he

brings up while more or less respecting each others'

opinions.

11Readers can tell their computers not to show

messages by certain users by placing those users' names in

a, "kill file" or "bozo file." Those messages never appear

on the screen; as far as the reader is concerned, users

whose names are in the "kill file" have ceased to exist.

The readers have killed the offending personae, at least as

far as the readers are concerned.

_ ..



CHAPTER VI

MAKING DO: HOW TYPOGRAPHICAL CONSTRAINTS AFFECT USENET

CONVENTIONS

Now that we have discussed the Usenet's culture and

medium, we can begin to understand how they affect the way

users communicate. This chapter concentrates on how users

overcome the Usenet's restrictions on characters and time

with unique conventions and how they demonstrate their

membership in the Usenet discourse community through

mastery of these conventions. Specifically, this chapter

discusses how the Usenet medium affects spelling and

punctuation, typography, nonverbal signifiers, and

vocabulary. Before we can discuss how the limitations

affect Usenet messages, however, we must understand how

overcoming these limitations creates new conventions, and

how mastery of these conventions becomes a mark of the

members of the discourse community.

Like any social group, Usenet users have their own

specialized conventions and vocabulary that stem from their

environment and experience and which serve to distinguish

them from outsiders. In fact, conventions and vocabulary

are more important markers to Usenet users than to other

98
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groups because their only tool of expression is textual.

Conventions and vocabulary are their only ways to express

themselves and create markers.

The discourse community of the Usenet is an easy one

to contact due to the profusion of computer connections and

business and school accounts. However, contacting the

Usenet discourse community by reading and posting messages

does not make one a member of the community in the same way

that being a criminal does not make one a part of the

criminal community (see Chapter 4). In fact, like the

criminals in Mallik and Podgorecki's study (Halliday 166),

new Usenet users must undergo a period of adjustment before

being fully accepted by the community; until then they are

regarded as "newbies.""

But in a discourse community that encompasses over

four million people, no way exists to keep track of who is

a "newbie." In fact, the Hacker Jargon File points out that

"a person can be called a newbie in one newsgroup while

remaining a respected regular in another" (Jargon File

13657-8). Since mastery of the language and etiquette of

the Usenet are the only ways to exhibit membership in the

community, and since even the rawest Usenet user might

manage to avoid a faux pas, new users may never be

recognized as "newbies." On the other hand, an experienced

user might commit an infraction against Usenet conventions
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or netiquette and be labeled a "newbie." Therefore the term

"newbie" refers more to the inexperience and social

missteps exhibited by the Usenet persona than to the

inexperience of the actual user. And since the personas are

only constructs, users may use the label of "newbie"

flexibly: "The label 'newbie' is sometimes applied as a

serious insult to a person who has been around USENET for a

long time but who carefully hides all evidence of having a

clue" (Jargon File 13 658-61).

Newbies--personae who do not exhibit mastery of Usenet

conventions and vocabulary--are universally held in

contempt. Some users who are particularly adept even parody

newbies by creating a newbie persona: BIFF.

:BIFF: /bif/ [USENET] n. The most

famous {pseudo}, and the prototypical

{newbie}. Articles from BIFF are

characterized by all uppercase letters

sprinkled liberally with bangs, typos,

'cute' misspellings (EVRY BUDY LUVS

GOOD OLD BIFF CUZ HE"S A KOOL DOOD AN

HE RITES REEL AWESUM THINGZ IN CAPITULL

LETTRS LIKE THIS!!!), use (and often

misuse) of fragments of {talk

mode}abbreviations, a long {sig block}

(sometimes even a {doubled sig}), and

unbounded naivet'e. BIFF posts

articles using his elder brother's VIC-

20. BIFF's location is a mystery, as

his articles appear to come from a

variety of sites. However, {BITNET}
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seems to be the most frequent origin.

The theory that BIFF is a denizen of

BITNET is supported by BIFF's

(unfortunately invalid) electronic mail

address: BIFF@BIT.NET. (Jargon File

2668-80)

BIFF is a joke for experienced users to enjoy, but he

also serves as a model for actual newbies to avoid. The

Usenet community will tolerate quite a few misspellings and

punctuation errors; however, BIFF's technical errors2

inhibit the clarity of the message and therefore offend

members of the community.

In addition, a newbie may show his or her inexperience

by failing to understand the significance of other

conventions. For instance, a newbie who does not understand

emoticons (discussed later in this chapter) might

misinterpret an emoticon-flagged statement and respond in

such a way as to demonstrate that ignorance.

To learn more about how typographical constraints

affect Usenet conventions, I downloaded3 several messages

and studied them for ways in which the Usenet environment

affects use of spelling and punctuation, typography,

nonverbal signifiers, and vocabulary.

The Messages

I downloaded three sets of messages from 41

newsgroups. Data set 1 consists of 291 messages dated
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November 12 and 13, 1992; it includes messages from 13

newsgroups. Data set 2 consists of 1073 messages dated

April 11 through 24, 1993; it includes messages from 10

newsgroups. Data set 3 consists of 918 messages dated

January 11, 1994; it includes messages from 18 newsgroups.

Table 1, 2, and 3 show the messages and newsgroups.

Table 1. Data set 1.

Newsgroups Messages

alt. folklore. computers 64

dfw. general 2

dfw.news 1

k12.chat.junior 39

k12.chat.senior 120

k12.chat.teacher 26

misc.misc 10

news .misc 1

tx.news 0

unt.general 8

unt.news.discussion 21

ut.general 8

utcs .general 1

I __________________

291Total number of messages
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Table 2. Data set 2.

Newsgroups Messages

alt. alien-visitors 90

alt.music.alternative 207

alt.books.technical 21

rec. arts. comics 10

alt. cyberpunk 97

rec.music.industrial 144

alt.politics.libertarian 57

alt. fan. rush-limbaugh 151

rec.arts.startrek.current 200

alt. folklore .urban 96

Total number of messages 1073
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Table 3. Data set 3.

Newsgroups Messages

alt.comics.buffalo-roam 1

alt. fan. ren-and-stimpy 12

alt. religion.emacs 7

alt.sustainable.agriculture 49

comp.arch.storage 62

comp. lang. scheme 31

comp. archives.msdos.d 65

comp. lang.sather 1

comp.protocols.tcp-ip.ibmpc 150

comp.sys.isis 8

comp.unix.user-friendly 5

k12 . ed.music 32

rec.arts.comics.xbooks 136

rec.games. go 55

rec. radio.amateur.policy 67

sci .military 101

soc .culture .burma 2

talk. abortion 135

Total number of messages 918

I then read the messages to discover trends in

spelling and punctuation, typographical conventions,

nonverbal signifiers, and vocabulary. Next, I used various

computer programs to isolate message lines that illustrated

these trends. If applicable, I counted occurrences to

determine how pervasive the convention was.
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Spelling and Punctuation

Researchers have found that users of computer-mediated

communication usually do not spend much time checking their

spelling and punctuation (Sims 144-5). Spelling and

punctuation (and indeed, capitalization) are not vital

unless their lack obstructs the reader's understanding of

the message because computer-mediated communication is

usually constrained by time, because writers often do not

have access to spell checkers when writing their messages,

because users of computer-mediated communication tend to

exhibit uncontrolled behavior such as poor spelling and

punctuation (Sproull and Kiesler 1508), and because writers

care more about communicating thoughts than following

rules. However, punctuation and spelling are very

consequential if they obscure the meaning of the message to

a casual reader or if the writer has apparently made

spelling errors deliberately (as BIFF does with words such

as "KOOL").

To research spelling errors in Usenet messages, I used

UNIX's spell program to isolate misspelled words in data

set 3. I then used grep to remove words that began with

capital letters on the theory that those words would tend

to be proper nouns.

After eliminating words that did not qualify, I had a

list of 3309 spelling errors to study. Many of these were
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acronyms, uncapitalized names, and specialized terms;

however, several were identifiably misspelled words. I

studied these to find any similarities among the misspelled

words. If the Usenet environment influenced misspelling in

any way, I reasoned, I should be able to find similarities

in the misspellings that pointed to the environment's

characteristics.

I found that many words were only one letter away from

being spelled correctly and that the letter kept the word

from being phonetically similar to the original word:

comstructor, apating, astrnomy, betweem, bottlenect,

comprssed, demeonstrated, and keyboed are words in this

category which I found in data set 3. Some words were

misspelled because of letter transpositions; spellings such

as aginast, convienent, cpaaci ty, intruiging, obersvations,

and presuasive fit into this category.

I concluded that these misspellings were not because

the writers could not spell: poor spellers tend to spell

words phonetically. That is, a poor speller might spell a

word abbating but would be unlikely to spell it apating.

Instead, I theorize that these misspellings are due to

rapid typing and lack of editing. This theory is consistent

with the fact that users of computer-mediated communication

tend to send first drafts of their work.
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I theorized that if users send first drafts, then

mechanical punctuation errors should also be common. To

confirm this theory, I studied mechanical punctuation

errors and found the same tendency: comma errors, fused

sentences, and other mechanical errors are common on the

Usenet.

Typography

Typographical conventions have existed, in one form or

another, since writing itself existed. As we widened the

gap between reality and the written word, and as we moved

from an oral society to a written one, typography became

more important for expressing concepts that the words only

suggested.

In writing and print, we use conventions such as

italics, underlining, and boldface type to stress or set

apart certain words. However, in a strictly text-based

medium such as the Usenet, writers cannot use these

conventions. Instead, they create other conventions to non-

verbally communicate information such as attitudes.

Users of print media have invented several ways to

communicate information nonverbally or with nonstandard

characters. With a printing press, one can emphasize words

using underlining, italics, different typefaces, different

point sizes, and so forth. One can insert pictures and

tables or use nonstandard formatting such as subscript and
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superscript characters, or even add or create new

characters for special needs: a writer whose subject is

ancient Greek culture, for instance, can insert passages of

Greek text and use special characters representing Greek

symbols. This freedom to modify and invent characters has

existed since writing itself existed, and has persisted,

although in more limited fashion, in most written and

printed media.

However, computer-mediated communication restricts

this avenue of communication more than other textual

communication, with the exception of telegraphy. Users of

computer-mediated communication find that they are

restricted to a small range of printable characters: the

characters on a standard computer keyboard. They cannot

underline, italicize, or change typefaces. Consequently,

users find that they must find substitutes for some of the

typographical conventions that most writers take for

granted.

Several researchers have noted nonstandard

typographical conventions in text-based computer-mediated

communication. For instance, Denise E. Murray discusses

using asterisks to indicate word stress in electronic

messages (220). Brenda Sims finds the same use of asterisks

in her study of electronic mail (148) and points out that

asterisks also doubled as quotation marks (147). Richard
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MacKinnon also discusses use of asterisks to emphasize text

(995-1069) and to provide descriptions of the supposed

physical actions of the user's persona (1021-1033); Harriet

Wilkins notes the same descriptions and calls them "stage

directions" (66).

This section attempts to further the work of these

researchers by discovering and enumerating some of the

existing typographical conventions on the Usenet, relating

them to the Usenet's constraints to understand their

necessity, and discussing how they change the users'

language.

To study Usenet typographical conventions, I followed

four steps. First, I identified two constraints that might

influence typographical conventions: attributes and time.

For instance, users cannot lend certain attributes to the

text in the message: they cannot change fonts, italicize,

or underline. Users are also under time constraints, either

self-imposed (because they do not want to spend time

typing) or imposed by the machine (because they are being

charged for login time).

Next, I read the text messages in data sets 2 and 3 to

discover repeated non-standard uses of characters and other

devices. I found that users tended to use four characters

and devices: asterisks, underbars, forward slashes, and

capital letters.
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After I discovered that users employed these

conventions in Usenet messages, I conducted two studies to

explore the conventions. In the first, I used data set 2

and various computer programs to isolate incidents of

asterisks, underbars, and forward slashes. In the second

study, I examined data set 3 to discover how the writers

used all capital letters to set words apart.

Finally, I categorized the conventions. I found that

conventions fell into two categories: attributes and

symbols indicating concepts.

Attributes

Asterisks, underbars, and all capital letters often

lent certain attributes to the Usenet text messages I

studied. By "attributes," I mean certain qualities that

separate the indicated word from other words. This concept

is not new to the computer-literate users of the Usenet

because of the way computers represent various attributes

of characters.

Computers represent characters with collections of

ones and zeroes called bytes. But attributes such as color,

font, and size are not built into each byte; instead,

computers and computer programs use additional bytes to

represent the attributes. For instance, an IBM PC in text

display mode displays 24 rows of 80 characters on the

screen. Each character on the screen is represented in
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computer memory by two bytes: the computer displays one

byte as a character on the screen, and uses the other to

determine the color of the displayed character.

Working from this principle, programmers often use

special characters to bracket character strings with

certain attributes. For instance, the popular PC-based word

processing software WordPerfect 5.1 italicizes any

characters that come between two specific nonprintable

characters.

Naturally, computer-literate Usenet users have applied

this method to their similar situation: they use special

characters to bracket character strings to which they want

to impart certain attributes. Thus we find that some words

in Usenet messages are surrounded by asterisks or

underbars.

In study 1, I found that writers use certain patterns

of special characters and words to indicate when words had

attributes. Attribute characters usually surround a word.

For instance, one user emphasized a word by surrounding it

with asterisks:

*beautiful*!

Punctuation can go inside or outside the trailing

attribute character. For instance, one user "underlined" a

book title in this way:

_Balkanization of Berkely._
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Some users circumvent the punctuation question

altogether by omitting the trailing attribute character, as

in the example below:

inarticulate

However, most users prefer to bracket the character

string on both sides. This practice becomes not only

preferred but necessary when the user deals with multi-word

character strings: the reader must be able to tell where

the attribute stops.

In the case of multi-word character strings, some

users opt to insert the attribute character between each

word in the string:

_FrontByFront_

Others choose only to bracket the string:

_Front by Front_

Writers use special characters to indicate that the

marked character string is emphasized, "underlined," or a

"stage direction."

Usenet users often put asterisks around words that

they want to emphasize. Asterisks function as a substitute

for italics or boldface type:

The ultimate Good Guy and he was

*beautiful*!

Not *particularly* industrial,

really...

Although most users use asterisks to emphasize text,

some use underbars instead, "underlining" the text:
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The one song was _fantastic_.

_inthenameofJesus_

committee members did not seem to

want_ truthful.

Writers also use underbars in other situations that

call for underlining. In the sentence below, the writer

"underlines" a foreign phrase:

The rationale behind this is that high

g-forces tend to kill off one or the

other type of sperm preferentially,

while still _in testis_.

Additionally, writers use underbars to "underline"

titles of books, albums, plays, television episodes,

television shows, and newspapers:

To construct a Kirlian device find a

copy of _Handbook of Psychic

Discoveries_ by Sheila Ostrander and

Lynn Schroeder

Finally there is _Ask Questions Later_,

an album that continues along the path

they started on with _White Noise_

He's credited for the work on the old

MTV Sports_ shows

What about _Remember Me_? This is one

of my all-time favorites.
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"Stage directions" are an attribute that does not

appear in most text-based communication. Usenet users tend

to give "stage directions" to describe their actions or

emotions (Wilkins 66; MacKinnon 1025-69). Users set off

these "stage directions" with asterisks.

*chuckle* I had to post...this was

just too funny an opportunity

*laugh*

*Sigh* What sparkling contributions to

informed discourse.

Words in all capital letters tended to reflect special

emphasis. To study the use of capital letters, I used a

computer program to search data set 3 for all instances of

four or more capital letters appearing together. I found

that they are the Usenet's equivalent of shouting--that is,

users tend to use all capital letters to lend special

stress to a passage, especially if they are angry. This

fact is unsurprising, since words in all capital letters

are harder to read and therefore force the reader to read

them more carefully.

Symbols Indicating Concepts

Symbols that indicated concepts included forward

slashes (/). Unlike attribute characters, which counteract

the Usenet's character limitations, these symbols address

Usenet users' time limitations. I found that forward

slashes can indicate many different concepts, including
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abbreviation, logical functions, links to concepts, and

modifications to terms.

Because of time constraints, many users abbreviate

text by using forward slashes. Below, two users employ

slashes to abbreviate the word "with."

On April 20th, Unsane and Loudspeaker

appeared (w/2 local bands)

SO in general, I'm looking for cool

people to hang w/.

Forward slashes can represent the logical AND, the

logical OR, and the exclusive OR. Slashes often function as

a logical AND since they link two words or concepts

together, indicating that both words or concepts are

"true."

commands only permitted if owner/user

match

The phone number for further

information (in Spanish/English)

Slashes also link two concepts together by indicating

that one or both of the concepts could be "true."

Subject: Higher

intelligence/knowledge/imagination

learning how/where the symbols evolved

from.

Look what is/has come out of the

hacking community.

Finally, slashes can indicate that only one of the two

concepts could be "true."

Oops, sorry about the YEP/NOPE post.
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Library of Congress or ISBN codes

printed in/on the books

Slashes can link concepts by combining words, creating

a new term.

Montage is a very interesting

tech/culture fair

by that token I consider NIN

country/western

Telepathy is not really done in words

as seen in books of sci/fi and fantasy

Slashes can also link two topics together.

the Templar / Holy Grail story.

They are not being used due to change

for jobs/loss of interest etc.

Finally, slashes can link concepts by associating a

term with a synonym, a more general term, or a more

specific term.

The term cyberpunk can still be

applied/labeled to Blade Runner

The hallucinations/visions/voices he

experiences are usually

small/quaint/localized.

Last night (Thursday, April 22, 1993)

Dr. Timothy Leary and John LaBoulleier

(I think thats how his name is spelled)

had a debate on the

legalization/decriminalization of drugs

in the USA.
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Writers can use slashes to modify terms, as when they

make terms gender-nonspecific.

I don't know about any of their

(his/her/whatever) current releases,

Does that make his/her/its work any

less important.

Generally, involuntary self-amputation

of a finger is the effect of a

soft-drink (or beer) consumer groping

around in the can in an attempt to

recover the ring-tab s/he has

thoughtlessly dropped into it.

Forward slashes can also indicate that a word has more

than one ending. The reader can then choose the ending that

best fits the context or digest both meanings at once.

Children's Television Workshop

produce(s/d) a show called Square One

Television within which is embedded a

weekly serial called Mathnet.

"Independent/dant" and as someone who

mailed me pointed out, "competent/ant"

are others that throw me for a loop.

Usenet users have not only invented their own

typography, but they have also implemented it in a

worldwide conferencing system and made its mastery a litmus

test of membership in the discourse community. This

alternative typography is one of the most obvious ways in

which the Usenet community has appropriated language.
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Nonverbal Signi fi ers

Nonverbal signifiers have always been a part of

language. Body language is one example; facial expressions

are another. When language moved into the textual arena,

nonverbal signifiers persisted in the form of word

attributes such as italics and in illustrations.

We see remnants of both illustrations and facial

expressions in quickly jotted notes. For instance, a writer

might quickly draw a "smiley face" to demonstrate his or

her mood or to signify that the accompanying text should be

received with a certain attitude. In these notes, the

"smiley face" seem to indicate the spirit in which the

writer wrote the message, and presumably the spirit in

which the reader should take that message. In most printed

text, "smiley faces" would not appear because the writer

would carefully write and edit the text to foster a certain

impression; however, since handwritten notes are usually

quickly-written first drafts, the writer does not always

trust his or her words and therefore feels the need to

insert a symbol that the reader will probably not

misinterpret.

Usenet users often produce hastily written notes.

Since many users are charged according to the time they

spend writing, they must write quickly. Usenet writers are

also readers and as such want to read other messages;
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therefore, they spend as little time possible in both

reading and writing so that they can read and write more

messages. Finally, Usenet writers are usually not

accomplished writers and see no point in trying to hide the

fact. Because of these factors, we should not be surprised

that Usenet users have developed an analog to the "smiley

face" that so often appears in handwritten notes.

Several researchers have discussed "smiley faces" that

appear in computer-mediated communication. For instance,

Brenda Sims mentions in her study of electronic mail at

Convex that users tended to insert "smiley faces" in their

messages (147-8). Richard MacKinnon notes the same

"smileys" in his essay on the Usenet (940-1033). Many

other researchers and commentators discuss these character

combinations (Von Rospach 146-152, Elizabeth Reid 24-25,

Perry and Adams 23). The Hacker Jargon File uses the word

emoticon to describe nonverbal signifiers, and defines the

word in this way:

:emoticon: /ee-moh'ti-kon/ n. An ASCII

glyph used to indicate an emotional

state in email or news. Although

originally intended mostly as jokes,

emoticons (or some other explicit humor

indication) are virtually required

under certain circumstances in high-
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volume text-only communication forums

such as USENET; the lack of verbal and

visual cues can otherwise cause what

were intended to be humorous,

sarcastic, ironic, or otherwise non-

100%-serious comments to be badly

misinterpreted (not always even by

{newbie}s), resulting in arguments and

{flame war}s.4

Hundreds of emoticons have been

proposed, but only a few are in common

use. These include:

'smiley face' (for humor,

laughter, friendliness, occasionally

sarcasm)

'frowney face' (for sadness,

anger, or upset)

;-)

'half-smiley' ({ha ha only

serious}); also known as 'semi-smiley'

or 'winkey face'.

:-/

'wry face'

(These may become more comprehensible

if you tilt your head sideways, to the

left.)

(Jargon File 7235-63)
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To learn more about how Usenet participants used

emoticons, I conducted two studies. In the first one, I

studied the messages in data set 1. Table 4 shows the

number of messages that used emoticons in these groups

during November 12 and 13, 1992.

Table 4. Emoticons per message in data set 1: selected

newscrroups November 12 and 13, 1992, , -I. A-- ~/ A -A&&v v.. -I .&As%16 .tm~ { -../ -r

Newsgroup Number of Number of % of
messages messages messages
using in using
emoticons newsgroupj emoticons

alt.folklore.com- 11 64 17.19
peters

dfw.general 1 2 50.00

dfw.news 0 1 0.00

k12.chat.junior 4 39 10.26

k12.chat.senior 9 120 7.50

k12.chat.teacher 2 26 7.69

misc.misc 0 10 0.00

news.misc 0 1 0.00

tx.news 0 0 Not
applicable

unt.general 2 8 25.00

unt.news.discus- 3 21 14.29
s ion

ut.general 0 8 0.00

utcs.general 0 1 0.00

Total 32 291 10.9

.
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In the second study (Table 5), I studied the messages

in data set 3, using programs to isolate lines with the

following emoticons: :) :( ;) :-) :-( ;-)

Table 5. Emoticons per message in data set 3: selected

newsgroups, January 11, 1994.

Newsgroup # of messages % of
using messages

emoticons vs. using
# of messages emoticons

alt.comics.buffalo-roam 1/1 100.00

alt.fan.ren-and- stimpy 6/12 50.00

alt.religion.eemacs 1/7 14.29

alt.sustainable.. 1/49 2.04
agriculture

comp.arch.storage 17/62 27.42

comp.lang.scheme 1/31 3.23

comp.archives. msdos.d 6/65 9.23

comp.lang.sather 0/1 0.00

comp.protocols.tcp-ip.ibmpc 7/150 4.67

comp.sys. isis 0/8 0.00

comp.unix.user- friendly 0/5 0.00

k12.ed.music 5/32 15.63

rec.arts.comics. xbooks 16/136 11.76

rec.games.go 5/55 9.09

rec.radio.amateur.policy 10/67 14.93

sci.military 5/101 4.95

soc.culture.burma 1/2 50.00

talk.abortion 14/134 10.45

Total 96/918 10.46
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Both studies indicate that about 10% of Usenet

messages include at least one emoticon. Evidently,

emoticons are important in communicating--not a surprising

fact, given the lack of face-to-face interaction and the

time constraints of the medium.

Emoticons are an important feature of Usenet discourse

because they are an extension of typography--not as an

alternative typography like the typographic features

discussed earlier, but as a typography practically unknown

in formal literate media. Users of pen and paper might draw

a "smiley face," but they hardly regard it as proper or

vital to the medium. Many Usenet users, however, consider

emoticons to be both proper and vital to their messages.

Like the alternative typography discussed earlier,

emoticons are a highly visible product of the Usenet

community's appropriation of language.

Vocabulary

Usenet users have developed a specialized vocabulary

based on their environment and experience. For instance,

users are expected to know the meanings of terms such as

smiley, flame, and newbie. To test how often Usenet writers

use specialized vocabulary, I used a computer program to

search for terms which I had seen in several of the

messages and which appeared in the Hacker Jargon File.

Table 6 below shows the words for which I searched.
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Table 6. Specialized vocabulary words and their occurrences

in data set 3.

Word Number of Number of
occurrences messages

Flame 24 23

Flaming 6 6

Newbie 8 6

Smiley 5 3

Writers did not use these specialized words often--

only in about four percent of the messages. Nevertheless,

the vocabulary exists and is recorded in documents such as

the On-Line Hacker Jargon File. Like vocabularies of other

discourse communities, Usenet vocabulary seems to indicate

how familiar users are with the community; it marks how

much they have assimilated the community, not just in the

fact that they use it, but also in the fact that they can

understand it. Significantly, no writer ever claimed that

he or she did not understand one of these terms; this fact

indicates that the terms are commonly understood.

Conclusion

This chapter reveals some important things about how

the Usenet culture and medium affect its messages:

- Time affects spelling and punctuation. Users can get

away with some errors in both areas as long as those
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errors do not obscure the message and are not

identifiably intentional.

- Time affects typography. Users employ special characters

to represent logical concepts and to link words that

approximate a concept.

- Typographical constraints affect typography. Users must

find alternate means to give attributes to character

strings.

- Time and typographical constraints necessitate

emoticons, or glyphs that illustrate emotion.

- The cultural background of Usenet users yields a new

vocabulary.

1A "sig" is a signature file, or a short file that the

user appends to each message. This file usually contains

the user's e-mail address, name, and a brief statement that

reflects the user's outlook on life. See Chapter 7 for more

discussion on signature files.

2 BIFF's greater sin, of course, is that his messages

are inane. However, that sin involves restrictions in

BIFF's intellect rather than the Usenet's medium, and

therefore I do not discuss it here.

3 To download a message is to save it on one's own

storage medium. In this case, I saved the messages on the
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common hard drive of the local area network I was using,

then copied them to floppy disks.

4 A flame war is " [a]n acrimonious dispute, especially

when conducted on a public electronic forum such as

{USENET}." (Electronic Frontier Foundation 8129-31)



CHAPTER VII

DISCURSIVE ELEMENTS OF USENET MESSAGES

In previous chapters, I have discussed the history and

characteristics of the Usenet and studied how they affect

communication. This chapter discusses particular discursive

elements that the Usenet environment fosters. Specifically,

this chapter reviews existing research into the discursive

elements of computer-mediated communication, then discusses

markers of exclusivity, methods of rhetorical delivery, and

methods of interaction.

Existing Research

Although researchers have discussed the

characteristics of computer-mediated communication such as

the Usenet, few have explored the rhetoric that occurs on

the Usenet daily. However, the existing research reveals

some interesting facts about how people use the computer

terminal as a method of communication, facts which affect

how writers employ rhetorical strategies. For instance,

Denise Murray points out that computer-mediated

communication tends to be more formal than oral discourse,

but less formal than written discourse (224); Brenda Sims

127
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seconds this observation in her study (148). Sims points

out that since all computer-mediated communication tends to

have the same format, writers tend to engage in more self-

centered behavior, and readers tend to treat all messages

with equal weight (142-145). Lee Sproull and Sara Kiesler

discuss the fact that computer-mediated communication's

format equalizes status (1507).

Since textual communication on the computer is

informal and gives few formal cues, it encourages writers

to become more personally involved. For instance, a writer

may use more first- and second-person pronouns in computer-

mediated communication on the computer than she or he would

use in written discourse (Sims 154).

One side-effect of this fact is that users may write

messages that are writer-centered or egocentric rather than

reader-centered. For instance, Sproull and Kiesler discuss

one lengthy and poorly-formatted electronic mail message in

which the writer discussed her problems with bifocals; the

writer sent that message to 3000 people without realizing

that few knew her or were interested in her difficulties

(1506-1507). Her situation is similar to the situation in

which Usenet writers find themselves. Writers cannot gauge

the breadth of their audience, and in fact they have no way

of accurately measuring how many people read a particular
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message. Therefore, because of the lack of a visible

audience, writers tend to write for the only audience they

know: themselves.

Another contributor to this writer-centered behavior

is the lack of turn-taking, as Harriet Wilkins points out

in her study of a conferencing network. She points out that

turn-taking is virtually nonexistent due to the medium(61).

Since the Usenet is not actually interactive, it allows

users to write messages as long as they want, without fear

of being interrupted. As a result, writers have no way of

immediately knowing how much explanation is enough: some

write terse messages without enough explanation, while

others write long diatribes.

Markers of Excl usivi ty

As I established in Chapter 6, writers can use certain

conventions to demonstrate that they belong to the Usenet

discourse community. However, users belong to other

communities as well, and they often want to demonstrate

allegiance to those communities. For instance, a Usenet

user can be a Democrat, an Episcopalian, a Texan, a

feminist, a Star Trek fan, and an employee of Microsoft at

the same time, and that user may want to indicate all those

alliances in her or his messages. In this discussion I use

the word markers to designate indications of allegiance.
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One way to demonstrate those allegiances, of course,

is by discussing them, especially by discussing them within

newsgroups dedicated to those allegiances. For instance,

the user may discuss her or his interest in Star Trek by

posting messages to the newsgroup rec.arts.startrek.misc.

However, users may often want to display those markers even

when the allegiances are not the topic of discussion. They

can do so with their names, electronic mail addresses, and

signature files.

A Usenet message always includes an entry indicating

the person who wrote it: the name field. The name field

includes the user's Internet address and usually the user's

name as well. Normally, this field functions just as a

person's name does in correspondence: it indicates gender

and (to a certain extent) ancestry. For instance, the name

"Sally Kennedy" indicates that the writer is a woman and

that some of her ancestors came from the British Isles.

However, people who are sufficiently familiar with the

software can alter both their names and addresses. Altering

one's name can be a way of lying about gender (see Chapter

5) and ancestry. It can also serve to obscure gender and

ancestry (as when a user picks a gender- and ancestry-

nonspecific name such as "stencil" or "flamebait").

Finally, it can be a way of declaring allegiance to another
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ideal: users can name their personae after characters. One

user, for instance, writes under the name "tom servo"--the

name of a character in the television series Mystery

Science Theater 3000.

Users' Internet addresses are also markers: they

indicate the country of origin and/or the organization to

which the user belongs. For instance, the address

xxxxx@microsoft.com indicates that xxxxx is the login name

of the user, and that user works at Microsoft, a commercial

entity. The address spinuzzi@ponder.csci.unt.edu indicates

that the user is using a machine called Ponder in the

computer science department at the University of North

Texas, an educational institution. If the user is posting

from a machine not in the United States, the letters after

the last period in the address identify the country.

Therefore a message by xxxxx@ericsson.se originates from

Sweden.1

Users can alter this address, of course, though they

need considerable knowledge of the software. Thus adept

users can post messages with an apparent return address of

BIFF@BIT.NET (see Chapter 6), god@heaven, or a similar

pseudo-address.

Signature files, however, are the most flexible and

widespread ways to indicate allegiance. Most UNIX mail- and
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news-posting software will automatically append a text file

to the end of outgoing messages (Jargon File 17160-2).

Users may create this file in a text editor or other

software and may make it very long or omit it altogether.

However, the Jargon File warns that "the size of one's

[signature] is usually inversely proportional to one's

longevity and level of prestige on the net" (17166-8)

because such signatures are extremely writer-oriented: they

deluge readers with information that the readers do not

want or need.

To study signature files, I first examined several

signatures for common elements. I found that many

signatures included the user's name, electronic mail

address, telephone or fax number, a brief statement, a

disclaimer, and artwork that the user had created with

ASCII characters.2 Next, I studied 162 messages in various

newsgroups to determine how often signature files appeared,

how many lines they contain on average, and which of these

elements appeared regularly in signature files.

After studying these signatures, I then examined 59

signatures that I found in the newsgroup alt.fan.warlord.

This newsgroup exists solely to give Usenet users a forum

in which to ridicule inappropriate signatures; users post

the worst signatures that they can find and the other
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readers of alt.fan.warlord make sardonic comments about

each one. Table 7 compares the two sets of data I gathered.

Table 7. Signature file information.
Characteristics of signatures Average Warlorded

% of messages with signatures 68.5 100.0

Average number of lines per 4.2 11.0
signature

% of signatures with user's name 95.5 78.0

% of signatures with user's e-mail 70.3 81.3
address

% of signatures with user's 39.6 11.9
telephone or fax number

% of signatures with statements 42.3 74.6

% of signatures with disclaimers 13.5 18.6

% of signatures with artwork 4.5 67.8

As table 7 shows, "warlorded" signatures tend to be

almost three times as long as average signatures. Another

difference between average and "warlorded" signatures is

that nearly 80% of warlorded signatures contain artwork, as

opposed to 4.5% of average signatures. And, significantly,

only about 68% of the "average" messages I studied even

used signatures.

Many Usenet users seem to feel that signature files

are undesirable if they are writer-oriented. That is, they

feel that the signature should benefit the reader in some

way. Therefore, signatures can become markers of exclusion
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since they separate considerate from inconsiderate users

and old hands from newbies. As one "warlord" pointed out, a

particularly bad signature that he reviewed should have

featured, instead of the writer's name, the words ANOTHER

NEWBIE.

However, signatures feature a purpose that the

"warlords" do not acknowledge: they show allegiance to

groups. For instance, artwork in the "warlorded" signatures

featured references to biking, rowing, specific brands of

computers, and musical acts such as Metallica. Other

signatures identified the writers' schools, places of

business, occupations, hobbies, favorite reading material,

and so forth. This information is certainly useless to some

readers, but serves to attract others with similar

allegiances, just as people use haircuts, clothes, and

other markers to demonstrate their allegiances in face-to-

face communication.

Rhetorical Delivery Methods

Chapter 3 discusses some of the oral and written

characteristics of Usenet messages. In this section, I

review the characteristics, then discuss their implications

in regard to rhetorical delivery in Usenet messages.

Finally, I test these implications by studying Usenet

messages for these characteristics.
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Conferencing systems tend to encourage messages that

have elements of both oral and written discourse. Usenet

messages are to an extent interactive: like oral messages,

they are quickly exchanged. Additionally, Usenet messages

often include parts of others' messages, simulating the

dialogue that occurs in oral exchanges. Writers also employ

strategies such as lexical repetition to maintain the

topic, strategies that are common in oral speech. However,

like conventional writers, Usenet writers do not interrupt

each other; each writer can take as long or short of a

"turn" as he or she wants. Thus the level of interaction on

the Usenet is between those of oral and written

communication.

Usenet messages also tend to be serial: they are

organized serially or chronologically rather than in the

more structured patterns that we expect from writing.

Usenet writers seem to regard writing in the same way that

Ong regards speech: each word is an event that passes and

is not worth recalling. This fact accounts for the

unconventional spellings, syntax and grammar errors,

disfluencies, and innovative language use that we see in

conferencing system messages. However, the messages also

display a written approach to organization: users are still

responsible for writing clearly and concisely, which itself
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argues for at least a cursory proofreading of each message.

Furthermore, users can elect to read messages repeatedly

rather than serially. Finally, most newsreader software

organizes messages in order of topic and then chronology,

in contrast to the chronological organization of orality.

As Richard MacKinnon stresses, Usenet readers place a

premium on eloquence (2023), as do audiences of oral and

written material. Users must make their messages eloquent

if they hope to persuade others to read their writing.

After all, readers can choose from thousands of articles to

read, and if they do not find eloquence in one message,

they can go to the next one by pressing a single button. In

other words, the successful message must not only convey

information, it must also convey that information in an

entertaining manner.

Usenet messages, moreover, are purely delivery. As a

text-based medium, the Usenet does not allow users to spend

time together except through presenting communication; and

that communication is serial.3 Therefore, each article is a

"speech." 4 Since Usenet messages are usually delivered and

received serially, eloquent writers must arrange their

messages so that their reasoning also appears serial to the

reader. That is, the writers must arrange their points so
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that the audience can understand their reasoning after

reading the article only once.

How do eloquent writers manage to arrange their

thoughts, then? They must establish a thesis early in the

message, preferably in the subject line, and use the

paragraphs to lead their readers from one point to the

next. They must keep the thesis highly visible so that

readers who read the message quickly can still get its

import. They must make the article interesting. Finally,

they must format the message so that readers will be able

to read the material easily.

To test these theories, I studied the message below.

This message was extremely successful rhetorically in that

it caused people to read it and respond; in fact, it

inspired a thread (a series of messages) that was 136

messages long. The author titled it "Tieing Abortion to

Health Reform--Is Clinton Nuts?"

Is Clinton nuts?

Objectively speaking his medical reform

package promised to be the hallmark of

his term in office. And he would have

been applauded for it.

Now he's got even this program dripping

in blood.

The Catholic Church since Leo XIII's

Rerum Novarum (1891) has openly worked

for humane living and working
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conditions. John XXIII and more

recently both the Holy See (in its

"Charter for the Rights of the Family")

and the US Bishops (in their 1985

Pastoral Letter "Economic Justice for

All") EXPLICITELY stated that access to

medical care was a fundamental human

right.

Clinton's medical program was in a

sense the last great hope for the

Catholic Church that his administration

would do more than leave a blood-

drenched legacy of abortion on demand

and indeed commercial mining of the

womb. Now the Clinton Administration

proposes that the public to pay for

this debauchery as part of the medical

reform package. It's crazy. It's

nuts. It's evil.

No amount of spin propaganda in our

weeklies on Clinton's "deeply personal

faith" can hide the obvious. When it

comes to God, he is a fraud. An

absolute total fraud.

Don't get me wrong. Bush couldn't tell

the difference between God and the

flag. And many supposed

fundamentalists clearly can't either

(and you'd think that of all folks THEY

would be the ones to be able to see

this essential difference). Under him,

we put a country into the stone age and
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we killed 100,000 Iraqis basically to

protect oil money.

The past election was a moral

nightmare. However, Clinton isn't

doing anything to make it easier to

live with or somehow at least try to

rationalize.

God in this country is a hostage. A

beaten debased hostage, paraded out in

front of the cameras on occasion when

whatever public authority in charge at

the time wants to do something even

more cynical and bloodthirsty than

before.

I want the phrase "under God" removed

from our pledge also. God doesn't

deserve that insult. (Kriz)

Notice first of all the title of the message. Since

this title (the subject line) and the user's name are the

only parts of the message that users can see without

actually reading the message, the subject line becomes an

advertisement of sorts. This line succinctly summarizes the

message, but in a way that might provoke readers to read

it.

The message itself shows written influences: it is

broken into short, concise paragraphs. The longest

paragraph contains five sentences; the shortest, one.

Notice also that the sentence length varies within

paragraphs to make the sentences more interesting to
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readers. On the other hand, the two misspellings

(paragraphs four and six) and the syntax error (paragraph

five) indicate that the writer did little revising before

he posted the message. The lack of proofreading points to

the fact that the writer used the medium serially, as a

speaker would.

The first paragraph of the message itself repeats the

idea of the title, and in such a way as to provoke a

response. Standing by itself, it evokes the feeling of a

weighty statement, but with no effort to immediately prove

the statement. The writer imposes an ordo artificialis,

giving us his conclusion before leading us to it

deductively.

The next paragraph praises Clinton for his plans for

health care reform. But in the third paragraph, the writer

uses those plans to demonstrate more emphatically his

disagreement with Clinton. The third paragraph also takes

advantage of the Usenet's serial nature by building tension

that readers can only relieve by reading the rest of the

message. In effect, the first three paragraphs function as

a "teaser" which encourages readers to continue. Notice

also the vivid imagery which he apparently uses to inspire

a visceral response from the audience.
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Paragraphs four and five then apparently begin

discussing a new topic, but they give necessary background

to the discussion, after which the writer repeats his

assertion with more evidence to support it. Notice the

repetition of sentence structure symplocee) at the end of

paragraph five:

It's crazy. It's nuts. It's evil.

Here, the writer continues to assert that Clinton's

plan is insane, repeating the thought in the subject line

and the first paragraph (tautologia), but he goes even

farther by calling the plan "evil" as well. He has traveled

in a circle, rhetorically speaking: since he knows his

readers will digest the argument serially, he has carefully

led the readers through a deductive argument which they can

understand serially. He has returned to the assertion in

the first line, then used the evidence to build upon that

assertion by calling Clinton's plan "evil" as well. This

statement sets the stage for his denunciation of Clinton's

character in paragraph six.

In paragraph seven, he again appears to switch topics

entirely. To persuade us that his charges are not based on

party politics or religious political movements, he uses

paragraphs seven and eight to denounce the policies of

former President Bush and the fundamentalists who supported

him. This digression is not as elegant as we might expect
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from a written essay, given the skill that the writer has

exhibited so far. Rather, it is the mark of a serial

discussion. It risks losing the readers' attention, so the

writer leads the audience back to his original assertion at

the end of paragraph eight.

But paragraph eight is not the original assertion. In

fact, it is more in keeping with the widened scope of

paragraph seven. It reflects distrust of presidential

candidates in general and Clinton in particular--but not in

regard to abortion or the health care plan. Rather, it

condemns candidates for using religion as a tool to push

social agendas. In other words, the writer has lost sight

of the original argument; his original argument has

permuted into a related but different one. This new

argument is a result of his digression and is symptomatic

of the serial organization which the Usenet medium

encourages; it results from relying on short-term memory

rather than the text.

In the last two paragraphs, he uses the strongest

imagery yet, and the most involved symbolism. Here, the

hostage represents God, and at some level God represents

the church. The public authority represents Bush in the

past and Clinton in the present. The word "cynical"

hearkens back to the central idea of paragraphs seven and
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eight, while the word "bloodthirsty" reminds the audience

of paragraphs three, five, and seven. The writer ends by

even disassociating God/the church/himself from the Pledge

of Allegiance, a symbol of the country; this action also

symbolizes his repudiation of President Clinton, the

representative or symbol of that country.

In a conventional written text, we would expect these

paragraphs to summarize the entire message. However, they

do not. Instead, they summarize the new argument that the

writer introduced in paragraphs seven and eight. Rather

than condemning Clinton's plans in regard to health care,

these paragraphs reflect the last topic: the writer's

repudiation of politicians using religion as a tool. Again,

this summary is symptomatic of the serial/oral

characteristics that the Usenet medium encourages.

Consequently, several readers wrote, not about the original

topic, but about topics related to his final discussion

such as the Gulf War and the role of religion in politics.

Methods of Interaction

The message above inspired a 136-message thread in

which users initially discussed abortion, but eventually

wrote about other issues as well. One might expect that the

Usenet provides a forum for objective, rational discussion

of controversial issues5 such as this one. After all, the
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medium allows users to engage in a "dialectic" of sorts (as

orality does): it allows respondents to include parts of

other messages in their own so that they can respond to

those parts directly, simulating a dialogue (see Chapter

2). It allows them to take the time to think out and

articulate their replies (as written discourse does). In

addition, the users are on average highly educated, and,

since educated people are usually trained formally or

informally in logic6 , they are therefore more likely to

heed logical appeals.

Unfortunately, users do not approach Usenet

discussions in that way, as I found when I studied this

thread to determine how Usenet users attempt to persuade

others on controversial issues7 . This thread, which begins

by discussing the morality of including abortions in the

list of procedures that President Clinton's proposed health

care package would cover, permutes into several discussions

on topics as diverse as the death penalty and the Persian

Gulf War.

After downloading the messages, I gave each user and

each message a unique identifier for two reasons: I wanted

to depersonalize the messages so that I could read them

more objectively, and I wanted to facilitate searches

through the messages. I then examined the messages to
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determine which persuasive techniques were effective. I

measured effectiveness in two ways: the number of responses

to each message and the number of people who acknowledged

that a message persuaded them.

The Number of Responses to Each Message

The Usenet allows users to respond to messages: that

is, users can post messages incorporating parts of other

messages. In fact, each respondent to a message can respond

to a different part. Other users may respond to elements in

those messages, creating a "discourse tree" such as the one

in figure 5.

Figure 5. A "discourse tree." The tree starts with a

message discussing certain topics (represented by letters).

Other messages follow, each discussing one of the original

issues and possibly introducing new ones. Eventually,

messages appear in the thread that discuss none of the

original issues.

Message 1 (A, B)

Message 2 (A, C) Message 3 (B, D)

Message 4 (A, E) Message 5 (C, F) Message 6 (B, H) Message 7 (D, I)

In this particular thread, several users posted

messages (see figure 6). Not every message inspired
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responses--in fact, of the 136 messages, 65 inspired no

response8 (see figure 7). Since responses indicate that the

respondents actually read the message and felt it worth

responding to, messages that inspired responses were

successful in at least one area of persuasion: they

persuaded users to read and respond to them. Therefore, I

felt that messages with several responses were rhetorically

successful.

Figure 6. Number of users who posted messages vs. the

number of messages they posted.

Number of users
vs. number of messages
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Messages that inspired several responses were rare.

The messages that did inspire responses tended not to
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inspire many: the average message inspired about 2.5

replies. Figure 7 shows the distribution of responses or

follow-ups.

Figure 7. Messages by series number and the number of

follow-ups they inspired.

Followups per message
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I decided to study messages that inspired 14 or more

follow-ups. These seven messages shared six
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advancement of a new topic.
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Immediacy was important because users quickly lost

interest in the topic at hand. As figure 7 shows, the

average number of direct responses to messages dropped

sharply after message 24. Message 24 was posted almost

exactly one day after message 1. This emphasis on immediacy

indicates several things. Immediate interaction is a

characteristic of orality, and Usenet users seem to expect

that immediacy in their interaction. The fewer the messages

on a particular subject, the more likely a user is to read

and respond to those messages. Finally, readers become

bored with a thread after a short time.

Successful messages also tended to be inflammatory. Of

the seven most successful messages, four contained ad

hominem attacks: three on President Clinton and two on

other users. Three of the messages also included apodioxis,

rejecting an argument indignantly as absurdly false; three

included diasyrmus, disparaging an opponent's arguments;

and one included indignatio, arousing the audience's scorn

or indignation. Inflammatory language has been a part of

rhetoric for so long that we have specific terms for

different uses of it, so the fact that Usenet writers used

inflammatory language should not be surprising. In

addition, the medium lends itself to uncontrolled behavior,
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and inflammatory language is just another example of how

users feel less constrained in that environment.

Vivid language was also a mark of successful messages,

perhaps because it demonstrates eloquence and interests

others. Of the seven most successful messages, six

contained vivid language in the form of metaphors or

similes. Perhaps the most vivid language came from the very

first message in the thread:

God in this country is a hostage. A

beaten debased hostage, paraded out in

front of the cameras on occasion when

whatever public authority in charge at

the time wants to do something even

more cynical and bloodthirsty than

before. (Kriz 50-53)

This metaphor's vivid figurative language inspires

horror in the audience, and the author apparently hopes

that readers will transfer that feeling of horror to the

situation for which the metaphor stands.

The successful messages tended to make statements or

implications without objectively justifying them. Of the

seven most successful messages, six contained unsupported

statements or statements that depend on a certain moral

context. Writers tended to quote an authority

(apomnemonysis) or appeal to reverence for authority and

traditional values (argumentum ad verecundiam). For
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instance, the first writer implied that God was against

abortion and that President Clinton used God (in the form

of the Catholic Church, which supported his original health

plan) for his own nefarious ends. However, some readers did

not agree that God even existed, and others felt that God

did not disapprove of abortion. The argument failed because

the author did not attempt to find a common moral context

to use to convince others. Ironically, however, that very

element persuaded others to reply to the message and

denounce or support it.

Another factor that inspired responses was lack of

reputation. Perhaps it is strange to discuss the lack of

reputation as a persuasive tool, but in this context, a

lack of reputation in the thread ensured more follow-ups:

of the seven most successful messages, four came from

people who had not previously posted in that thread, two

came from people who had posted to that thread once before,

and one came from a user who had posted to that thread

twice before. Perhaps this factor was persuasive because

after writers aired their views, others accepted that these

people would not change their own views, and did not

attempt to persuade them.

Of the seven most successful messages, five introduced

a new topic to debate. The other two messages immediately



151

followed one of these messages and discussed the new topic

rather than the old one. This fact suggests that the most

successful messages tend to introduce new permutations. In

other words, the discussion evolves, and the most

successful messages are the ones that facilitate this

evolution. But why? In a series of conventional written

messages, such as a series of articles or papers, the

writers would possess the whole series to remind them of

the topic. However, Usenet users do not typically save

messages and do not reread the messages they have already

read; they rely on memory and the last message to provide a

reference, just as oral communicators do, and therefore the

thread permutes.

The Number of People who Acknowledged that a Message

Persuaded Them

Another way to determine whether a message was

successful is to count the number of people who acknowledge

that it persuaded them--either explicitly, by stating this

fact, or implicitly, by changing their statements. However,

this factor is difficult to measure because if a message

persuades people, those people do not have to publicly

acknowledge the fact; instead, they may just elect to stop

posting messages. In addition, most messages included

strong invective, which I believe discouraged people from
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conceding points. I found only two people who acknowledged

that the discussion had persuaded them in any way.

K is a pro-choice advocate who opposes paying for

abortions through medicare.

I guess I'm just confused.

Pro-choicers (like myself) argue that

the female should have a *choice*... to

abort or not to abort. This health

care issue comes out and all of a

sudden they argue that eventhough it's

the female's choice, others should pay

for it. It doesn't make any sense.

(Sullivan [15:14:11] 26-29)9

However, one user discussed the economic advantages of

funding abortions compared to funding live births:

It makes a lot of sense economically.

If the state would pay for the birth,

then it's saving money by paying for

the abortion instead. (Margolis 12-13)

The user substantiated this statement by quoting

financial statistics. After reading this response, K seemed

to at least accept the argument:

Thank-you! Finally a response on this

net someone can learn from :) (Sullivan

[23:27:54] 32)

She seemed to be open to the argument, but was still

concerned about the morality involved:

I feel by having everyone pay for the

abortions we are now imposing our
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beliefs on those that don't support

abortion. (Sullivan [23:48:43] 27-29)

As a result, she tried to find a middle ground by

investigating other ways to fund abortions:

Does anyone have any stats on the cost

of abortions in those states where

abortion coverage by health insurance

is being done, relative to those where

it is not?? (Sullivan [23:48:43] 42-44)

K's statements show her apparent willingness to be

persuaded. And at first she appeared to be persuaded: she

acknowledged the point of the other writer and praised it

as something she could learn from. However, she immediately

suggested an action that might solve the crisis without

violating her original stance. In other words, she was

persuaded that the other writer's information was valuable,

not his conclusions.

Another user, HH, apparently read only one message

from the thread:

Why do you want a nation of physical

and mental cripples, <user>? (Johnston

27)

He assumed the entire topic of discussion was

abortions of fetuses that are mentally or physically

handicapped. Consequently, he replied with:

Are you in favor of killing all

physical and mental "cripples?" (so
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un-pc.) "Cripples" deserve to live just

as much as anyone else. (Hudson 12)

One user who had been following the entire thread

corrected him:

He is not talking about killing

"cripples" he is talking about *making*

someone (the woman) *become* a

"cripple" (emotionally) by not allowing

her to have an abortion. Pay

attention. (Parker 19-21)

HH then acknowledged his mistake. However, he

immediately disagreed with the intent of the original

message:

My apologies. Your right. I wasn't

following the thread. But I think most

women are tougher than that. I am

suprised that someone would insinuate

that women are in some way so

vunerable. (Hudson [6 April 1993] 11-

13)

In both cases, the users who were "persuaded"

acknowledged points but still maintained conflicting views-

- in fact, once HH acknowledged a mistake, he disagreed

again in the very next sentence. In other words, out of 136

messages, not one person acknowledged that he or she had

changed views as a result of the thread.

Although one might expect that the Usenet provides a

forum for objective, rational discussion, its threads are
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often neither objective nor rational. My research suggests

that Usenet discussions usually do not function as a sort

of dialectic: users do not argue to seek truth about

controversial issues, but simply to argue. Consequently,

few messages convince users to change their views. Rather,

Usenet threads are a form of entertainment, a way of airing

differences with others, and a way to argue issues with

people who will probably never meet each other face-to-

face.

Conclusion

Usenet discourse is another facet of the language that

the Usenet community has appropriated from oral and written

discourse. It again demonstrates that the medium and

culture strongly influence how the writers communicate.

The Usenet medium meshes aspects of oral and written

communication, and those aspects combine to encourage a

method of discourse that is neither oral nor written.

Usenet users employ markers of exclusivity, oral and

written methods of rhetorical delivery, and oral and

written methods of interaction. However, the markers and

methods are not simply fragments of previous types of

communication. Rather, they seem to be parts of a new set

of strategies which people use in computer-mediated

communication.
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The Usenet community also strongly influence the

characteristics of Usenet-based discourse. Although the

medium encourages writer-centered messages (Chapter 6), the

community encourages reader-centered messages. The

community's characteristics affect the way its members

regard markers of exclusivity and receive logical, ethical,

and pathetic arguments.

As computer-mediated communication becomes more

widespread, companies, governments, and private citizens

will need to become more aware of how to communicate

effectively through the new media. To that end, researchers

must explore the effects these media have on markers of

exclusivity, methods of rhetorical delivery, and methods of

interaction.

1But this convention is somewhat misleading. Ericsson,

for instance, is a Swedish telecommunications company that

has recently expanded operations into the United States. It

has its own network and communicates with the Internet from

the hub of that network. Therefore, an Ericsson employee in

Richardson, Texas posts messages and sends mail to the

Usenet with the return address of xxxxx@ericsson.se.

Similarly, FidoNet users' messages all originate from
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fidonet.com. Nevertheless, the last segment of the address

usually indicates the user's country of origin.

2 This sort of art is discouraged on the Usenet. Users

often call it by the acronym BUAG ("Butt-Ugly ASCII

Graphic") or by the term "barphic."

3 One could argue that this situation is compounded by

the fact that most users of computer-mediated communication

are men (Truong), since some researchers believe that men

reason in a linear manner, whereas women reason cyclically

(Kristeva).

40pinion editorials and letters to the editor would be

appropriate metaphors for Usenet messages, but I use the

metaphor of "speech" to emphasize the oral aspects of the

messages.

5 The Usenet allows people to freely share information,

and in fact the Usenet is an excellent way of finding facts

because it draws on the knowledge of many users. However,

that kind of discussion does not involve much persuasion:

the users have a common goal and (usually) accept the same

sources. Instead, I elected to study threads on

controversial issues, reasoning that participants in those

discussions would use more techniques to persuade readers.
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6 Usenet users usually gain access through their

college or business accounts, so they tend to be highly

educated. In addition, they are usually people who need

Internet or BITnet connections for their studies or work;

computer scientists and engineers fit in these categories,

and both groups usually are required to have formal

education in logic. But educated people tend to absorb some

logical principles nonetheless--that is, they are trained

that reasoning and knowledge of facts is valuable and the

most reliable way of "knowing" things. Consequently, they

tend to place more trust in logical appeals, which use

careful reasoning and facts, than they do in pathetic

appeals or ethical appeals. In fact, ethical appeals would

seem to be the least valuable of the three, since a liberal

education teaches students that different people have

different ethical standards. The pathetic appeal is

similarly weak because the Usenet spans different cultures,

and members of each culture may respond differently to the

appeals.

Considering the audience, one would think that the

most successful rhetorical appeals would be appeals to

logic. Alas, this is not always so.
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7In this discussion, I include the text from several

messages. I have changed nothing in these messages except

for personal names and other identifiers.

8 Each Usenet message includes a line that indicates

previous messages in the thread. In other words, messages

automatically show their "genealogy." I used this fact to

determine how many messages resulted from other messages.

9 Since the Usenet allows speedy communication, this

user posted several times in the same day under the same

subject line. Therefore I use the times she posted to

indicate which message I quote.



CHAPTER VIII

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Not only is the Usenet a rapidly-expanding forum for

discussion, it represents a medium that is itself gaining

popularity and importance. By observing how the Usenet

community has appropriated language for its medium and for

its social structure, I draw conclusions about that

appropriation for both the Usenet in particular and other

on-line communities in general. I also explore implications

for further research.

Conclusions

As a wholly textual, wholly computer-mediated form of

communication, the Usenet has certain advantages and

limitations when compared to other forms of communication.

It offers its users transmission that is far faster than

most print media; it offers them broader dissemination than

was previously available to most communicators. However, it

also restricts the ways in which users communicate: as a

wholly textual medium it eliminates the massive redundancy

of signals present in oral communication (and to a lesser

extent, in written communication); as a medium restricted

by time, it restricts the heavy editing--the cycle of

160
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producing, evaluating, and revising drafts--typical of

written communication.

The medium of the Usenet clearly and predictably

affects the form of its messages. Media have always

affected their messages, as Walter Ong points out. Ong

discusses oral and written communication, then

differentiates between them and electronic orality, or

communication that appears oral but is heavily edited as a

function of the electronic media with which it is created

and/or transmitted. Computer conferencing systems such as

the Usenet, however, fit into a fourth category which is in

a sense the inversion of electronic orality: electronic

literacy. Electronic literacy is textual, like written

communication, but tends not to be heavily edited due to

the electronic media with which it is created and

transmitted.

Another factor that influences the Usenet is that of

the Usenet's vaguely-defined discourse community. People

have always used language to include and exclude

individuals in relation to a group; language allows groups

to extend or deny solidarity with individuals. Similarly,

the Usenet's appropriation of language functions to include

users who conform to certain broad characteristics and to

exclude users who do not conform to them. The

appropriation, then, forces users to assimilate the
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Usenet's culture and values before they can become part of

the discourse community; thus the users assimilate the

community's culture so that the community can assimilate

them. This double assimilation is common among discourse

communities, as Malik and Podgorecki demonstrate in their

study of the prison community (Halliday 166), but the

Usenet's assimilation is a noteworthy case because it

involves an extremely large number of people from a variety

of cultures, religions, and backgrounds.

The Usenet culture and medium affect its messages on

several levels: time, typographical constraints, and the

Usenet culture combine in different ways to affect spelling

and punctuation, typography, nonverbal communication, and

vocabulary. Time affects spelling and punctuation in that

writers of computer-mediated communication do not take the

time to heavily edit their work. Time also affects

typography: users use acronyms to quickly express standard

concepts and special characters to represent logical

concepts and to link words that approximate a concept.

Furthermore, typographical constraints affect typography,

since users must find alternate means to give attributes to

character strings. Time and typographical constraints

necessitate the use of emoticons, or glyphs that illustrate

emotion: the Usenet restricts users from traditional

avenues of nonverbal communication such as facial
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expressions and vocal tone, and time constraints keep them

from lucidly expressing themselves through extended and

heavily-edited prose. Finally, the cultural background of

Usenet users yields a new vocabulary, and users must learn

parts of this vocabulary to demonstrate their assimilation

and mastery of the Usenet culture.

The Usenet medium meshes aspects of oral and written

communication, and those aspects combine to encourage a

method of discourse that is neither oral nor written.

Usenet users employ markers of exclusivity, oral and

written methods of rhetorical delivery, and oral and

written methods of interaction. However, the markers and

methods are not simply fragments of previous types of

communication. Rather, they seem to be parts of a new set

of strategies which people use in computer-mediated

communication.

Implications

I have drawn certain conclusions about language

appropriation in the Usenet community in particular and in

computer-mediated communication in general. The

implications are far-reaching for the field of technical

communication and rhetoric.

Usenet communication characteristics are a testimony

to the ways in which new technology continues to influence

how we communicate and what value we place on aspects of
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communication. The Usenet's language appropriation implies

bigger changes in future communications as new technologies

continue to multiply and become more pervasive in our

lives. After discussing the Usenet's appropriation, we can

more easily predict how these technologies will change the

ways we communicate and think.

The Usenet's language appropriation reveals some

methods which large-scale discourse communities can use to

assimilate new members from different backgrounds. The

Usenet is a "global" community: its constituency includes

people from over a hundred different countries and

different cultures. With global communications becoming

increasingly important in commercial, academic, and

political dealings, massive multicultural discourse

communities such as the Usenet will likely become common in

the next few decades. We can better understand those

discourse communities if we study the Usenet's use of

language to include and exclude readers. And a better

understanding of them will be necessary for technical

communicators and rhetoricians: Walter Ong demonstrates

that each new medium has affected how we communicate using

the old media (see Chapter 3), and we have every reason to

expect that the trend will continue as more people become

electronically literate. Therefore, we must understand the



165

effects of the new media if we are to understand the old

media.

The Usenet can also show us how causes and

organizations might use similar communications networks in

the future, and how those networks might change the

organizations--another consideration of which technical

communicators and rhetoricians must be aware, since these

changes will generate new strategies for retaining

hierarchical structure through rhetoric. Newsgroups serve

to encourage discussion among users who are interested in

certain topics; electronic bulletin boards such as EcoNet,

PeaceNet, and GayNet are other private forums for

encouraging discussion. The Seventh-Day Adventist church is

considering ways to set up a conferencing system for its

users; other religious and political organizations

undoubtedly are also. We can predict that in each of these

organizations the systems will prove inherently

"subversive" (Perry, "Forces" 30) by flattening the

hierarchy of the organization (Perry,"E-Mail" 28), at least

in the case of public discourse, since the systems allow

any user to disseminate her or his views and opinions to

all interested parties. In other words, each user may feel

justified in becoming an orator whose speeches are just as

valuable as the speeches of others--even if those others

are much higher in the organization's hierarchy. As
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rhetoricians, we must be aware of the questions which that

state of affairs might raise. How will it affect strategies

of delivery, especially strategies for gaining attention?

Will organizational hierarchies become more delivery-based

since every user will in effect be a statesman?

As rhetoricians, we are often concerned with methods

of persuasion, and observing the methods of persuasion on

the Usenet can teach us a great deal about persuading

readers of these systems--knowledge that is especially

valuable to technical communicators, who already use these

systems for correspondence and collaboration. Usenet

messages apparently tend not to persuade readers to change

their views, but as electronic literacy becomes more

important, and as text-based computer-mediated

communication reaches more households, persuasion will

become a more important goal. Electronic mail, conferencing

systems, and other forms of computer-mediated communication

will become tools for marketing and advertising companies,

political powers, religious organizations, and others.

These entities will need to cope with their inherently

"subversive" systems to maintain control over their

constituents. For instance, a religious organization will

need persuasive techniques rather than a simple appeal to

authority to answer doctrinal questions, especially since

people tend to be more outspoken and confrontational when
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using computer-mediated communication than when using other

forms of communication (Sproull, Kiesler 1508). As

technical communicators and rhetoricians, we must be aware

of these trends so that we can teach our students effective

persuasion strategies.

Usenet methods of delivery may become more important

to rhetoricians and techncial communicators as people gain

access to increasing numbers of information sources. The

average American citizen already receives information from

the newspaper, the radio, the television, various

periodicals, and so forth; if the Clinton administration's

"Information Superhighway" ever takes shape, the average

citizen will likely also have to assimilate information

from electronic mail, conference messages, and other

sources. Faced with such a flood of information, readers

may choose to receive the information serially, as Usenet

users tend to do. By studying Usenet reading methods now,

we can determine the most effective writing patterns for

these media in the future; those writing patterns may

someday become standard for composition classes.

However, many questions remain and many more are

generated by the studies I have conducted. Below are a few

questions that future researchers might study.

The Usenet is an example of a community using

computer-mediated communication; from my observations of
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that community I have drawn some general conclusions about

similar communities. Further studies should concentrate on

other "on-line communities" to discover if they share the

characteristics that I have discussed. Are these

characteristics universal, or do users of other conferences

tend toward other characteristics? Some communities that

researchers might explore are conferences similar to the

Usenet but on other networks: CompuServe, FidoNet, America

OnLine, the Whole Earth 'Lectronic Link, and other bulletin

board systems provide conferences to study. Researchers

might also discuss communities created by electronic

mailing lists.

Other communities seem to approach the problem of

nonverbal communication in ways different from the Usenet

community's approach. For instance, CompuServe users tend

to use "stage directions" almost to the exclusion of

emoticons. Japanese bulletin board communities use

character combinations that are similar to Usenet emoticons

in function but different in form: @_@ represents two

cartoon eyes and a mouth. And this fact has semiotic

implications: do all online communities eventually create

character combinations representing emotions? If so, can

online communities decode the signs of other communities

with a minimum of effort? Are these signs necessary? Will

they ever be "legitimate" communication, or will they
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disappear as people become more comfortable in using

computer-mediated communication? These questions will

become more important to rhetoricians as we move to a more

networked society.

In technical communication classes, we teach our

students to analyze their places in the hierarchy and

compare it to their readers' places, then write using an

appropriate tone--but Usenet newsgroups tend to have no

hierarchy or fixed authority. However, with the growth of

computer-mediated communication, companies (which tend to

be extremely hierarchical) will likely use computer

conferencing systems and other forms of computer-mediated

communication to facilitate collaboration among their

employees, especially employees who cannot meet physically

due to geographical constraints or limitations in finances

and time. Religious and political organizations are already

moving into this new field of communication. How will the

organizations' hierarchies affect computer-mediated

communication? For that matter, how will computer-mediated

communication affect the organizations' hierarchies,

especially given computer-mediated communication' s

"inherently subversive" nature? We must determine how the

medium will affect people's attitude towards hierarchies so

that we can more effectively teach audience analysis.
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Computer-mediated communication is about to expand

rapidly: the Clinton administration has drawn up plans for

the "Information Superhighway." As I write this chapter,

telecommunications companies and cable television providers

are forming alliances in anticipation of changing laws

which will allow them to help build that "Superhighway."

Soon, if the administration's plan comes together, millions

of Americans will have access to computer-mediated

communication. How will this access affect computer-

mediated communication? If the Usenet sustains a large

influx of newbies, will it assimilate them or will they

change it? If most people and companies have access to

computer-mediated communication, how will technical

communication have to change its pedagogy to prepare

students for these media?
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