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[Introduction]

As with most new technologies, the Internet has polarised the opinions of the population.  In considering the offline social and political effects and possibilities of new online spaces for interaction, thinkers from many disciplines, academics, artists, philosophers, social critics and politicians and sharply divided.

On one hand, there is a great deal of apprehension about the negative effects that increasing online activity might have on our offline social lives that we will somehow become unable to function effectively in face-to-face interaction.  Images are conjured of a dystopian future in which individuals are withdrawn to the extent that their only social existence is on the screen of the computer.  The proponents of such a view, which some might attribute to a fear of the new, often focus on media friendly aspects of online communication, such as identity play and “gender bending” and from this induce that the Internet is a place of deception and dishonesty.  They also tend to express an anxiety that the anonymity of online communication affords an ideal space for “terrorists” and “social dissidents” (usually referred to in the same breath) to covertly consolidate their lines of attack.  

In contrast to this view is an embrace of the social spaces afforded by new technology, viewing them of forums that allow the user absolute freedom, where ideas may be communicated uncensored and identities reconstructed without the oppressions and suppressions of the offline world.  Proponents of such a view express the Internet as a compliment to our everyday lives and as a method of achieving democratic rights such as the freedom of speech. 

It is not the intent of this paper to enter this rather complex debate and assess which of these views of the macro effect of online technology on traditional society is most “accurate”.  Nor is it intended to judge whether online socialisation is a positive or negative occurrence.  It is possible that, in the diversity of Internet culture, both observations are equally justified, and that the true possibilities and effects of an online culture is more moderate, lying somewhere between the two.  However, the specific nature of the discourse conducted within online spaces raises a number of areas of interest for academics interested in human communication.  Within systems that support online social interaction, excluding modes such as voice chat and video conferencing (which are less prevalent), the majority information, both on topics of discussion and on the person communicating these topics, is presented textually.  Consequently, physical elements of the body that are traditionally seen as powerful signifiers in face-to-face communication are absent.  Features such communication - such as appearance, proximity, facial expression, composure, and vocal inflection - which are seen as important methods of providing commentary on what is being said and in communicating the self in conventional terms are rendered non existent when discourse is conducted in textual environments.  Primarily, this raises the question of how, in an environment devoid of many seemingly vital signifying components, participants in online discourse adapt their communicative tools to portray the self to the extent the allegiances friendships and communities may be formed.  In seeking answers to this question, we may also reveal great deal about our offline communicational tactics.

[Overview of Online Technology]

When we talk about “The Internet” in our everyday language, we utilise all-encompassing terminology that draws together all of the technologies present to us through our modem connection.  Talk about “Cyberspace”, and we do the same but with a different inflection, expressing the perceptual metaphor involved in using these technologies.  This type of idiom, though convenient in our everyday lives, can be misleading as it may greatly misrepresent the diversity that is present through the medium.  For academic purposes, it is therefore fitting to examine the communicative components of the Internet, to describe the “landscape” which constitutes cyberspace (Smith and Kollock 1998).

Modes of engaging in computer-mediated communication (CMC) are generally categorised in terms of the immediacy of the turns involved in the discourse conducted within them.  This classification is normally dualistic in nature, where modes that are synchronous are distinguished from those that are asynchronous.  The first of the terms refers to those methods of online communication that take place in “real-time”, with units of discourse occurring in immediate succession.  Within these modes, members of conversations must be online at the same time in order to maintain conversations.  In contrast, within asynchronous methods of online communication, large amounts of time may pass between the turns of a particular line of conversation.  Consequently, it is not necessary for all of the members of the group to be online at the same time in order to maintain discourse.

As a sideline, this essay would assert (after Yee 1995) that pigeonholing modes of CMC in this way risks creating a false dichotomy that is generally unhelpful to academic inquisition.  When considering the differences between particular modes, it may prove more beneficial to consider them in terms of the “granularity” (ibid.) of their discourse acts, rather than polarising modes as either synchronous or asynchronous.  In this way, rather than considering text-chat, for example, as a synchronous “real-time” mode, we are able to appreciate it as “real-time at sentence or paragraph granularity” (ibid.) rather than at the phoneme granularity of everyday speech.  Though this may initially seem pedantic, such a realisation may have a great deal of effect on the communication conducted through these modes.  Participants in such “real-time” modes of CMC are able to refine and perfect their contributions before submitting them to the group in a way that would not be possible if the mode operated at character granularity, submitting the user’s responses as they were typed.  Furthermore in most of the methods of online communication that are considered as “real-time” (excluding some of the more technologically advanced voice chat and conferencing systems that facilitate full-duplexing), the design of the technology structures discourse in a very rigid turn-based manner, where it is impossible to ever interrupt others.  This inevitably has an effect on the way individuals use and perceive such modes.  For convenience, however - and as this essay is primarily concerned with a specific mode, rather than a comparative study of the effects of granularity across the modes – we will explore some of the most popular modes of CMC in traditional terms of synchronicity.

Electronic Mail (email), one of the earliest - and most commonly used - of networked communication technologies, is one example of an asynchronous mode of CMC.  In its simplest form, a discussion that is maintained though email resembles communication conducted through traditional mail, consisting of two participants exchanging information in succession.  However, more complex methods of discussion, which go beyond this one-on-one model, are present in the form of mailing lists.  In such lists, which tend to have very specific topics, a message is sent to the operator of the list, who then forwards it to every member of the group.  Other members of the group may then submit responses to this message and discussion begins to evolve.  Peter Smith and Marc Kollock (1999) observe that mailing lists tend to possess a particular power-dynamic, where operators possess a great deal of control over the content of the messages the list carries. Every message must pass through the central conduit of the list provider and this affords operators the ability to inspect messages, censor them or even prevent them from being forwarded to the rest of the group.   Such direct intervention is, however, a laborious process and most lists are therefore effectively open, allowing anybody to join and submit to the discussion.  Despite this, the continuation of a mailing list community is only marginally is the hands of the members of that community, as the operator retains the ability to terminate the list if it proves too disruptive or time consuming.  In this way, Smith and Kollock observe, “…most e-mail lists operate as benign dictatorships sustained by the monopoly power the list owner wields” (ibid.)

Another asynchronous form of CMC is the newsgroup, which extend the type of communication offered by mailing lists by centralising discussions and displaying them in a more tangible manner.  In a similar way to mailing lists, participants of a newsgroup discussion submit their contributions by e-mailing them to the newsgroup.  However, rather than then being forwarded, these contributions are then retained and displaying on the newsgroup, which is accessed with a piece of dedicated or integrated (e.g. Microsoft Outlook) client software.  Responses to the initial comment from other participants in the group are then submitted and [image: image1.jpg]


organised into hierarchically structured lines of discourse, termed threads (see right).  Unlike mailing lists, newsgroups are usually not owned or controlled by any particular individual and allow anybody to join and submit messages.  For example, in order to create a new newsgroup on the Usenet, which is one of the most popular collections online, one simply needs to find a host that will pass [image: image2.png]


your message as a new group in its daily “feed”.  As a consequence of this, many academics - for example Smith and Kollock (1999) - have commented that such groups exhibit an anarchic power-dynamic, where structure and order are present, despite the absence of a central authority.  One must note, however, how such an observation is currently being challenged by a series of recent libel trials that have resulted in the removal of particular messages from newsgroups; a direct censorship which must serve as a stark awakening for those who exalt the “freedom” of online communication.

An example of a synchronous mode of CMC, and one of the most popular forms of online interaction, is text-based chat. Within this mode, users communicate with each other using client software or Java applets embedded in webpages.  Lines of text are submitted by individuals and are then displayed, almost instantly, on the screen of all other participants in a format that closely resembles a theatrical script.  Many text-based systems also support the ability submit text which is markedly different to in the standard format used when a participant “says” something, allowing users to “emote” and perform “actions”.  This provides a physical metaphor, attempting to emulate some of the nuances of face-to-face communication, and affords a means through which users can provide commentary on the points of discussion that they are making. Despite the transferability of this fundamental basis throughout text-chat systems, there is still great diversity within the mode.  Systems vary in such aspects as technological design (for example, the environmental metaphor or the number of supported users) and in social factors such as the ingrained history or “mythology” of the system, and the reasons that participants use the system.

One of the oldest forms of text-chat, predating Internet technologies with its origins in campus Local Area Networks (LANs) of the late seventies and early eighties, is the multi-user domain, or multi-user dungeon (MUD).  The MUD has evolved from text-adventure style computer games, such as Crowther and Woods original ADVENT game (Bruckman 1992: p4), in which they user explores a virtual world comprised solely of textual descriptions.  The player navigates textual rooms, obtain and use textual objects and spells, and defeat textual enemies and creatures.  The first networked MUD systems were developed in order to allow users to play such games with each other, rather than against a computer and, though some systems have now become distinct from this overt game-playing orientation to emphasise more social aspects, the technological premise and underlying metaphors of this remain in most.  In this way, MUDs can be seen as “text-based virtual realities that maintain a sense of space by linking different rooms together” (Smith and Kollock 1999: p11). Since their inception, MUDs have become increasingly more complex and modern users of such systems are now able to utilise simple programming languages to create their own rooms and objects and to automate these components to respond to users.  As such, most MUDs now have dynamic environments, and landscapes in a constant state of exponential growth and evolution as users create and personalise their own virtual spaces. 

MUDs are, like mailing lists, usually owned by the individuals or groups that provide the resources and technical skill to maintain the system, who therefore have a great deal of power.  However, rather than the dictatorship found in mailing lists, MUDs tend to exhibit a feudalistic power-dynamic, with a minority elite (often termed gods, reflecting the role-playing origins of the systems) who have absolute control, delegating power and responsibilities to technically proficient or dedicated users, who are often called wizards.  Though the “job-titles” of higher-status users varies depending on the theme of the MUD, this social hierarchy is present in most, and it is rare to find a system that breaks the mould by providing a differing structure.  MUDs are now massively popular and a large number of different systems have been developed, referring to themselves with different category names (e.g. MUSE, MUSH, MOO, etc.) however for convenience these will, throughout this essay, be generically referred to as MU*s.

Since the inception of the Internet, and particularly the popularisation of the world wide web in the early 1990’s, a large number of alternative text-chat systems have been developed which are somewhat divorced from their ascendant, the MU*.  Internet Relay Chat (IRC) is one such system, operating around the notion of channels - alluding to citizen-band radio - which normally have specific topics of conversation or, at the very least, general areas of interest (though there are a number of “general chat” channels).  Unlike MU*s, IRC channels - which are prefixed with a hash (#) symbol - are distinct and unrelated, and there is no inherent navigational metaphor which allows users to “walk” from one area to the next.  However, it is not uncommon for users of channels to create their own spatial metaphors and imply that the channel is a room (e.g. “*Skeet79 sits in the corner and sulks”). IRC is immensely popular, and as of September 1999, it was estimated that at any given moment, around 30,000 people accessed it through four most popular points of entry alone (IRC Help File), communicating through both permanent and transient channels.  There are two main tiers of control on IRC, the first resting with the server that provides the user with access to the network – and approves new permanent channels – and the second with the owners of channels.  In everyday communication, it is rare for the individual to encounter the first of these powers unless they are extremely offensive to other users and finds themselves banned from the server, however the latter is a common experience.  Owners of IRC channels, termed operators, have the responsibility for the day-to-day maintenance and running of their particular channel and, with this, powers such as the ability to directly expel (kick) and ban people from the channel.  The nicknames of operators appear in the channels user list prefixed with an “@” symbol, providing apparatus to signify their authority.  

Paging and messaging software is another form of text-chat, which is becoming rapidly more popular.  These programmes, such as Yahoo Messenger and ICQ, lie dormant on the user’s task-bar and alert them when anyone appearing on their predefined list of “friends” logs onto the Internet. Participants are then able to engage in one-to-one discourse through the software. The application of instant messaging allows for a redefinition of the relationship between participants of online communication, encouraging more stable bonds between individuals.  The only other online mode through which this level of personal commitment could be conveyed is in the exchange of e-mail addresses.  However, the two are fundamentally different as, whilst the exchange of email requires individuals who have met through text chat to transcend into another, fundamentally different, mode, instant messaging allows them to expresses commitment whilst remaining within their original context. The technological design of instant messaging also brings a fairly unique “feeling” to the interaction performed through it; one can be undertaking an activity that is distinctly separate from online discourse, for example browsing the world-wide-web, when contacted by a friend through the IM software.  Such an experience has a feeling that is akin to meeting a friend in the street and removes the formality of directly deciding to engage in an online discussion by logging-on to a chat system.
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With a recent expansion of the bandwidth and technical capabilities of Internet connections, text-chat has been extended and there are now number of systems that effectively support graphical representations of environments and participants.  These new emerging systems raise a number of lines of enquiry for the academic concerned with CMC as they attempt to further develop the sense of “telepresence” in the user.  Though in such systems the primary conversational component is still textual, they attempt to convey the feeling that the participant is embodied in the environment by introducing more iconic, rather than descriptive offline features of communication such as physical proximity and body language – if in a limited way.  Such representations also supply the individual with an extended set of apparatus through which they may signal their identities and messages.  

There is, therefore, a great deal of diversity throughout the Internet and aspects of technological design - such as synchronicity, control and interface - together with underpinning social aspects such as naturalised metaphors result in a great deal of variance within online spaces.  This essay would thus maintain that, though there is undoubtedly a large degree of transferability of the features of communication from one mode to the next, we must be cautious in categorising all Internet communication by the features afforded by one.

[Literature Review]
A number of studies have been conducted, both using quantitative and qualitative approaches, to examine the feature of communication which occurs in online environments.  They focus on wide range of features, such as the structure and power-dynamics involved in online communities, and how this is facilitated by technology.  However, perhaps the most prominent area of inquiry, and the main concern of this paper, is the participant’s presentation and representation of their online identity, and how this relates to the everyday offline personality.

Amongst the most commonly cited work on identity in online environments, are the qualitative studies conducted by Sherry Turkle (1995), which mainly consists of interviews, case studies and participant observation.  Adopting a psychoanalytic approach to her data, Turkle surmises that the much of the activity displayed by individuals in virtual environments – and in particular, in MUDs – is equatable with a complex process of role-playing, where identity deception and “gender bending” in commonplace.    In this way, Turkle identifies a number of examples of individuals adopting multiple identities that are decentred and separate from that lived in the offline world, in order to experiment with new aspects of themselves.  Turkle also cites examples of a number of participants who use the online world as a method of working on their online problems.  In a typically psychoanalytic fashion, Turkle identifies that this is done in two ways, through acting out and working through these problems: both fruitlessly staging old problems in new settings, and as a “moratorium on action to facilitate thinking about things in a new way” (in Grodin and Lindlof 1996: 157). 

Turkle also argues that, as well as a place to work on identity, MU*s provide what Foucault describes as a tool for thinking with. The metaphor of “windows” used within the operating systems on which MU*s run, and ability to cycle between windows on which the user is “playing” different identities becomes a metaphor for thinking about the self.  Turkle cites one MU* player as stating that “RL
 is just one more window…and it’s not usually my best one” (Turkle 1995: 13).  As such, MU*s “…are also playing a part in undermining our traditional notions of identity, for so long tied to notions of authenticity, which simulation actively subverts” (in Grodin and Lindlof 1996: 157).

This essay would argue that there are a however, a number of problems in applying Turkle’s observations to the entirety of Internet communication, largely resulting from her selection of participant situations. One such problem is her choice of case studies, which are – throughout her literature - unrepresentative of the majority of the users of Internet media.  Turkle is largely concerned with the activities of “Dedicated MUD players” (Turkle 1995: p12), many of whom spend a large proportion of their time within online environments and have, therefore, achieved a high status and powerful role.  For most users of CMC, the online environment augments, rather than replaces, their everyday social interactions.  The perception of the online world and its relation to their offline lives for majority of users is likely to be very different to that of Turkle’s participants - for whom the online world is their main point of social contact.  Turkle concedes that her study may not be currently representational, and argues, “I believe that although such people are relatively rare today, their experiences of constructing the self will become increasingly important” (in Grodin and Lindlof 1996: 157).  Such a comment has no logical justification, however, as it is equally reasonable to presume that the experiences of the majority of users will become the norm.  A final consideration that must be taken into account before applying Turkle’s findings to the entirety of online communication is that a number of the individuals selected are unfortunate enough to have serious difficulties in their personal lives.  Whilst this does not make the study any less valid, we must be cautious about applying her observations to the entirety of the Internet society and presuming that the majority of users have such problems – fuelling many of the preconceptions about online communication.

Amy Bruckman uses a similar ethnographic approach to Turkle in her paper, “Identity Workshop: Emergent Social and Psychological Phenomena in Text-Based Virtual Reality” (1992).  Also examining identity in MU*s, Bruckman views such spaces, as the title of her paper implies, as “workshops” through which individuals are able to service and fine-tune their offline selves in a similar way that a mechanic would work on a car.  Citing examples of participants utilising the character-based nature of these to express qualities and physical attributes that they feel they lack in the offline world.

There is a fundamental problem with applying the conclusions of both Turkle and Bruckman to the entirety of interaction in virtual spaces, as they are drawn solely from observations of MUDs.  It may be argued that, due to their basis in the “real-life” role-playing games, many of these environments inherently require their participants to assume a persona that is removed from their everyday personality. By this I do not refer simply to the characters that users adopt to play the games that many MUDs support, but also the presentation that players give of themselves once the game has ended. In short, a defining feature of many MUD environments is that they ask their participants to adopt different identities.  This is equatable to the biological notion of a founder effect, in which the original members of a population have a disproportional effect on how that community later develops.  Thus, the original culture of role-playing in MU*s permeates modern systems, and this is even reflected in the descriptive everyday language often used when talking about such modes.  Users are almost universally referred to as “playing” MU*s – even those with a social, rather than a game-playing, focus – whereas participants in other modes “engage”, “use” or “socialise”.  A large proportion other forms of online communication do not hold identity play as such an important defining feature.  It is not uncommon to find environments that attach great prestige to authenticity and a degree of transparency in their participant’s presentation of themselves – for example in Newsgroups (Rutter and Smith: 1999).  Judith Donath points out that “Unlike many MUDs, which are intended as fantasy worlds, most of Usenet is meant to be non-fiction; the basic premise is that the users are who they claim to be” (in Smith and Kollock (eds.) 1999: p30).  The deduction that identity play occurs because the MUDs are online environments is not, therefore, necessarily true – and may represent a reification of the medium.  Whilst the anonymity of such spaces is certainly strongly amenable to experimentation with identity, the space’s origin in traditional role-playing games is possibly of greater influence to the development of such phenomena.

In “Presenting the Offline Self in an Everyday Online Environment”, Jason Rutter and Greg Smith (1999) use data generated from an ethnographic study of a newsgroup community to examine the various ways in which people posit and maintain their online identities, and the relation of these identities to the formation and stability of communities. The authors assert that the sense of community in the observed group is highly reliant on its members’ maintenance of sturdy and reliable identities.  Thus, rather than focussing on the rather spectacular media-friendly aspects on CMC, such as identity-play and “gender-bending” – as Turkle and Bruckman do - Rutter and Smith examine the “fundamental routines, practices and techniques through which identities are communicated and interpreted” (Rutter and Smith 1999: p3).  Fundamental to the interpretation of their findings is the assertion that it is logical to expect the kind of interaction sociology described by Erving Goffman – whose book (1959) the title of their paper alludes – to be present in online environments.  As such, the authors posit the importance of information that individuals explicitly give and implicitly give off as fundamental to any discourse - including that conducted online.  The writers maintain that through this “push and pull of sign activities” (ibid) participants in their study “consistently employ techniques for sharing and reinforcing details of their “real life” with those with whom they share…interaction” (ibid.).  Rutter and Smith posit a number of different ways in which participants in their observed community give and give-off information about their “real life” selves, some of which specific to the mode of newsgroups, but most of which may logically be transferable to of modes of online discourse.  

Most overtly, the authors identify that participants of their group habitually offer, or display, background information about themselves in discussion – such as references to their physical attributes or families.  It is noted, however, that individuals mediate this display through a process of identity management in which they may abstain from providing certain information, or present it through a more “private” mode such as email.  Rutter and Smith also identify that it is possible for others to gain a sense of the general orientation of a participant - their everyday interests, demeanour and “what gets them going” – from the pattern of their submissions and, in particular, which threads they tend to respond to.  Individuals further signal their identities through their use of transtextuality: references to other items and media such as television programmes, music and books, signal the “cultural capital” of the user and firmly embeds them in particular political and social situations.  Finally, the techniques used in the signatures to messages also communicate great deal about their authors, as such texts usually contain quotations and references to interests and hobbies or, at the very least, a link to the user’s homepage which normally contains personal information, and occasionally photographs.  Signature files are fairly specific to asynchronous modes, such as newsgroups and email – however such contextualising tools may be present in synchronous methods of communication in a different form (as discussed later).

In another ethnographic study looking at communities in newsgroups, Judith Donath - in a paper published in Smith and Kollock’s book “Communities in Cyberspace” (1999) - examines the notion of identity and deceit in online communities.   Throughout her analysis, Donath draws upon the notions of assessment and conventional signals, which hold genesis in the Biological sciences, to explain the dynamic of deception within online communication. In this way, Donath takes the opposite approach that employed by Rutter and Smith’s by identifying how deceit is made possible within online communication, and the damaging effect that such action has on communities.

 In a paper presented at the Identities in Action conference, Mikael Jakobsson and Victoria Popdan (1999) adopt an auto-ethnographic approach, reflecting on the online interaction that resulted in the development of the friendship between the two authors.  Looking mainly at discourse conducted through the graphical chat systems of “Active Worlds” and “The Palace”, the study addresses two main areas.  

Primarily, Jakobsson and Popdan examine the more conventional concerns of the portrayal and perception of identity in a text-based reality concluding, rather generally, that some aspects of personality are emphasised whilst others are de-emphasised.  They also argue that rather than encouraging identity play, the barrier of online communication encouraged the participants of their study to behave more openly, to more confidently express their “true selves”.  In this way, the authors observe that the technology offered for online communication can serve as 

“A mask that shields the person behind it and in this way tends to make the person more open…the saying that ‘the mask does not hide, it reveals’ captures this phenomenon very well.” 

(Jakobsson and Popdan 1999: 5).

It is possible to view this finding in as another aspect of participants using CMC as an “identity workshop”, providing an arena for them to experiment and assert thoughts and personal qualities which they possess in the offline world, but do not have the confidence to express. Jakobsson and Popdan note that this openness was a major factor in the development of their online friendship.  This is reflective of Rutter and Smith’s observation that the bonds that constitutes online communities rely heavily on “a practised familiarity with others” (Rutter and Smith 1999: p3), indicating that their findings are transferable to other modes and not a product of the generally “fact-based” atmosphere of newsgroups.

Jakobsson and Popdan also examine the more recent questions raised about the effect of the more iconic physical metaphor afforded by the graphical environments of the communication systems used in the study.  They conclude that such spatial representations increases the communicative depth of CMC discourse, introducing new social signals such as proximity and a limited form of body language.  The iconic representation of the self, termed an Avatar, also strongly embodies the individual mentally on the screen, according to this study, both for transmitter and the perceiver. 

[Methodology and Ethical Concerns]

In order to assess the concerns outlined above, this paper will examine the data generated by a qualitative study, the main focus of which is an eight-month ethnographic observation of a chatroom.  This chatroom, a textual environment based on the Undernet server of Internet Relay Chat (IRC), will for the purposes of this essay be referred to as #Batcave.   The data generated by this medium-term study will be compared with shorter-term experiential studies of social interactions on other textual (e.g. ICQ) and graphical systems (specifically “Active Worlds” and “The Palace”).  Use will also be made of a long-term auto-ethnographic experience resulting from the development of a personal friendship maintained through Yahoo’s Instant Messaging facility.

The debate concerning the application of qualitative versus quantitative methodology is one that commands a dissertation in its own right and will not be covered in any great depth here.  However, it is relevant to state that the decision to undertake a qualitative approach was based in a consideration that a generally more appropriate, humane method of assessing CMC over reducing the experiences of people engaged in online discourse to a set of figures.  Furthermore, no reason was seen to regard a quantitative methodology as any more “objective”, as such an approach often leads to a “projection of…personal fears, anxieties, and fantasises about the dangers” (Jenkins in Bruckman 1992) of such discourse.

It must, at this point, be conceded that there is a problem in the methodology of this study, as financial constraints and the limitations of time has made it impossible to meet participants face-to-face. Consequently all of the gathered data is mediated by the technology that we are examining which means that any distorting effect on perception given by CMC may also be present in my interpretation.  However, it is hoped that the points raised will still be of interest.

The application of a qualitative methodology presents the researcher with a unique set of ethical problems, which are compounded by an ambiguity in the definition of online spaces.  It is, therefore, fitting to examine briefly the ethical concerns of conducting the study undertaken for this paper.

 In order for a qualitative study to reveal data that is truly reflective of the observed subject, it must be conducted utilising means that are as unobtrusive as possible.  Ideally, the subjects of the study would be oblivious of the fact that they are being studied, thus preventing them from “performing” for the researcher. This is status is easily achieved in online environments as, given the potential anonymity of online interactions, it is possible for a researcher to fully hide their intentions and surreptitiously log the activities of the discourse.  However, such an unobtrusive approach is problematic as presenting oneself as just another member of a community in order to gain access to data is somewhat morally dubious. After identifying a suitable channel to study (which was done through a survey posted to a number of IRC-specific newsgroups), the initial step in my observation was thus to gain permission from the channel operators to observe and log the activities of the channel.  I was then assured that these operators would then subtly inform the rest of the group.  Luckily, my study quickly became a running joke in the channel, which diminished my status in the room and discouraged people from “performing” for me.

<batman> skeet
 is a researcher, he’s observing us in our natural habitat

* Skeet strokes his beard and says, “mmm, an interesting phenomenon”, then realises he has no beard

<Skeet> Damn!

* batman hands skeet a fake beard

Another ethical dilemma encountered in the study was in deciding the amount of direct exposure given to data gathered from the study (for example, chatroom logs).  Even though permission had been granted by the channel operators to monitor the discourse undertaken in #Batcave, no similar explicit permission had been given by the individual members of the community to feature their conversations in this essay.  This type of problem received exposure in discourse by the ProjectH research group, concluding that

“...public discourse on CMC...(is)...just that: public.  Analysis of such content...is not subject to ‘Human Subject’ restraints.  Such study is more akin to the study of tombstone epitaphs, graffiti, or letters to the editor.  Personal? Yes.  Private?  No”

 (Cited in Paccagnella et. al. 1999)

This essay would argue, however, that this approach does not properly reflect the perceived nature of the discourse conducted through synchronous modes of CMC, such as IRC.  Users of asynchronous modes such as newsgroups, to which the research group refer, offer their submissions with the full understanding that it will be displayed for all to see, and thus analyse, for an extended period of time.  In contrast, text chat is perceived as transient by nature and users interact with the understanding that their units of discourse exist very much “in the moment”.  To take this stance also underestimates the reality of interactions undertaken in CMC, separating them from other public yet private situations, which are viewed as somehow more “valuable” than online discourse.  It would, for example, be unacceptable to publish - and even analyse - a discussion that was overheard in a public house, without informing or receiving explicit permission from the participants.  

However, as this essay is meant for assessment only, and not for intentional publication explicit permission from participants to include their words has not been sought, though all names have been altered to hide their identities.

[Identity Workshops]

Throughout the ethnographic studies already conducted in the field, there is a strong theme of online communication serving as an “identity workshop” for its participants; as a place where the self is a fluid work-in-progress. However, how this workshop is actually used by participants is manifold. 

At one extreme, we find evidence of phenomena such as role-playing and “gender-bending”, in which the user plays multiple characters which are distinct from their own offline persona, experimenting with qualities that they do not possess in the offline world and obtaining perspectives that they would otherwise be denied.  It has been noted that, in this way, such spaces may resemble a material representation of Goffman’s notion of a communicational “backstage”.  Virtual spaces present a practical means through which participants may rehearse qualities that they would like to incorporate into their offline personalities (Turkle 1995), or work on issues of their personalities with which they have problems (ibid.).  It is also noted that, in a similar way to this, some participants may utilise the arena as a way of compensating for attributes, such as conventional beauty, which they feel they lack in the physical world (Bruckman 1992). Turkle points out that within CMC “…one’s body is represented by one’s own textual description, so the obese can be slender, the beautiful plain, the ‘nerdy’ sophisticated” (Turkle 1995: p12)

At the other extreme of the identity-workshop, it has also been observed that the technology may serve as a shield that instils participants with a greater confidence to “be themselves” without fear of direct repercussions (Jakobsson and Popdan 1998).  Functioning in this manner, it has been noted that the virtual space

“…Works as a mask that shields the person behind it and in this way tends to make the person more open…the medium shares a feature of the Catholic confession booth, the psychoanalysts chair.”

 (Jakobsson and Popdan 1998: p5)

In one conversation undertaken with a participant of #batcave, evidence of the virtual space being used to effectively express the “inner self” was observed:

<STAN> When I'm on the internet I find I want to be myself because there are not as many preconceived judgements based on how I look or my body language.  I am judged only on how I put myself across in words - my wit, intellect and who I really am.

<Stan> informs me that he is a conventionally attractive male, with no particular insecurities about his looks.  However he finds that offline world perceptions of him usually stop at an appreciation of his aesthetic attributes, discounting many qualities of his personality to which he attaches greater importance.  Thus, when engaging in CMC, he tends to play “himself” more than in any other situation, as this gives him the opportunity to validate himself by affirming those aspects of his personality that are divorced from his physical presence, such as his intelligence and wit.

In this way, online social spaces may have a great deal of therapeutic potential for participants.  For example, a male who is conventionally macho in the offline world - for example - may more easily drop his bravado in an online environment.  This may occur partly because the technology mediates discourse and removes the immediacy of peer group judgement, diminishing the pressure for the individual to conform.  The technology also encourages this by stripping the user of the main signifying apparatus of masculinity – namely, the body.  This can be seen not only as an example of CMC working as a mask, but also as a Goffmanesq “backstage”, with the participant using the online space as a safe forum for experimenting with qualities - in this case sensitivity - which they would like to develop in their offline lives.

It must be noted, however, that this example is only one possibility and to claim that new online social spaces redress inequalities is race, sexuality and gender is a somewhat idealistic.  Similarly, it is unwise to assert that the ability to reconstruct oneself online removes the socially enforced construction of the offline world.  Participants in online interaction are primarily embedded in their offline socio-cultural situations and, in this way, it is reasonable to expect that the constraints and taboos of the offline world will inevitably override the freedom presented within the online environment. 

The approaches of participants to the notion of an identity workshop need not, however, involve such construction or hyper-representation.  As outlined above, Kollock and Smith (1999) identify ways in which online participants formulate strategies to present their offline personas, and also subconsciously give-off such information.  In this way, which is a more moderate version of the mask phenomenon of online spaces, participants are attempting to overcome the anonymity of online discourse in order to form bonds. 

At first impression, the large variation in how people use online communication technologies as identity workshops is seemingly contradictory, and there is a temptation to attempt to formulate a universal rule that describes how people use such spaces - to state for instance that the self is entirely reconstructed and unusually fantastic.  There is, however, no logical reason to do this and it is perhaps more relevant to consider all aspects of the “identity workshop” to exist concurrently.  In the offline world, there is no fixed notion of “identity” and how we present ourselves varies, modifying our communication in the context of situation and our current purposes.  Similarly it is possible to see that the multitude of ways that people use to portray themselves may be explained in terms of their reasons for using the system, where fantastical identity-play represents one type of purpose (e.g. to explore notions of the self and gain new perspectives), whilst the portrayal of the “Real World” self online reflects another, usually the formation of stable bonds and friendships.  In the next section we will examine the relationship of identity portrayal in one such purpose, the formation of community.

[Identity, Deception and Community]

As outlined above, the general manner in which identity is portrayed online varies throughout online environments with the purpose of the individual as a pivotal aspect.  For those who wish to explore new aspects of themselves, the anonymity of CMC provides them with a suitably conducive environment in which to engage in identity play.  It has been noted, however, that such fluidity is incompatible with the fundamental precepts of community.  Rutter and Smith note that 

“such malleability creates problems when, rather than sharing a virtual zipless fuck, people want to stick around for some time, form allegiances and develop as an online community.”

(Rutter and Smith 1999: p2)

Therefore, when individuals start to form such bonds, tactics of identity-play begin to disappear and are replaced by methods of signalling the offline self.  Obviously, this occurs because the feeling of trust is vital to the formation of friendships.  However, there are also a number of social dynamics that reinforce honesty, some of which we will explore here.

In one discussion, a participant of #Batcave told me that

<Snoopy> well, i mainly use chat to meet people.  no, that makes me sound really bad ;)  i do have friends in the real world

<Skeet> lol
, :) no I know what you mean, carryon

<Snoopy> make new friends in different places and situations...

<Skeet> and how does that effect how you put yourself across online

<Snoopy> well, I kinda expect them to be honest with me, so I try to be genuine for them.

When asked, the rest of the members of #Batcave concurred with <Snoopy> that this kind of expectation did lead to them attempting to play themselves as much as possible.  Though seemingly illogical (“if I am honest everybody else will be”), this expectation does seem to work as every member of the community uses it, creating an atmosphere of honesty within the culture of the community.  In a channel where the common answer to an inquiry about participants’ physical appearance is “tall, dark and handsome”, it is likely that a participant will exaggerate their own physical appearance.  However, where the atmosphere of a community is seemingly honest, both about physical appearance and identity in general, new participants who are looking to stay within the community for any extended period of time are more likely to be open about their offline personas.

Another social dynamic that maintains openness in online friendships and communities is the cost of deception to the deceiver.  Firstly, the process of overtly deceiving other users in online communication, as in the offline world, is an exhaustive one (though this is not to imply that identity play should be referred to as simply “a conscious deception”).  One participant in my study told me that, 

<Pete> ...it takes lots of effort to pretend to be someone else for any length fo time, you have to keep checking everything you say before you hit return, you know check that your not going to give yourself away. i might try it for short times when i’m just on for half an hour but when i’m on for long periods, i usually can’t be bothered so im just myself.

This illustrates the cost in effort and concentration to the individual of practising an open deception within a community.  It is possible to link this with Rutter and Smith’s (1999) logical observation that practised familiarity is necessary in maintaining online bonds, as this familiarity is more easily maintained when the participant is playing “themselves” rather than a character.  There is, however, perhaps more fundamental cost that motivates the user towards a genuine representation of the self: the cost of being discovered as a deceiver by the rest of the community.   As Donath (1999) contests, pride is often attached by users to their online reputation, and this is magnified when these reputations exist within a stable online community.  The price of being discovered by the community to have been practising deception - which, due to the difficultly of maintaining other characters, is quite possible – is a high one, with the devastation of one’s reputation.  Though many have claimed that the anonymity of online spaces greatly reduces the participants’ notion of direct repercussions of their actions, if we have spent time getting to know – and enjoy the company of – those with whom we are conversing, the social consequences of deception can be very real.

There are therefore, a number of social dynamics that encourage users to genuinely represent their offline personas online.  However, how this portrayal is actually achieved raises another area of interest, and it is possible to identify a number of tactics through which individuals’ give and give-off information about themselves.  In the remainder of this paper we will explore some of these communicative tactics.

[Nicknames and Avatars]

In face-to-face conversations, first impressions count.  Before we even begin to speak, we communicate or - to use Goffman’s terminology - give-off an immense amount of information about ourselves whilst concurrently looking for such information in the person with whom we are about to converse.  We scan features such as physical appearance and from this infer a prejudgement which, though we may later reject it, frames our immediate perception of others. In purely textual environments we are stripped of the signifying apparatus of our bodies, and first impressions in this way are not possible.  However, within such spaces signs such as nicknames provide a means to communicate information in a way that is analogous to the initial physical signals of face-to-face conversation.

Before undertaking of interaction in any form of synchronous communication, participants must decide on the moniker by which other users will recognise them.  The very first window with which a user is confronted when running mIRC
, and the usual initial page on a web-based chat systems, asks the user to input their preferred identifier.  The notion of pseudonyms is, therefore, an important feature as it marks the beginning of the users construction of their online identity.  From the perspective of the perceiver of an individual, the first contact one has of another user is the nickname, and from this we can gauge a degree of information about their personality.  In this way, it is possible to view the nickname a fundamental component in the communication of self in online discourse; the nickname is both the first impression and the first expression.

Though nicknames may technically be consist of any short text, and could be purely descriptive if one desires, there is an uncontrollable urge to make them more abstract expressions of the self.  In this way, rather than describing myself as, for example <MarkMale20>, I identify myself to other participants as <Skeet>, which is a more personal expression.  The desire to remain anonymous may partially serve as a motivation for the abstract nature of online identifiers, as may a desire for conformity (a view that everybody else seems to have creative identifiers so “I should too”).  However, this essay would posit that many people attempt to create a pseudonym that is as symbolically representative of themselves as possible - as they possess a conscious awareness that the nickname is a major signifier, which others will use to interpret the them online.

The expressive nature of the nickname instils it with a great deal of material value for the user.  There is also a learned value in finding a nickname which best suits you, as many users of IRC graduate from systems which are vastly more popular, such as Yahoo Chat.  On such large systems, nicknames are registered and reserved and, therefore, it can take a relatively long time to think up a moniker that best suits your personality and has not already been taken.  This nickname is therefore conferred with a great deal of value as a commodity, a value that is transferred from one mode of text-chat to another.

It is possible to change one’s nickname from one chat session to another however, because of the material value of the pseudonym, and in line with Smith and Kollock’s notion that the need to identify other members is central to the stability of community, this is often not the case for regular visitors to particular channels.  Such a reliability of identifiers is found on #Batcave.  Despite individual variation in the general form of nicknames from one session to the next, often to reflect their mood or online status at the time, a kernel of information usually remains which allows the community to identify that individual.  For instance, within my time in the channel, I have modified my original handle of “Skeet” to reflect my mood (“Stressed_Skt”, “Skeetastic”, “Skeetneedsabeer”) and online status (e.g. “SkeetBRB
”) – however, the basic nickname by which I am known to other members of the channel always remains.  This practice was, like a custom, learnt from the channel, rather than brought by me to the community, and is evident in most of the other participants of #Batcave (however, for obvious ethical reasons, I refrain from providing specific instances of this).

When members of the community do use alternate nicknames that do not relate to their usual identifier, it is common for them to identify themselves as they enter the channel.  One example of this may be found in the following discussion

*** no_name has joined #Batcave

<no_name> :P

<no_name> :~~~~~~(

<robin> hey what happened…I go a way for a sec and nobody is here

<robin> what is up with that???

<Skeet> I’m still here

<no_name> i’m here robin

<no_name> hey rob...

<no_name> it’s me batman, but don’t tell anyone in #generalchat

*** no_name is now known as batman

<robin> okokok so noname is batman…sneaky!@!!!

<batman> no

<batman> that wasn’t

<batman> i said it was me earlier

As <no_name> enters the room, he identifies himself to other members of the community by his usual nickname of <batman>.  He also becomes defensive as <robin> infers that he was attempting to purposefully deceive the rest of the community.  This underlies the importance attached by members of #batcave to both being identified by the rest of the group, and being perceived as “honestly” identifying oneself.  This, of course, is not to say that members of the group do not experiment with different identities – indeed <batman> had adopted his alternative moniker to do just that - but this tends to occur outside the #Batcave channel.

Applying a semiotic inflection, it is interesting to note the dualistic manner in which the relationship between the signified (the user) and signifier (the nickname) operates in a way that is simultaneously indexical and symbolic.  Primarily, the identifier as a sign is symbolic, as it often attempts to signify articles such as aspects of the individual.   How this is actually made manifest varies greatly and may, for example, be descriptive (e.g. “HappyBloke”), or metonymic (“Smile”) and may also rely heavily on perceptual aspects of the interpreter – such as connotation.

It is interesting to note how the interpretation of the symbolic aspects of a nickname may vary.   In one particular discussion in a channel outside of #batcave which was centred on the topic of primary education, I was verbally assaulted by what, at the time, seemed to be a lunatic.  I was less than politely informed that supporters of the right to own guns were not welcome in the channel and that I should have more sensitivity.  I was promptly then banned from the channel.  Confused and a little disorientated, I later realised that the “lunatic” had read my nickname of <Skeet> as a reference to a form of shooting and, as such, seen me as a gun-lobbyist.  At the time their had been a recent shooting in a North American High-School and so there was a great deal of sensitivity about ownership of ballistic weaponry.  This underlines the importance of nicknames in first impressions, and also the degree to which the perception of an individual is in the hands of the perceiver, rather than the transmitter.  In actual fact, my nickname is derived from the name of a band with whom I used to play, named “Skeeter” – taking its name not from shooting, but from a character from the television show “The Muppets”!

The pseudonym also works as an indexical sign, as it functions to signify that the user is present in the virtual space - in a similar fashion to the way smoke signifies the presence of fire.  However, where the link between smoke and fire is causal, the link between the user and their pseudonym is existential and, in the virtual space at least, mutually dependant.  In this way the notions of signified and signifier may become blurred, resulting in what is generally termed “telepresence” – a feeling that the user actually exists in the physical space.

In the advent of text-chat systems which possess a graphical environment, the signifying components of first contact are know no longer limited solely to the users nickname – though this is usually still present and important.  In such graphical systems, users must now also choose or create the graphical representation, or avatar, which best represents them.  The amount of choice that a user has in their avatar ranges depending on the particular communication system, and their selection may range from the limitation of selecting one from a pre-created list (as in Active Worlds), to the freedom to create their own (as in The Palace).  However, fundamentally the user must make a selection and, as such, the avatar becomes a method through which the user constructs their identity online.  Within systems that provide the user with a predefined list of avatars, the expression provided is restricted to a form of enforced bricolage (after Levi-Strauss), in which the individual must construct their graphical portrayal of self through the selection of predefined articles.  

In other systems, such as the palace (see above), however users are free to create their own avatars and thus expression of self is fairly unlimited.  Users-created avatars within such modes do not tend to consist mainly of scanned photographs, as one would expect, but are quite often hand-drawn images that tend to be more iconic and symbolic of the individual.  The amount of time that participants spend creating such images is evidence of their importance in presenting the self online.

Avatars also attempt to develop the sense of telepresence (as outlined above) in virtual environments.  The graphical representation of the avatar, which exists within a synthetic, navigatable, space (with this be in two or three dimensions) aims to convey the feeling that not only does the user exist “out there”, but also that they are embodied in the virtual space.  How this occurs varies between systems.  

Within active worlds, for instance, the system designers attempt to further embodiment is by simulating the three-dimension space that the user normally inhabits in their everyday life.  Users are also provided with a very basic set of body language through which to express themselves (though I have often wondered about the limits to the expressive nature of “fight”, “wave”, “jump” and “Macarena”).  The effects of system design are not, however, always as the designer intends them - the avatar within active worlds can work like a Brechtian device, which distances users from each other in a way that text-chat does not.  Further avatars can be unwieldy to manoeuvre and may be animated, which means that body language is exhibited by the user without their consent.  As one participant in active world eloquently states, 

Tommy: fukkinavatar keeps fidgeting.  I wish I could make it stand still.

An interesting approach in illustrating the power that the additional features of graphical environments is to examine how they can, if unsatisfactorily designed, have a devastating effect on conversation.  Microsoft’s Chat programme, which is included with the “Windows ’98” operating system, provides such a problematic graphical system – portraying conversation in the form of a comic strip.  Microsoft Chat affords users the ability to not only select a graphical representation of themselves (from a predefined list), but also intuitively modify the facial expressions of that representation – a feature that, from personal experience, no other system offers.  However, the major downfall of the system is that it does not allow participants to effect the proxemics of the conversation in any way, to effect the physical distance or orientation of their avatar from others.  The effect of this is dualistic, firstly, from the perspective of the individual trying to communicate themselves to others, there is a sense of paralysis, which ultimately distances the user from their avatar and reduces the sense of telepresence.  Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, this makes the perception of conversations immensely difficult, as the avatar of an individual addressing you may be facing somebody else entirely, leading to an uncertainty between the directions of address.  This problem is compounded by the fact that, though users do still need to choose nicknames for themselves, these identifiers are only displayed as they enter the chatroom.  Consequently, if two participants choose the same avatar, which is common, it becomes almost impossible to distinguish between these users (as illustrated in figure 3).  It is interesting to note that this confusion does not tend to arise in most purely textual environments, as new tactics arise to indicate the directions of address.  This illustrates the importance that we attach to graphical representation of physical signs, and also how readily we import the meaning of these signs from “real world” to the virtual space.  We will happily abandon tactics learnt from text-chat when presented with pseudo-physicality, even when the signifying devices of this physicality damage the ability to conduct understandable conservation.  It also teaches us that the signifying apparatus of facial expression, from which we gain an immense amount of information in the offline world, is utterly useless in the virtual environment in the absence of control of more general contextualising features such as physical proximity.

A further problem of Microsoft Chat for participants is its illogical method of displaying conversation; the cartoon strip format.  The rate of update within the system, the rate at which “frames” of the conversation update is entirely unpredictable as, rather than moving along with each unit of discourse, the system may update the frame, altering the text that is currently present.  Consequently, it becomes very difficult to gauge the turns of conversation and coupled with the unreadable proxemics of the environment, if one does not actively concentrate, it becomes very easy to lose track of what is happening.

Whilst first impressions in the traditional sense of the term are impossible in a space that is separate from the physical body, alternative strategies of signalling such information have evolved in online environments.  Though the manipulation of identifiers such as pseudonyms and avatars we covertly give-off information about ourselves.  These aspects also signal our presence within virtual spaces to both others participants and ourselves: endowing us with the notion of telepresence.  It must be noted, however, that there is a fundamental difference between offline and online first impressions, as whilst in offline interactions, such information is latently given-off, in the online world such information is very much given; we utilise the ability to deliberately and consciously construct how the totality of our initial presentation in a way which is simply not possible in the offline world.

[Anchoring]

It has been noted that the signature practices used in newsgroups is an area in which a large amount of information about the individual is given and given-off  (e.g. Rutter and Smith (1999) and Donath (1999) – see literature review).  It may be argued that the signature file provides an anchoring feature, embedding the user – regardless of the subject of the posting – within a wider context.  Such a formalised collection of signals is not present within synchronous text-chat, as it is specific to the genre and technological features of newsgroup postings.  However, it is possible to identify features found within the signatures of newsgroup posting as distributed, distinct features of the discourse, within subconscious references to interests or display of knowledge about specific topics.

A fairly major anchoring feature of the #batcave channel, however, is its supporting web-page, which contains photographs and links to the homepages and email addresses of all regular participants.  In submitting their information to this page, individuals voluntarily allow users to access the large variety of signals that are generally present on homepages, and allow users access to information such as interests, geographical information and career.  Though these pages ultimately consist of information that is selected in order to give a particular impression of the individual, users do tend to consciously to aim to make such texts as accurate as possible.  This is supported by a 1996 survey of North American homepage authors, in which 91% felt that they presented themselves accurately on their web pages (Chandler 1998)

Of course, it is possible that individuals might devise entire pages to support an alternative personality that they use in the room.  For example, a twenty-year-old student who is claiming that he is a forty-year-old female medical doctor might devise a web page containing alleged medical interests and a curriculum vitae, as well as acquiring photographs of another that he passes as himself.  However, to do this involves a great deal of expense, both in terms of time and effort and, consequently, only the most dedicated and, more importantly, conscious identity experimenters are likely to do so.

[Cultural Capital]

Who we are is largely defined by what we know, the social and cultural experiences with which we interact in our offline world.  Rutter and Smith (1999) identify that the feature of transtextuality in online environments is a strong method through which individuals may signal information about their identities, and position themselves within a certain set of cultural capital.  

This effect was found too in the #Batcave channel, though reference to articles such as music were more common than the more culturally specific areas such as television programmes – probably because members of the group have a large geographical spread, diminishing the meaning of these references for other people.  An example of this was found in the following passage,

<Seryan> how goes it mi amigo para simpre??? lol as if I know what that means

<Wombat> read it on the back of a toilet door??

<Seryan> naaaah it’s a song by some spanish chick and Freddie Mercury

<Wombat> monsterrat cabballe or something ...

<Seryan> Yeah man :)

<Seryan> I see you have their greatest hit 3 as well eh?

<Wombat> i still love their old stuff...eventho i dont listen to it no more 

<Seryan> yeah Queen are great

Similarly, in the following passage one regular member modifies his nickname to reflect his activity in the real world.  However, by doing this, he also signifies a large degree about himself, his interest and the culture within which he is embedded. 

*** mets_fan has joined #rake_off

<`tree> hiya frosty

<mets_fan> someone hit the ball.  LOL

*** mets_fan is now known as frostypaw

<`tree> is the baseball game over frosty?

<frostypaw> no it’s 2 –2

<frostypaw> in the bottom of the 8th 

<’tree> so it could go on forever right?

<frostypaw> i am listening with realplayer
 live

Within this discourse, <frostypaw> signals not only the literal information that he is a fan of “The Mets”, but also that he is probably North American – as this is the geographical area to which baseball is largely confined.  Furthermore, he signals his ability to utilise online technology by making reference to Realplayer and thus positions himself not only as computer literate, but also able to afford the hardware that Realplayer requires to run.

[Conclusions]

Throughout the Internet, there is a great deal of diversity within not only the modes of communication, but the purposes for which people use such modes.  As such the display of identity varies greatly throughout online participants, depending on their particular reasons for being online in the first place.  Identities may be entirely constructed, or conversely entirely transferred from the offline world depending on context and situation.  Within online spaces within which stable communities have formed, the maintenance of stable predictable identity is necessary, and this normally involves users representing their offline selves through a number of signalling devices.

New spaces of discourse that allow for graphical representations of environments and participants bring to online discourse a new set of online signalling apparatus which are imported from the physical world.  Such devices, though potentially very useful can – if not very carefully designed, with each nuance carefully considered – be harmful to the process of interpretation as latent meaning which are not considered by the designers can distort the intended social and informational messages of the participant.

Online communicational spaces present a great deal of potential, not as a theatre for the reconstruction and exploration of identity, but also simply as a place for enjoyment.  Relationships that are formed and maintained through online technology exhibit no less commitment or “realism” than those conducted in the offline world and, as such, should not be considered with any diminished status.
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Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �1� - Organisation of threads in Newsgroups





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �2� - Active Worlds, a text-based chat system with a graphical environment





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �4� - The structure of discourse in Microsoft Chat





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �3� - Screenshot of "The Palace" a text-chat system with a graphical environment








� RL is the common abbreviation used by MU* players to refer to “real life”, in contrast to VL which indicates their “virtual” lives


� Skeet is the pseudonym by which I identify myself to other users online.  Further discussion of pseudonyms and nicknames is provided later.


� LOL, one of the most commonly used abbreviations, is an acronym of “laughs out loud”. 


� The most popular piece of client software used to access IRC.


� BRB is an abbreviation that indicates the user is away from the keyboard and will “Be Right Back…”


� Realplayer is a piece of software which allows the user to listen to live internet broadcasts, or “webcasts”.
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