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Abstract
Computer-mediated communication (CMC) has been of great interest in recent years due
to the unique “testing ground™ it offers to language and gender researchers. This thesis
examines the broader issues of CMC on the narrower scale of chat within a
sociolinguistic perspective, paying particular attention to gender. Previously observed
gender issues found in real life (RL) interactions are reviewed as well as those found in
other forms of CMC (e.g., listservs) to determine if they are found in chat, and to what
degree. The focus of this investigation is one channel in particular, one that is typical of
the social meeting places that abound in Internet Relay Chat (IRC). The examined
variables are participation, emoticons, emotext, and actions. In addition to traditional
gender theories, newer approaches to the study of gender and language, such as the notion
of “gender as performance” and the concept of the “community of practice,” are also

applied to the findings obtained from the chat medium.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

‘Computer-mediated communication (CMC) — defined by Herring (1996a:1) as
“communication that takes place between human beings via the instrumentality of
computers™ — has attracted considerable interest from researchers in recent years. For
linguists, this medium offers an opportunity to examine new and innovative forms of
communication as they are emerging. For language and gender researchers, it provides the
ideal “testing ground” for investigating gendered language use in an environment where

the traditional gender cues are absent.

Within CMC, there are two main ication types: and

Asynchronous communication occurs when messages are created, received and answered
at different times. Its two principal manifestations are electronic mail (e-mail), or the
exchange of electronic messages which are akin to interoffice memos or personal letters;
and news formats which include listservs, newsgroups, and bulletin board systems. The
news formats are analogous to mass mailing lists; instead of an e-mail being sent from
one person to another, it is simultaneously sent to many people. Synchronous
communication, on the other hand, involves the transmission of messages directly to
users, without any storage or retrieval. As a result, interaction occurs in real time, creating
“conversations” which take place via computer. Synchronous modes include Internet

Relay Chat (IRC), Multi-User Domains (MUDs) and the many variations of these.



This thesis will examine the broader issues of CMC on the narrower scale of IRC. My

goal is to explore the of chat from a sociolinguistic perspective, paying

particular attention to gender. Previous research of gender in CMC has concentrated

primarily on modes of ication, in particular e-mail and listservs
(e.g., Herring 1992, 1993a, 1994b, 1996b, 1996¢; Herring, Johnson & DiBenedetto 1992,
1995). However, gender is highly under-researched in synchronous CMC modes such as
IRC. This lack of research is partly because gender is more difficult to ascertain in chat
than in other modes of CMC and in real life (RL). I propose to help fill this gap by

conducting a sociolinguistic study of gendered interaction in chat.

Many of the previous studies of IRC have analyzed small data sets and have made little
mention of the ethical issues involved in online research. In this investigation, I will
attempt to avoid some of the problems of earlier research, notably through the elaboration
of precise ethical guidelines as well as the investigation of a sizable corpus of online chat

discourse.

This chapter provides an i ion to IRC. An ing of the i and

unique linguistic characteristics of IRC is essential for the discussion of any analyses and
findings. An overview of the IRC vernacular is presented along with a brief discussion of
the written-spoken debate. The chapter concludes with an excerpt of IRC in order to
better understand the medium and its features.
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1.1 Overview of IRC

IRC is the most popular form of synchronous CMC (Danet 1996b). On a given computer
network, 10,000 or more users may be online at any one time. After logging onto a
network, the user can enter one or more “channels.” Channels are the key concept of chat
(Reid 1991). More commonly known as “chat rooms,” channels are where users meet to
converse with one another. Once a user has joined a channel, he or she only has to type
messages to participate in the online conversation. Channels can range from the very
general (e.g., #funchat,' a social channel in which users participate in casual
conversation) to the very specific (e.g., #irchelp, a technical channel in which users can
ask questions about IRC). While topics are displayed upon entry into the channel, often
there is little adherence to the posted topic. The only exception to this is in the case of
technical channels (e.g., those providing help) where the topics are strongly enforced.
Regulation of chat is conducted by the users or, in most cases, the channel operators (also
known simply as *“(chan) ops”). The channel operators are users who have special status
in the channel; they have control of the channel and exercise this control with a set of
commands that can, for example, kick® or ban a user or make the channel closed to non-
invited members. They also enforce a code of conduct called “netiquette.” While the

particulars can vary from channel to channel, the thrust of netiquette remains the same. It

" In the mIRC program, a channel name is preceded by a “#” symbol.

2 The “kick” occurs when one user disconnects or removes another user from the
channel. Kicks can be performed by channel operators only.
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advocates respectful treatment of fellow users and discourages rude behaviour such as
shouting (e.g., using all capitals letters), flooding (e.g., sending many lines of text which

slows down the i ising (e.g., other ch Is) and generally

unacceptable language content (e.g., swearing, racist comments, etc.), as well as any other

behaviour which reduces the functionality of the chat medium (Shea 1994).°

Another key concept of chat is the “nick.” The shortened form of “nickname,” it is also
referred to as “login,” “username,” or in older literature “handle” (after the CB radio term
of the same meaning). Nicks serve several important functions in chat. They are the sole
identifying feature of a user since, as Bechar-Isracli (1995) notes, few users on IRC keep
their RL names.* In fact, a user’s nick is the first thing that the other participants see when
that user joins the channel, even before he or she has spoken. Unlike RL names, nicks are
selected by the user and often symbolize some aspect of the user's identity, or the persona
which he or she wishes to present. While it is customary for users to consistently use one
nick (Reid 1991), it is not uncommon for a user to have more than one nick. each
representing a different facet of their personality.” The most obvious function of a nick is

* For a more detailed description of how IRC works and its many aspects. see Pioch
(1997).

*The significance of nicks can be illustrated by the use of “Nickserv.” a service offered
on many networks which protects any user's nick from being used by someone other than the
registered user (Bechar-Isracli 1995).

* Sometimes a user will change his/her nick in the middle of a conversation as a result of
a change in mood or some other intangible motive (Gelléri 1998).
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the provision of a sense of anonymity, which can be very liberating and disinhibiting
(Reid 1991, Baym 1995). This anonymity may allow a user to “gender-swap” or take a
nick which reflects the opposite gender (Reid 1991). With respect to gender, a user in fact
has three options when choosing a nick: a gendered nick (reflecting RL gender) such as
madman, BadDude, Elvis for males, or Darkgirl, Sweet Pea, Sylvie for females; a cross-

gendered nick (reflecting the opposite gender); or a gender-neutral nick such as

Stargazer, surfer, Carrot_top (Bechar-Israeli 1995). While gend pping is more
common in channels with no regular following, it is less prevalent in highly stabilized

channels (see section 2.2.1).

1.2. Linguistic Characteristics of IRC

1.2.1 The Written-Spoken Debate
One of the striking aspects of CMC is its lack of extra-linguistic and non-linguistic cues.
By definition, CMC precludes the use of body language since communication takes place

via computer. As most CMC is predominantly text-based, it also precludes the use of

extra- or para-linguistic cues which ize spoken ication, among them
vocal quality, pitch, intonation, loudness, and hesitation.® Even though it is text-based,

CMC is by no means identical to traditional written modes, such as personal letters. Many

© While advances in technology and the introduction of faster modems are increasing the
use of auditory and video modes such as “webphone™ and “webcam,” the majority of CMC is
still text-based. Therefore, “CMC” in this thesis will refer to text-based computer-mediated
communication.



researchers have noted this fact and it has spawned a debate over the correct
categorization of CMC. Since this medium is typed, some are of the opinion that it should
be classified as written communication. However it also possesses characteristics that are
distinctively oral in nature, making it similar to a spoken form. Given these facts, many
researchers conclude that CMC contains aspects of both written and spoken language.
Daly (1996) points out that its style is informal and spontaneous like speech, while at the

same time ienti and deli p like writing. Taking this notion one

step further, Gelléri (1998) calls for the ion of the traditi i ies of
“spoken™ and “written” when describing CMC. Yates (1996) concludes that CMC is in
fact different from both speech and writing; Danet (1996a) suggests the notion of a hybrid
language while Collot & Belmore (1996:14) call CMC a “new variety of language.”
Perhaps the most compelling evidence for this comes from synchronous modes, including

chat, which “defy] it ings of the di between spoken and

written language™ (Reid 1991:92).” As Ferrara, Brunner & Whittemore (1991) note, an

interactive written discourse, such as chat, should be considered an emergent register.

7 Direct quotes taken from electronic documents that do not include page numbers will
be referenced by paragraph numbers as noted by the preceding § symbol. Abstracts and prefaces
have been included as part of the text for the purpose of paragraphs counts, however lists. tables,
examples, and figures have not. The reader is also encouraged to use the “search” function on his
or her Internet browser or word processing program to locate directly quoted material in the
original electronic document.



1.2.2 The IRC Vernacular *

Since CMC entails an i method of
conventional writing styles are often not sufficient. Instead, the “IRC vernacular” is filled

with many il i isms used to for its lack of extra- and para-

linguistic cues. As Gelléri (1998:33) points out *. . . to ‘personalize’ utterances, IRC (and
'CMC) interlocutors are obliged to break certain rules of standard language use and resort
to rebellious and eccentric spelling, non-standard grammar, special vocabulary, and the
uniquely CMC-specific emoticons.” The point of chat is to communicate quickly but to
still infuse the messages with as much meaning as possible since the typed text is all that
is seen by other users. As a result, the vernacular of IRC has three hurdles to overcome:
speed of typing, necessary use of technical terms, and realization of non-linguistic cues.
The speed of typing issue is dealt through the use of “chat shorthand,” the use of

terminology gives way to a form of italk,” and the realization of linguistic cues

enables users to “talk in text.” These three issues are discussed below.

1.2.2.1 Chat Shorthand
Chat is fast-paced. Messages can scroll faster than they can be read. In order to survive in
the chat world, the user must be able to keep up. Wauchope (1997:937) notes that “a slow

typist . .. will be di even i to be less i i " It is not

® This term is borrowed from Gelléri (1998).
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surprising then that users have developed a “chat shorthand,” which involves the

use of novel and iations. Like chat itself, these are not

regulated and new forms are always being created, yet some endure and have become part
of this vernacular. Essentially formulaic, they represent words or phrases that are

constantly used in chat dialogue. Examples of these acronyms are found in Table 1-1.

Table 1-1: Examples of chat acronyms

Typed text Interpretation
a/s/l (or ASL) i ing personal i ion)
M; F male; female
WB welcome back
J/K (or jik) just kidding (or “jo-king")
LOoL lit. “laughing out loud” but often meant as “I find that funny™
BRB be right back
NP (or n/p) no problem (most often in response to “thank you™)
ROTFL rolling on the floor laughing

Other regularly used phrases and words have also undergone abbreviation, often

to their phonetic iations. Table 1-2 contains a listing of some of these

abbreviations, which illustrate the oral nature of chat language. These abbreviations show
that chat users pay close attention to retaining the phonetic quality of speech in their

representations.



Table 1-2: Examples of chat abbreviations

Typed text Interpretation

r are
u you

18r later
ic I see

thx thanks
k OK

thot thought

w/ ; wio with ; without
In addition to the i ion of the novel i ions given in the

above tables, [RC users do not pay particular attention to “correct” grammar or phrasing
— in much the same way friends having a casual conversation in real life might not.

Spelling errors are usually ignored unless they impede comprehension. Gelléri (1998:39)
notes that “participants do not think twice to break the rules of spelling, punctuation, and

even syntax in order to create more speech-like utterances.”

1.2.2.2 Technitalk®
Because chat takes place via computer, a certain amount of technical jargon has become

part of the IRC vernacular. This terminology ranges from the basics of computer hard-

? This term is borrowed from Gelléri (1998).
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and software (e.g., re-boot, server, mouse) and networking (e.g., terms relating to the
Internet and e-mail like URL, website, domain) to the specifics of chat (e.g., DCC, kick,
lurk). Such technitalk must be a part of the language since it is integral to a user’s

successful navigation around the chat world.

1.2.2.3 Talking in Text

Even though chat is analogous to speech in its pace of conversing, its colloquial tone, and
its loose adherence to the rules of “proper” English, it is still textual in its presentation.
Messages are typed and read by the users. The lack of extra- and para-linguistic cues is
probably the largest hurdle for IRC users to overcome — interestingly, the ways in which
they have dealt with this hurdle seem to be what sets chat apart from other forms of

CMC.

When *“talking in text,” the user cannot see the facial expressions of the other users; he or
she cannot hear their vocal pitch, quality, or intonation. Chat contains no laughter, shrugs

or hand gestures. the i of ing such para- and

extra-linguistic cues is evident from the ease with which users can unintentionally insult
one another, especially if they do not know how to express paralinguistic and non-
linguistic cues in chat (Hiltz & Turoff 1993). How then do users of chat convey the full
meaning of their words including their emotional intent or state of mind? There are

several ways.



Emoticons. A blend of the words “emotion™ and “icon,” emoticons are integral to the
discourse of chat. There is probably no other mode of CMC where they are used as
extensively as in chat.'® Emoticons are the “graphical representations of facial expressions
designated to indicate a speaker’s tone and emotional state” (Werry 1996:63, n. 15). Also
called “smiley faces™ or “smilies” (due to the fact that the first one was just that), they are
composed using a low-end ASCII character set, i.e., the alphanumeric characters and
punctuation symbols available on the standard keyboard (excluding non-English symbols
such as umlauts, accents, etc.). For the most part, emoticons are placed at the end of
online utterances or phrases, in lieu of standard punctuation. The most commonly used

emoticons are found in Table 1-3."

conveyance of emotional content is not as critical as it is in chat where the discourse is treated
very much like speech by its users.

" There are many more emoticons than are found in common usage. Some are quite
contrived and lack emotional significance (e.g.,*<I:-B for Santa Claus), while others may not
mean the same thing to all users (e.g., :} for both a grimace and a sarcastic grin). For more on
emoticons see Sanderson (1993).

1



Table 1-3: Examples of emoticons

Emoticon Label
) smile/smiley face
X frown
B) wink/winkie
iP “raspberry” (sticking out your tongue)

In addition to simply representing a specific facial expression, emoticons can also convey

degrees of it intensity via ition of some of the emoticon (usually

the symbol representing the “mouth™) as shown in example (1):

I a3 “happy” ) “very happy”

b. o “unhappy” :(( *“very unhappy”

Not only do emoticons show the ingenuity of chat users, but they point to an increased

ability to ion i inguistic meaning (Gelléri 1998).

Emotext.” In addition to using emoticons to convey emotive content and represent facial
expressions, chat users also employ more conventional textual means of representing

speech in text. One notable technique is the use of emotext. Emotext conveys para- and

' This term is borrowed from Jaffe, Lee, Huang & Oshagan (1995).
12



extra-linguistic cues through the use of specific punctuation to indicate emphasis,
acronyms to convey specific emotional content, and selective sound or syllable repetitions

to depict spoken pronunciations in CMC.

Specific punctuation can be used to express emphasis in the same way that loudness or
pitch would in spoken communication. For example, by enclosing a word or phrase in
asterisks, the user denotes what components are to be emphasized, as shown in example

(2), which represents different meanings of the phrase / want to talk to you.

[¢3] a. *I* want to talk to you. c. I want to *talk* to you.

b. I *want* to talk to you. d. I want to talk to *you*.

Another punctuation method used to indicate emphasis is capital letters. It is not
uncommon to find the use of uppercase characters in a typical IRC session, most often in
a greeting or for emphasis. However, in most forms of CMC, prolonged use of “ALL
CAPS” (e.g., for more than one message) is considered extremely rude as it is the CMC

equivalent of shouting and is expected to be used sparingly, if at all."

> The tolerance for using “ALL CAPS" varies from channel to channel; however in
most, overuse will often elicit angry comments from other users and warnings from the channel
operators since it is usually grounds for being kicked from the channel.

13



Yet another IRC emotext i ion is the use of ion points and
question marks, especially when used in repetition. However these elements are often
used in unconventional ways, as illustrated by the use of repeated question marks as the

sole content of a message shown in example (3):

(3)  <CoolDude> I just deleted the entire program!

<Ladybug> 227

Some of the acronyms given in Table 1-1 above are also employed as emotext. These are
meant to represent phrases commonly used in IRC which convey specific emotional
content, such as LOL (““laughing out loud”), WTF (“what the f__k™) and j/k (“just

joking™).

Another aspect of emotext that contributes to the oral quality of chat is the use of what
Hiltz & Turoff (1993:91) call “written vocalizations;” in other words, IRC users’
depiction of spoken pronunciations in writing. Written vocalizations are most often
achieved through selective sound or syllable repetitions, for example, to represent
laughter (e.g., hehehehe), interjections (e.g., grrrr) and vocal expression (e.g., soooo

good) (Jaffe et al. 1995).



Actions. Yet another technique which attempts to compensate for the lack of extra-
linguistic cues in chat is the use of actions. Appearing exclusively in synchronous CMC,
actions are descriptions of physical activities or behaviours which a user attributes to him-
or herself (Ruedenberg, Danet & Rosenbaum-Tamari 1994). An action is produced in
chat by a command typed by the user, as shown in example (4a), and is differentiated

from the “conversation™ of chat by the way it appears online, with a preceding asterisk

(see example (4b)):
@) a Command issued by the user Trippy: /me is tired
b. What is seen by other users: *Trippy is tired

Actions are often used to greet new users, enact hostile behaviours, and show signs of

affection as well as to exp: or il ion without di:
the actual chat conversation (Gelléri 1998). In this way, actions add a narrative dimension

to chat.

Additionally, actions can help to establish the physicality of chat, either by enacting
gestures or by defining the chat medium in spatial terms, as illustrated in examples (5a)

and (5b) respectively:



6 a *Ladybug hits her computer

b. *CoolDugde sits in the comner and talks to himself

Gelléri (1998:18) finds that “the peculiarity of actions in IRC lies in switching from first-
person to third-person singular, whereby users report their own actions.” Rodino
(1997:949) comments that the use of an action “makes the utterance appear authoritative;
it is as if an omniscient narrator commented on [the user’s] state of being.” In some sense,
actions are akin to pretend gestures; that is, the users know that the action does not
necessarily take place in a physical environment, but it is understood (and accepted) by
the users that the action has taken place in the cyber-environment. Even though they are
part of a “make believe” world, these symbolic representations can carry the same
communicative weight as a real life physical action. Additionally, actions help to “break
the first-person monotony of IRC” (Gelléri 1998:21) and “to add a dynamic quality” to

the conversation (Ruedenberg er al. 1994:489).

1.2.3 IRC Excerpt
In order to better understand the linguistic and extra-linguistic elements described above,
a short excerpt of IRC is presented in example (6). The participants in this conversation

were Tasha, Querty, LassarO and oscarl3. Each message contains a “timestamp”



enclosed in square brackets, indicating the time that the message was posted to the

channel."

(6) [21:03] <Tasha> ravaoli anyone?
[21:04] <Querty> umm no
[21:05] <Tasha> ok
[21:05] <LassarO> i want some
[21:05] * Tasha gives lassaro some chef boyardee
[21:05] <LassarO> hehe thanks
[21:05] <Tasha> pepsi?
[21:06] <LassarO> oh my goodness
[21:06] <LassarO> no thanks
[21:06] <Tasha> anyone want a pepsi?
[21:06] <Querty> yeah :)
[21:06] * Tasha gives quert a pepsi

[21:06] <Querty> thx

[21:06] <Querty> hey i have to go

" This excerpt is taken from session four of the ten sessions recorded. Content not
relevant to the discussion has been deleted (i.e., messages that are part of another conversation),
as have messages contributed by the author as “ResearchGirl." The excerpt has not been edited
for grammar, spelling or punctuation.
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[21:06) <oscarl3> bye quert

[21:06) <Tasha> sure take my pop and run
[21:06] <Querty> night everyone

[21:07] <Tasha> night quert *hugs*

[21:08] *** Querty has quit IRC

1.3 Conclusion

Now that the medium of chat has been introduced and its aspects explained, the issues
relevant to the study of gender and language in IRC will be examined. The next chapter
presents a review of the literature about face-to-face (FTF) language and gender which is
followed by a discussion of the challenges of studying gender in CMC. Finally the
findings of previous studies of online gendered interaction are reviewed, with specific

attention paid to the variables examined in this thesis.



Chapter 2 Review of the Literature

The investigation of gender and language in IRC must be placed in the broader context of

f face and comp! ediated gendered ication research in order to be

properly understood. This chapter presents the findings of this previous research and

with the for il

2.1 Approaches to Language and Gender in FTF Interaction

Research into the way women and men speak has become increasingly important to the
study of sociolinguistics since the 1970s. The most important early work in this field is
Robin Lakoff's (1975) Language and Woman's Place. Lakoff was among the first to

point out that the gender-based inequalities found in society were reflected in language.

To this end, Lakoff put forth the notion of a “women’s language™ characterized by marks
of powerlessness, such as the use of hedges (phrases such as well, you know, and kind
of), tag questions (which turn a statement into a question, for example It's cold in here,

isn'tit?), i and distinctive vocabulary. According to Lakoff, women use

these features more than men, and this indicates an uncertainty or lack of confidence in

the validity of what they are saying. Lakoff states that in women'’s speech, tag questions

both reduce the force of and indicate an approval-seeking aspect. She suggests

that women’s speech is also marked by superpoliteness forms including greater use of
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euphemisms and fewer expletives. Lakoff (1975:53) also posits a category of vocabulary
used only by women; this includes words that have to do with “woman’s work™ such as

shirr and darr: colour descriptors such as magenta and mauve: and “empty adjectives”

such as divine and cute. Lakoff that these i istics provide
“diagnostic evidence from language use for one type of inequity that has been claimed to
exist in our society: that between the roles of men and women™ (Lakoff 1975:4). She

that women are socialized to i in ways that “will later be an excuse

for others to use to keep [them] in a demeaning position, to refuse to take [them]
seriously as a human being” (Lakoff 1975:5). She asserts that the overall effect of
“women'’s language” is that it suppresses a woman's identity, prevents her from
expressing herself strongly and ultimately denies her access to power. Lakoff states that
the discrepancies found in women's and men’s language are important to uncovering the

ways in which women are oppressed by language.

However, by suggesting that language not specific to women (i.e., “men’s language™) is
neutral — the norm — Lakoff’s (1975) “deficit”” model implies that “women's language™
is somehow deviant from the norm. Another problem with this approach is that features
claimed by Lakoff to be characteristic of “women’s language™ can also be found in men's
speech. A number of subsequent studies have shown that the usage of such features may

be attributed to interactional context as opposed to the gendered language of the speaker



(Holmes 1984, Cameron, McAlinden & O’Leary 1989, Graddol & Swan 1989, Bem

1993, James & Drakich 1993, Freed 1996).

Another theoretical perspective in gender and language studies is the “dominance”
approach, first argued by Thome & Henley (1975). The dominance approach differs from
the deficit model in that it does not view women's language as deviant or inferior from
men’s language; instead, it finds that gender differences are a product of interaction
which occurs in a patriarchal society. This approach acknowledges that men hold the
power and therefore set the norms of language use. Additionally, this approach points out
that there is a sexual division of labour in conversation: that is, it is women’s job to
maintain and facilitate the conversation while it seems to be men’s job to control the
conversation, for example via interruption. Dale Spender’s (1985) Man Made Language
is another influential work that reflects this approach. Spender claims that men, through

their i in language, i all ions of the world, by words

which exclude or devalue the experiences of women (e.g., postman, housewife). Uchida
(1992:551) echoes this idea, stating “women’s reality is not well represented in the
language, making it difficult for women themselves to see their reality as ‘real,’ and even

more difficult for women to have their reality treated as ‘real’ by men.”

Yet another Y in the i igation of gender and language has been

termed the “difference” approach. First applied in linguistics by Maltz & Borker (1982),
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this approach contends that the genders have been socialized from a young age to have
different communicative goals and to use different verbal strategies when
communicating. They suggest that while women have learned that talk can establish and
maintain interpersonal relationships, men have learned that talk is a means for them to
assert themselves and attain leadership status. Deborah Tannen's (1990) book You Just
Don’t Understand: Women and Men in Conversation helped to popularize this
framework. Tannen (1990:18) argues that “because boys and girls grow up in what are

essentially different cultures . . . talk between women and men is cross-cultural

communication.” She puts forth the did concepts of “rapp Ik™ and “report-

talk” to describe women's and men’s speech. Used by women, rapport-talk is “a way of

and iati i ips” whereas rep Ik is used by
men to “preserve independence and negotiate and maintain status in a hierarchical social
order” (Tannen 1990:77). Unlike the deficit approach, the difference model states that
women and men have different, but equal, ways of communicating. However, it has come
under criticism for its lack of discussion of power issues, and its failure to acknowledge

that society at large is hierarchical and power-based (Uchida 1992).

2.1.1 More Recent Approaches

Representation of male and female language as binary runs the risk of overlooking the
complexities that characterize actual speech, among them the effects of interactional
context and individual differences (Holmes 1984, Cameron, McAlinden & O’Leary 1989,
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Graddol & Swan 1989, Bem 1993, James & Drakich 1993, Freed 1996). Rodino

(1997:99) points out that “ironi research on the it ip between gender and

language has helped reify gender differences.” However, Graddol & Swan (1989:89) find
that by viewing gender-based distinctions as “differences of degree,” the “gross over-
simplification” which arises from listing the characteristics of women’s and men’s
language can be avoided. In fact, there has been a recent shift in the ideology of gender
studies, a move beyond focusing on men and women as opposing groups. To challenge
the dichotomous system and to offer a new approach, researchers such as Cameron (1996)
and Bing & Bergvall (1996) call on linguists to use Butler’s (1990) conception of gender

as performance. Butler views gender as under constant construction, a series of

a work-in-progress and -in-practice. Cameron (1997:49) notes that
“whereas sociolinguistics traditionally assumes that people talk the way they do because
of who they (already) are, [this] approach suggest that people are who they are because of
(among other things) the way they talk." She adds that “this shifts the focus away from a
simple cataloguing of differences between men and women to a subtler and more
complex inquiry into how people use linguistic resources to produce gender
differentiation” (49). As such, this notion of gender as performance is especially
appealing to researchers since it allows them to “better represent the ways individuals

experience gender and communicate” (Rodino 1997:922).
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A related approach is the notion of “community of practice.” Eckert & McConnell-Ginet
(1992:464) introduced this notion to language and gender theory, defining it as “an
aggregate of people who come together around mutual engagement in an endeavor.” They
point out that this approach allows researchers to examine *“gender in its full complexity:
how gender is constructed in social practice, and how this construction intertwines with
that of other components of identity and difference, and of language” (472). This notion is
important to the study of language and gender because, as Cameron (1992:13) notes, it

encourages another focus: “not gender differences but the difference gender makes.”

Despite this criticism of the binary categorization of speech, many researchers continue to
use a dualistic division to describe language use. Since this is also the most prevalent
approach in CMC gender studies (e.g.,Herring, Johnson & DiBenedetto 1992, Michel
1992, Herring 1993a, 1993b, Jaffe ez al. 1995, Stewart, Shields, Monolescu & Taylor

1999) and since [ am i igating previous CMC gend lated findings within the

context of IRC, it will also be adopted here.

2.1.2 Previous FTF Findings Relating to Conv ional Domi
and Emotional Expressiveness

The previous findings of FTF gender and language research in the areas of conversational

and i pressi are ially important here since these are the



areas on which my investigation of IRC will focus. Culturally, it is women who are
stereotyped as talking the most, as evidenced by the notion of gossip being a women's-
only domain and expressions such as “Chatty Cathy” (Coates 1986, Tannen 1990), while
men are idealized as the “strong, silent type”(Ganong & Coleman 1993). However, in

reality, gendered patterns with respect to i i and

expressiveness are not that easy to define.

2.1.2.1 Conversational Dominance

Conversational dominance is of major concern since it affects all other aspects of
communication. In their metasurvey of 63 studies which deal with gender differences in
the amount of talk, James & Drakich (1993) document considerable variation. They
discovered that some studies found that men talk more than women overall; others found
the opposite; and still others found that men talk more in some circumstances while
women talk more in others. In addition, a number of studies found there to be no
gendered difference in amount of talk. Nonetheless, of the 56 studies which dealt with
mixed-sex interaction, James & Drakich (1993:282) found that the majority reported that
men talked more than women, when participation was measured by “the total number of
words, the total number of seconds spent talking, the number of turns at talk taken, and

the average length of a turn.”
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Interpretation of these studies is crucial to any investigation of participation by male and
female speakers. One of the reasons advanced for why men seem to talk more than
women is “dominance.” Socially men have greater power and more status, and it is
argued that they use language to exercise this power and status. Through amount of talk
as well as other mechanisms such as interruption and topic control, men dominate the
discussion and in this way dominate women. As mentioned in section 2.1 above, Maltz &
Borker (1982) offer another explanation for the gender differences in language use. They
propose that the men have been socialized to use an increased amount of talk as a strategy
for achieving status and attention, while women have been taught to opt for a lesser
amount of talk as a means for encouraging cooperation and equality. Tannen (1990:77)
echoes this explanation in her suggestion that men are more comfortable with “public
speaking” (or “report-talk”) while women are more comfortable with “private speaking”
(or “rapport-talk™). She states that men “get and keep attention” by using such
conversation tools as jokes and stories or by presenting information. By contrast, women
talk for different reasons: to connect with other people and to maintain relationships.
Thus, Tannen (1990) finds that in public men are often more talkative, while in private
the situation can be reversed. Holmes (1992:142) also notes that “women do not get their

fair share of the talking time in public.”

Another issue that is important to the study of conversational dominance in FTF

is that of i ion. There are conflicting reports ing gender
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differences in interruption patterns. The general hypothesis seems to be that men interrupt
‘women more than the reverse, using interruption as a tool to dominate the conversation
and control for talking time. However, there is considerable evidence which suggests that

there are few signil gender di in the use of i ion (James & Clarke

1993, Aries 1996, Anderson & Leaper 1998).

Conversational dominance may also be displayed via choice of conversational topics. If it
is men who dominate the conversation and if they have different topic preferences than
women, then they can exercise this dominance by choosing topics that are of little interest
to women, thereby excluding women from the conversation. The common stereotype is
that women prefer more personal topics, such as those related to family life, children and
relationships, whereas men prefer to talk about less personal topics such as world events,
business, sports and politics (Kramer 1974). Other studies suggest that these stereotypes
bear out in actual conversation with women tending to discuss more “private™ issues and

men tending toward more “public” issues (Aries & Johnson 1983, Kipers 1987).

2.1.2.2 Emotional Expressiveness

Gender differences in the use of emotional language are also the subject of many
stereotypes: that women are more emotional and more likely to express emotion (Aries
1996, Burgoon, Buller & Woodall 1996) while men are less likely to display emotions
(Ganong & Coleman 1993). These stereotypes seem supported by Maltz & Borker's

27



(1982) ion of gendered ication: females are socialized to value

where i pressi' is crucial, while males are

socialized to seek status and impart i ion, tasks in which i p!

is not necessarily important. But how do the stereotypes measure up to real life findings?

There has been considerable research into the differences between males and females in
emotional expressiveness (e.g., Allen & Haccoun 1976, Balswick & Avertt 1977,
Balkwell, Balswick & Balkwell 1978, Notarius & Johnson 1982). These studies all point
to the finding that males are less emotionally expressive than females. Labeled “male
inexpressiveness” by Balswick & Peek (1971), this inability to express emotions,
especially love, sadness and happiness, seems to occur regardless of age, addressee (€.g.,
spouse, friend), or context. Using a socialization theory similar to that of Maltz & Borker
(1982), Notarius & Johnson (1982) suggest that males have been discouraged. even
punished for displaying too much emotion, whereas females are encouraged and often
rewarded for being openly expressive. Critics of these findings have stated that a one-to-
one correlation of emotional expression (or lack thereof) to gender is misleading; instead,
the sex-role orientation of a person must also be considered (Bem 1975, 1977, Narus &
Fischer 1982), and may in fact be more salient than actual gender when predicting the

level of emotional expressiveness (Ganong & Coleman 1993).
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The gender and language findings in FTF ication are i [

since many CMC researchers use them to inform their studies of gendered language. In
fact much of the previous research has focused on whether or not the FTF results are
replicated in gendered online communication. The next section outlines the findings of

these investigations.

2.2 Gender in CMC
The study of gender in CMC is especially interesting, given the claims that cyberspace is
“gender-blind” (Herring 1994a). When CMC researchers first examined gender issues,

many that the pi diated envil allows for more gender equality

in language than does the face-to-face setting (Kiesler, Seigel & McGuire 1984, Rice &
Love 1987, Graddol & Swann 1989, Hiltz & Turoff 1993) — in part due to the apparent
reduction of social cues (Spears & Lea 1994). Danet (1996b:913) points out that in
cyberspace, “conventional signals of gender identity such as intonation and voice pitch,
facial features, body image, non-verbal cues, dress and demeanor . . . are absent.”
However, this lack of social cues does not mean that gender is not important in CMC. In

fact, Hall (1996:148) states that “gender is not erased in the virtual world...but intensified

" Further i igation, primarily of modes, has shown that

CMC does not ize” gender ication; in fact, gender differences, and the

associated stereotypes, seem to be just as prevalent in CMC as they are in FTF interaction
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(Selfe & Meyer 1991, Herring 1992, 1993a, 1993b, Kramarae & Taylor 1993, Truong
1993, We 1993, Herring 1994a, 1994b, Ferris 1996, Savicki, Lingenfelter & Kelley 1996,

Smith, McLaughlin & Osbourne 1997, Witmer & Katzman 1997). Perhaps this has to do

with the need humans have to orient to their i ially in terms

of their gender (Seavey, Katz & Zalk 1975," Turkle 1995, Herring 2000).

2.2.1 Challenges of Studying Gender in CMC
The inherent challenge to gender research in CMC is determining how to ascertain the
gender of the participants. The strategies for doing so used in this thesis are outlined in

Chapter 3 below.

When considering gender in CMC, it is important to remember the need to step outside
the traditional concept of gender and note that gender is a socially constructed cultural
phenomenon. This notion follows from Butler's (1990) concept of gender as

performance. Danet (1996b:45) points out that in real life, children “learn to perform

“maleness’ or """ by to gender of dress and
This is an especially salient point since, as Turkle (n.d.) points out, the social and

linguistic intricacies involved in “being” a gender which had previously been unnoticed

'S In the famous “Baby X" study, adults interacted with a three-month-old baby dressed
in a yellow jumper, who was labeled “male” or “female” or not labeled at all. Babies who were
not labeled for gender were often thought to be male and in many cases the adults explicitly
asked whether the baby was a boy or a girl (Seavey ef al. 1975).
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become very evident in CMC. Gender identity in CMC appears to be realized and
reinforced through the use of linguistic cues which are often associated with “women’s
language™ or “men’s language,” among them amount of talk, assertiveness, politeness,
and emotional expressiveness (Herring 2000). The saliency of these linguistic cues is

apparent from attempts (and failures) at gender-

The phenomena known as “gender-swapping” and “gender-masking” are definite
challenges to the study of gender in CMC. In synchronous modes of CMC, where users
choose a nick rather than using their RL name, it is relatively easy to swap or mask
gender. While many researchers approach gender-swapping (or gender-switching) and
gender-masking (or gender-disguise) in the same way, the two are by no means identical.
Gender-masking is typically exemplified by the choice of a gender-neutral nick, one that
does not index the user’s RL gender. The reasons for this choice are numerous. In a world

where the ication of nicks is not itted'® and where originality is highly valued,

users may select a gender-neutral nick that has no apparent meaning (e.g., Capumo) or is
the name of an inanimate object (.g., O-Tip). Another well documented reason is that

women gender-mask in order to avoid attention or that

occurs when a user has a feminine-sounding nick (Reid 1994, Bruckman 1996).

' When a person logs onto the IRC program, he or she must first indicate the nick he or
she wishes to adopt. The IRC program will notify the user if that nick is already in use and ask
him or her to select another one, thus avoiding the confusion of two users having identical nicks.

31



However, these women do not attempt to conceal their gender and may still use the

female third-person pronouns in IRC actions or provide their RL gender when asked.

For this reason, gends ing is the more ic of the two for the

research of gendered i ion in CMC. Gend ing occurs when users choose a

cross-gendered nick and present themselves as the opposite sex when asked for their

gender and when using gendered pronouns to refer to themselves in actions. However, it

is i to note that its incidence in ished CMC ities is low. This is
because most instances of gender-swapping are short-lived, since any prolonged identity
deception requires much effort. As Wauchope (1997:115) points out, the fatal flaw of
gender-swapping is that “changing a nickname does not remove the markers of gender
that become apparent in IRC.” Turkle (1995:212) notes . . . once [males] are online as
female, they soon find that maintaining this fiction is difficult. To pass as a woman for
any length of time requires understanding how gender inflects speech, manner, the
interpretation of experience.” It is no surprise then that after examination of six RC

channels for gendered behaviour, Herring (1998 cited in Herring 2000) found that nearly

90% of particij presented as male and female in traditional ways, and

gave frequent gender cues (i.e., once every three or four lines of text on average).
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2.2.2 Gender and Language Stereotypes in CMC

The stereotypical gender differences attested in much of the literature in FTF interactions
have been generally found to be echoed, and even exaggerated, in online language (e.g..
Herring, Johnson & DiBenedetto 1992, Herring 1993a, Kramarae & Taylor 1993, Ferris
1996). In her studies of asynchronous CMC, Herring (1992, 1993b, 1994b) reported that
gendered linguistic behaviours attested in a number of studies of FTF interaction are

reproduced online. For example, Herring (1993b:348) characterizes men’s online

language as ining “'strong it If- i iti rhetorical

questions, authoritative tone, challenges [to] others, [and] humor/irony.” In contrast she

describes women’s online language as ized by ions, apologies,
explicit justifications, true questions, personal tone, [and] support [of] others.” Similarly,
Herring (1994a:92) points out that “women and men have recognizably different styles in
posting to the Internet, contrary to the claim that CMC neutralizes distinctions of gender.”

Yet, in her study of children’s e-mail correspondences, Michel (1994) states that while

boys and girls had different i styles, the di were not as di

as Tannen (1990) suggests with her notions of “rapport-talk” and “report-talk.”

Nonetheless, Stewart et al. (1999) draw conclusions similar to Herring's in their study of

a p diated They observe that there were “noticeable
differences in language style between men and women, with some men using strong and
even aggressive language and women using language of agreement. Gender differences in

language style, therefore, seem to reflect and or even create asymmetry in power” (§70).
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Further findings provide evidence for the claim that FTF gender differences are present in

CMC, izing the inequality of men and women online. Herring
(1996b) argues that there are gender-specific communication ethics in CMC. She
contends that women are more likely to be polite and deferential in relation to men. She
also finds that the behaviours deemed by women to be important are those which can be
characterized as democratic, e.g., those which validate others’ experiences, while men
value speed over all else and are offended by behaviours which impede the pace. This sets
up an imbalance due to the fact that the definition of value systems in CMC has already
been set by men, and until women gain the power to redefine the values, their

participation will continue to be restricted (Herring 1994a).

Matheson (1991:144) finds that gender information, such as that provided by gendered

nicks, “invokes regarding gend iate behavior which, in turn,

and ions of the other i " We (1993) reports

that 45% of the women she surveyed said that they replied differently to women than they
did to men, while 71% of the men she surveyed said that they reply similarly to messages,
regardless of their interlocutor’s gender. According to Matheson (1991), this can be
linked to the fact that in CMC, as in RL, females are expected to be socially supportive,
submissive, and more emotional but less decisive, ambitious, effective and aggressive
than males. Additionally, gendered nicks may affect the treatment a user receives from
others: for example, it is well documented that female gendered nicks garner much
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unwanted attention (We 1993, Bruckman 1996). However, We (1993) comments that, for

certain groups of people who have traditi been and di

(e.g.. women, the disabled, the elderly), CMC can be a liberating communication
environment. Further to this, Michel (1994) observed that CMC can have very positive

effects among school children’s ication, especially for -gendered discourse.

The following sections will detail the previous findings of CMC research in gender

in three areas: participati i language, and actions. These aspects of

online interaction will be the focus of my investigation.

2.2.2.1 Parti ion in Online Ci icati

In the gender and language research that deals with FTF interaction, it is widely claimed
that men dominate conversation, especially in public settings (see section 2.1.2.1 above);
that is, they speak more often and for longer (Holmes 1992). The question of whether this

conclusion is valid in CMC, especially in light of the supposed “‘democratizing” effect of

pt diation, has inspired i research (Herring 1992, 1993a, 1994a,
Herring, Johnson & DiBenedetto 1995). The answer seems to be that men continue to

dominate in CMC. Herring (1993a:413) states that “the most striking sex-based disparity
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