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NTRODUCTION

ACKOGRODUMN

Ithough research on computer- mediated
wommunication (CMc) dates back to the early days of computer network tech-
nology in the 1970 researchers have only recently begum 1o take the gender
of users inta account.! This i perhaps nat surprising considering that men
have teaditionally dominated the rechnology and have comprised the majority
of users of computer networks since their inception. but the result i that most
ot what has been written abour cae incarporates 4 very one-sided perspec-
tive. Howewer, recent resenrch hias been uncovering some eye-opening differ-
enees i the ways men and women interact “on-line,” and it is these
differences that | will address here,

My basic claim has two parts: first, that women and men have recogs
nizally different styles in posting electranic messages o the Internet,
contrary to claims that cme newtralizes distinctions of gender, and
secomd, that women and men have different communication ethics—that is,
they value different kinds of on-line interactions as appropriate and
desieible. Lillustrane these differences—and some of the problems that
arise because of them—with speeific reference to the phenomenon of
“Maming.”

ince 1991 Fve been Jurking {or what 1 prefer to call “carrying out ethno-
graphic obscrvarion”) on various computer-medisred discussion lists, down-
loading elecironie conversations and znalyzing the communicative behaviars
of participants. | became interested in gender shordly after subscribing 1o my
first discussion list, LINGUIST-L, an academic forum for professional fin-
puisrs, Within the first month afier | began receiving messages, a conflict
aruse on the list (what [ would later Tearn 1o call 2 "Aame wir”) in which the
two major thearetical camps within the field became polarized around an
sssue of cemtral interest. My curiosity was piqued by the Fact that very few
wamen were conrrilaiting to this important peafessional event; they seemed to
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One respondent
commented,
participants

were “ripping
each other’s
fungs out.”
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ba sitting oo the sidelines while men were aising theie apinions and getting
all the attenteon. Inoan arenpe o wndeestamd the women's silence, | made up
an anonymous survey which | sent to LINGUIST-L asking subscribers whar
they 1hnughl of the discussion and, if they hadn't contribured, why nor,

OBSERVATI|OMNS

The number one reason given by bath men and women for nor coneribut-
il'E‘, o the LINGUIST discussion was “intimidation™—as ome respoendent com-
mented, participants were “ripping each other's lungs eut.” Interestingly,
however, men and women responded differently 10 feeling mtimidated. Men
seemed to accept such behavier a5 a sormal feature of academic life, making
comments to the effeet that "Actually, the barbs and arrows were entertaining,
because of course they weren't aimed st me” [n contrast, many women
responded with profound aversion. As one woman put it: “Thar is peecisely
the kind of human interaction [ committedly avoid. . .. 1 am dismayed thar
hemin beings meat each other this way. 1t makes the world a danperous place
to be, 1 dislike such people and 1 want 1o give them WIDE berth.”

When [ analypzed the imessages in the thread itsel!, another gender differ-
ence emerged, this time relating to the linguistic structure and rhetoric of the
messages. A daunting 68 percent of the messages posted by men made use of
an adversarial stybe in which the poster distanced himsell from, criticized,
ander ridiculed other participants, often while promoting his own impor-
tance, The few women who pasticipated in the discussion, in contrast, dis-
played leatures of attenuation—hedging, apelogizing, asking
questions rather than making assertions—and a personal ori-
entation, revealing thoughts and feelings and interacting with
and supparting others.

It wasen't long belere | was noticing a similar pattern in
ather discussions and on other lists, Wherever 1 wens on
mixed-sex [ists, men scemed to be doing mest of the ralking
and attracting most of the attention to themselves, although
net all lists were as adversarial as LINGUIST [ staned to hear
stories about and witness men taking over and dominating
discussions even of women-cenrered topics on women-cen-
vered lists i contrast, on the few occasions when | observed
womch attempting to gain an equal hearing on male-
dominated lists, they were ignored, trivialized, or eriticized by men for their
tane or the inappropriateness of their topic.? Ir wasa't until [ started looking
at lists devored to women's issues, and to traditionally “feminized” disciplines
such as wemen's studies, teaching English as 2 second languape, and librarian-
ship, that 1 found women holding forth in an amount consistent with their
numerical presence on che fist 1 alse found diffeeent interactional norms: little
or mo faming, and cooperative, poline exchanges.
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NT 5T%Y4LES

As it result of these findings, 1 propose thar women and men have different
characteristic on-line styles. By characteristic siyles, [ do not mean that all ar
everi the majarity of users of cach sex exhibir the Behaviors of each siyle, but
rather thas the styles are recopnizably—even stereaeypically—gendered, The
male sryle is characierized by adversariality: putdowns, strong, often con-
tersions assertions. lengthy and for frequent postings, seli-promotion, and sar-
casen. Below are two examples, one from an academic [jsi (LINGUIST) and
ihe ether from a nomicademic lise (POLITICS)*

I llean Linguiste’s] proposals towards a mare transparent marphalogy in
French are exactly what he calls them: a farce. Nobody could ever take
them seriously—unless we want wo look as well at pairs such as “pe're -
me re®, *rog - poule® and defigure the French language in the process

[stromngz assertions {"exactly,” “robody”), putdowns (“]L's propasals are a farce™;

implicd: *JL wants to defigure the French language™)]

2, =yes they did . This is why we must be allowed 10
remain armed . .

Zwho is going 1o help us il our povernment becomes

male style is

Ly ranmy?
racterized by =no ane will,
Aversariality: yes we “must® remain armed. anyone sce day one last
PH*H’GWHL nighr abr charlestown where everyoneds so scared of inform-

strong, often ing on murderers tlie cops have gives up? where the reply ta

contentious any offense is a public killing? knowing you/re not ganna be

4 caught cause everyone,s to afraid to be a witness?
assertions,

1gthy and/or  Yeah, right, twerp
frequent > |ron “the wise'—
ostings, self-
promotion,
ind sarcasm. [sarcasm, name calling. personal insules|

what a joke

The second example would be characterized as a “lame”
by mast readers because of its personally affensive nature.
Luss exclusively male-gendered but still characteristic of male paostings is
anutharitative, self-conlident stance whereby men are maore likely than
wamnen o qepresent themselves as experts, ¢, in answering queries for infor-
mation. The following example is from NOTIS-L

b The NUGM Planning meeting was cancelled befare all of this came up. e
has nathing 1o do with . The plans were singply proceeding along so well
that there was no need to hold the meeting, That is my understanding
{rorn ralking to MOTIS staff just last week.
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[aughoritpive tone, strang asseenions {“nothing.” “simply,” “just™)|

The female-gendered style, in conteasy, bas two aspects which typically co-
accur: supperiiveness and attentuation. “Supportiveness” is l:‘h.‘lrm:tt.r'l:.'.r:td by
expressions of appreciation, thanking, and community-building ;f'CFIvIISIL'S fhar
imthe other participams feel accepred and welcome, “Attenuation lI'IL"IlI:I:l:.'S
hedging and expressing doubt, apologizing, asking questions, and cantribat-
ing ideas in the form of supgestions. The (ollowing examples from @ nonicad-
inic fist (WOMEN) and an academic list [TESL-L) illustrate each aspect:

4, =[mLEEn|,

-

=1 just wanted to let vou konow thar 1 have really enjoyed all
=your posts about Women's herstory. They have been
=exeremely informative and e learned alor abou the
=women's movement. Think you!

=

=—|enika|

DITTOM They are wondesiul?

Did anyone clse carch the first part of a Centery of Women? 1 really enjoyed
it, OF course, | didn't agree with everything they said. .. . but it was really
infarmanive,

[RORERTA] s ey

[apprecianes, thanks, agrees, appeals to group]

5. | .| 1 hope this makes sense. This is kind of what [ had in mind w.lwr! [
realized 1 couldn't give a real definitive answer. OF course, maybe I'm just
geting into the nuances of the language when it would be casier to just
give the simple answer, Any respanse?

[hedges, expresses doubt, appeals to group|

The female style takes into consideracion what the sociologise Erving Goff-
man ealled the "face”™ wants of the addressee—specifically, the desire of the
addressee to feel rtified and liked {e.g, by expressions of appreciation) and
her desire not to be imposed upon (e.g., by absolute assertions that don'y
allow Tor alternative views). The mabe style. in contrast, confronts and threat-
ens the addressee's “lace” in the process of cngaging him in agonistic debare.

Alihough these styles represent in some sense the extremes of gendered
Belhawiorn, they have symbolic sigmificance above and beyond their frequency
of use. For example, other users regulily infer the gender of mestage posters
an the basis of features of these styles, especially when the self-identified gen-
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der of a poster is open 1o question. Consider the following coses, the Liest
imvedving 2 male posting as a temale, the second a suspected fennle pesting
a5 a mitle:

i A male subscriber on SWIP-L {Sociery for Women in Philosophy lisr)
posted a message disagrecing with the general consensus that discourse on
SWIP-L should be nonagonistic, commenting, "There’s nothing like a
healthy denunciation by ene's colfeagues every once ina while 1o per
one's bloed flowing, and spur one o greater subery and exaoness of
thoughe.” He signed his message with a female pseodomym, however, coug-
i ot her (female) subsenber to comment later, *I imust confess 1o laok-
ing for the name of the male who wrote the posting thar [Suzi] senr
anginally and was surprised o find @ female name an the end of 0" The
female subscriber Bad frccurarely] inferred thar anyone ;||_'1i1.-'|_'|'!|" ,nJ\.'g_'u_','ﬁinﬂ
‘denunciation by one’s colleagues” was probably male.

i A a e when one male sbsceiler had been posting ﬁrg'|1-.|:||| MEssies (o
thie WOMEN lisr, another subseriber professing to be a man posted 2 mes-
sage unguitimg what the hsts polcy was towards men participating on the
list, admirting, “1 sometimes fecl guiley for whking up bandwidth,” The
messagze. in addition o showing consideration for the concerns of others
an the st was very attenuated in style and explicitly appreciative of the
lise: ™1 peally enjoy this list {actually, it's the best one I'm on).” This
prompted another (female) subscriler to respond. "Mow that you've posed
the question .. how's one to know you're net a woman posing this ques-
trn as a man?” Her suspicion indicates that on some level she recognized
thatt anyimg POSIINE i MeSSAEE CXPrCSSIng appocciiie dnd consideration
fror the desires of others was likely 10 be fenbe,

The eaistence of gendered styles has important implications, needless te say,
for popular cliims that ©uc is anonymous, “gender blind,” and hence inher-
ently democratic. IF cur on-line communicative style reveals our gender, then
pemder differences, along with their social consequences, are likely 1o persis
on computer-medsited merwarks

Enrire lists can be gendered in their style as well. e is acitlly expected
thar members ef the nondomimnn gender will adaps theie posting style in
the diretion of the style of the dominant gender. Thus men on women's
special interest bists tend to attenuare theie assertions and shorten their mes-
sages, and women, cipe-:lnllgr' on male-dominated lists such as LINGUIST
and PAGLIA-L, can be contenrious and adversarial. Arguably. they muse
adapt inordet 1o participate appropriaiely in kecping with the norms of the
local list culwre. Most members of the nondaminant gender on any given
list, hirwever, end up style miving, thar is, taking on some attributes of the
dovinant style while preserving featores of their native style—for example,
with men oleen preserving a critical stance and women 2 supportive one at
the macen-message Tevel, This sugpeses that gendered cominunivarion siyles
ate deeply rooted--—not surprising, since they are learmed eaely in e —and
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thar some Fearures are morg resistant 1 conscious reflection and modificarion
than athers.

COMMUNICATION ETHICS

Mhe second part of this essay concerns the value spstems that undedie and
are wsed o rionadize communicarive bebuivior o the ner, In P-'"'”'-'“'JT- I
fucws on the phenomenon of I'I_u:r:n-z:. which has bwen vanously defined as
“ihe expression ol strong negative emotion,” wse of “derogatory, obscene, or
inappropriste Tinguage,” and "personal insults” A popubir explanation
advanced by cmc researchers™ is thar Qaming is a by-product of the medium
itsclf—the decontexnualized and anomymous naure of cuc leads 1o “disinhi-
birian”™ i users and a tendency to forger thay chere is an aciual human being
an the recerang end of one’s emorional eutbursts. However, il recently cag
research has birgely averlooked gesder as a possible influence on behavior,
and the simple fucr of the matter 15 tha ivis vienally only men whe lame. (€
the medivm makes men more likely to e, it should have a similar offect
on women, yet if anything the opposite appears ta be the case. An adequate
explination of flaming must therefore take pender into account,

Wiy do men lame? The explanation, T supgest, is that women and men
have ditferent communication cthics, and flaming is compatilble with male
ethical ideals. [ stumbled upon this realization recenily as a result of a survey |
conducted on politencss on the Inernet. 1 originatly bypothesized dhar the
ditferences in the extremes of male and female belvvior anline—in particular,
the tendency for women o be constderare of the “fice” needs of sthers while
men threaten ethers’ “fed” —could be explained i it wrmed out that women
andd men buve dilferent notions of what constitutes appropriate behavior, In
other words, as a waoman | mi,,.-‘hr thiitk adversarial behavior is rude. but men
wha behave adversarially mighe think otherwise, Converscly, men night be
put off by the supportive and atienuated bebaviors of women.

In the survey. | asked subscribers from eighe Interner discussion lists 1o
rarth their like or dislike for 30 different on-line behaviors, including “fam-
ing,” “expressing thanks and appreciation,” and “overly teniative m essages.” on
ascake of | (like) o 5 (dislike). The survey also asked several opei-ended
questions, including most importantly: “Whar behaviors bother you most on
the net?”

My initial hypothesis turned our o be both carrect and incorreer, 11 was
incorrect in that 1 found no support whatsoever for the idea that men’s and
women's value systems are somehow reversed. Both men and wamen said they
liked CXPressions ul'appn:u:i.i:i.nn favg, score of 2], weee neutral about rentative
messages (avg. abour 3), and disliked Aaming (hhough women expressed a
strenper dislike than men, giving it & score of 4.3 s comparcd with only 3.9
for men), This makes male flaming belavier afl the meore prizling. Should we
conchude, then, that men who Qame are deliberarely rying 1o be rude?

The answers 1o the open-ended questions suggest a different explanation,
These answers reveal 3 gender contrast in valies that imvolves polieness b
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eannar be described i terms of politencss slone. It seems women place a
high value on consideration for the wants and needs of others, a5 expressed in
the fallowing comment by a female net user:

Tur raly " s e !
41 we tabe vespanssbilive for devclopimy awr own censiivities i avhers and comeralling

e AN 10 miSE damage—ue will cach be darng fanned doedsf far the whole
warlyd comananily

Men, in contrast, assign gecarer valug 1o freedom from censorshp {nany
advicate absolute froe speech), forthrighr and apen expression, and aponistic
debaie as 2 means 1o advance the pursuit of knowled ge. Histerically, the value
on absolute freedom of speech reflects the civil libertarian leanings of the
ramputing professionals who origmally designed the ner and have con-
tributed much of the uropian discourse surrounding e the value on agonistic
debire is mooted in the western {maley philosephical tradition,

These ideals are stirtingly evoked in the following quote lrom R, Hauben
(1993} praising the virtues of the Usenet system, on which 95 porcent of the
contributors are estimared to be male:

The acbavement af Lliestet News demansirarer e mupartanee of facolitasing the develap.
- e
menti of wncensored speech aud cmmmnieanion —rthere 1 debase and desesssinn—amne

fering |l[.l'.i'-'.r-:7ll.'(j' .i.ljrh'nl.lrr---ll‘!{ﬂp.rf Breelid one cach orher's sverpehy ol intevests, ﬁ'ffﬁ-r_
ERCCE . 0 :

Ehne mighe think thar uncensered speech i abused could eause probilems, bug

M Hauben (199 3) explains thin there is 3 democraric wiy of handling this
eveniliny

FEliem pewpde frel someme ds aburing the mane af Usemet News, they lev ol affender

ko shraugh e-mail In this manner . peaple fight 10 keep it o vesouerce that i helpfil
1 ciery af @ wlhvale

In duily life on the Internet. however, the ideal of “peaple fighding| 1o keep
[the net] @ resource that is helpful to socicry as 2 whole® often teanslates into
viedemt activn, Consider. for example, the response of 2 male survey respan-
dent to the question: "What behaviors bother you most on the net?” (typos
e the orgrimal); .

As much as Tam irritated by lincompetent posters), | don't wan imposed
nrh‘s_ Fwould peefer 1o "out” such & person and fet some public minded citi-
sen dire bamb his house o imposing rales on the net, Letter bombing a
Hneying individual’s feed is wsually prefesable 1o building a formal bwirarchy
of net cops.,

Another net vigilante responds graphically as follows:
Pd have s say commercial shit. Whenever someone advertises some damin

wet-rich-quick scheme and plasters it all over the net Iy crossposting it to

vrery newsgroup, [ reach for my “gathng gun mailer crasher” and fire pway at
the saurce addepxs.

- -
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These responses non onby cvoke anowdeal of lreedom from exiernal auther-
iy, they provide an explicit justification for faming—as a form of self-
appainted regulation of the social order, a rough and ready form of justice on
the virmual frontier. Thus a Tramework of values s constructed within which
flaming and other aggressive behaviors can be interpeeted in a Favorable
{even prosecial) light. This is not to say that all or even most men who flame
have the good of ner sociery at heart, but rather that the behavior is in prinei-
ple justifiable for men (and hence rolerable) in ways thae st s not for most

WOTICTT.

" NETIQUETTE

Further evidence thar faming is tolerated and josiified within a system of
miatle values comes from the coment of writien rules of nerwaork etiquene, or
“neriquette.” such as are available or many public FTE sites and in introduc-
tory messiges o new members of some discussion lisss, | analyzed the con-
tent of netiquette relfes from six lisis, along with those found in the puidelines
for Usener and in the print publication Towards an Ethies and Evigueite for Elec-
iromic Alarl, by Morman Shapiro and Robere Anderson {1985). What do neti-
queste rules have to say about Haming?

The answer is: remarkably lietle, given that it is ene of the most visible and
frequently camplained about “negarives” cited abour the [nternet. Cne might
even say there is a striking fack of proseription against faming, exeept on 3
few women-owned and women-oriented lists. And in the rare instances where
flaming is mentioned, it is implicitly authorized. Thus the guidelines for new
subscribers o the POLITICS list prohibit “lames of a personal nature,” and
Shapiro and Andersan advise, “Do not insult or eriticize third parties without
giving them a chance to respond.” While on the surface appearing to oppose
faming. these statemenis im fact implicitly authorize "flames other than of a
personal nawre” (for example, of someone's ideas or values) and “insulting or
criticizing third parties” {provided you give them a chance to respond!). Nor-
mative statements such as these are compatible with male values and male
adversarial style; the intimidating chetoric on LINGUIST and many other lists
ie ot 4 violaztion of net ctiquente according o these rufes 7 Yor these are
behaviars that female survey respondents say intimidate them and drive them
away from lists and newsgroups. Can the Internct community afford to toler-
ate behaviors that intimidate and silence weomen? This is a question that
urgently needs to be raised and discussed ner wide,

" COMCLUSIONS

To sum up, | have argued that women and men constitute different dis-
course communities in cyberspace —different cultures, if you will—with dif-
fering communicative norms and practices. However, these cultures are not
“separate but equal,” as recent popular writing on gender dilferences in com-
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munication has claimed, Rather, the norms and practices of maseulinge ner cul-
ture, codified in netiquette rules, contlict with those of the female culture in
ways that render cyberspace—aor ar least many “neighborhoods™ in cyber-
space—inhospitable to women. The result is animbalance whereby men con-
trol 2 dispropenionate share of the communication that tikes place via
COMPUT MCrworks,

This imbalance must be redressed iF compurer-mediated communication is
ever 1o live up o its much-touted democrane patential. Fortunately, there are
ways in which women can promote theie concerns and influence the discourse
af the ner.® T will mention three here. First and foremost is to participate, for
example in women-centered lists. Such lists provide supportive {ora for
women on line and are frequently models of coeperative discourse whose
norns can spread iF subscribers participate inother lists as well, But sepa-
rasisi s its disadvantages, amang them the risk of ghettoization. Women
must ot let themselves be driven by flame throwers away from mainsirezm,
mixcd-sex fora, but mther should alse actively seek ta gain influence there
individually and collectively, especially in fora where metadiscourse about che
met itself takes place.

The second WAy 10 Promote Women s infereses netwide 15 to educale on-
line communitics about the rhetorical strategies used in imimidating others,
and 1o eall people on their behavior and its consequences when they use
such str:l‘h:“gi-:'s.e"| This is already happening on some women-centered lists
such as WMST-L and SWIP-L—aware of the tendency for a single man or
group of men to dominate discussions, female subscribers call attention 1o
this bebiavior as soon as they realize it is happening; interestingly, it is hap-
pening less and less often on these lists. Group awarencss is a p!:r'-’-'l:rﬂ.ﬂ farce
for change, and it ean be raised in mixed-sex fora as well,

Fioally, women necd to contribute in any way they can to the process
that leads to the encoding of netiquette rules. They need 1o instigate and
participate persuasively in discussions about what constitutes appropriate
and inappropriate behavior on line—secking to define in concrete terms
what constitures "flaming,” for instance, since women and men are likely to
have different ideas about this They must be alert to opportunitics [or make
their awn appartunities) to write out puidelines for supgested list protecol
{or modifications to list protecol i§ guidelines already exise) and post them
For drscussion. Mo greater power exists than the power to define values, and
the stracture of the Inrerner—especially now, while it is sull evolving and
seeking its ulimate definition—provides a unique opportunity for individual
users t influence the nommative process.

Indevd, it may be vital that we do so if women's on-line communication
siyles are o be valued along with those of men, and if we are to insure
warmens the right 1o seitle on the viral fromtier on their own—rather than
on male-defined —rerms.
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Keep Internet Safe for Families

Exon

il

! ! hen 2 youngster logs omo a computer erminal,
he or she is weleomed into a vast new world of infarmanion that will revelu-
tionize how we alf leaen and work in the Tuture. This worldwide web of com-
PULET connections Tepresents an information explosion unprctud{'nmd in
warld history. This information fevolietion may rival the i!wtmicun af the
printing press and broadeasting in terms of how i will alfeer our daily Im.-s:

The evalving telecommunications infrastruciure knawn as the Internet will
link homes, businesses, schools, hospitals and libraries o cach ether and to a
vast aeeay of electronic information resources. Tmagine a student in Hastings.
Mebraska, being able to tap into the computer databasc af a University in
Budapest, Hungary, more casily than walking down ta the local library

But there are some dark side roads on the information super highway that
cantain material that would be considered unacceptable by any reasonable
standard.

The U.S. Senate will consider my proposal, the Communications Decency
Amendment, to lay down some basic guidelines an the information super-
highway, [ want o make this exciting new highway as safe as possible
far kids and families 1o travel. Juss as we have laws against dumping garbage
on the interstate, we ought to have similar laws for the information super-
highway.

My amendment 1o the Telcocommunications Reform Bill will wuj,:!'_wn
penaltics for people whe actively “transmit” pornographic and harassing Imate-
sial, boosting the maximum fine from $50,000 to $100.004 and increasing
the maximum jail semenee from six months to bwo years, We need this added
deterrent so that these who would pervert the network will think rwice, We
already have laws to prohibit obscenity over the telephone or pornagraphy
through the mail. My amendment extends (o computer users the very same
protections against obscenity or harassment that now partially protect tele-
phone users.

The legiskuion does not make innocent “carriers” of lectronic messages:
liable for inappropriate messages, nor decs i by any stretch of the imaginarion
requeire system operatars to “evesdiop” on clectronic messages. To do w0 would
te the equivalent of halding the malman lable for the packapes he delivers.
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