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Participation in Electronic
Discourse in a “Feminist” Field

Susan C. Herring, Deborah A. Johnson and
Tamra DiBenedetto

Introduction

St of gnder iffncs insmountof ke shown, tat e sty
k more than women in publc setings. Talk in such setngs — which include
omircon, seioar, ol and. nformal mectings, and tlvion discussions

{638 Morcove, sheer amount of alk may gamer spekers et they do nox
e wijce n 2 sy conducee by Rkem s gl
s 1 hse wh ad lledthe ot durig he dcusion, e when the

lutions had i fct been proposed by other participant (reported in Wallwork
1976 I sh
domain.

I cn e, e o o puble dsure b g e e
“The possbility

i
kb paricipant dectronie Ssousion roups (kown variously 1 s, conferences
ar newogroups, depending on the technology involed), in which individuals scat-

‘where they are posted for others to read and respond to. Paticipaton is typically
v ol et i, ad o g e cxeningy asive, goeruing
hundreds of messages per wee.

it of e nw o medium clim that i cxcrciss 3 democrating

a0 B (91 34 conclde it ndidls commuricating v oot
in dicusions,and dicusion il 1 b more
wax enthusiasic. As

§
2
2

e b of 2 i 15 recenly e 10 i
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Onef e gt s of e i3y o bk o s

acl, and oter taditions barries o the shring and prduction of knowledee
Yo for examy o€ owing i 1 am  pedor o 3 iy prlnt
or an il ahen Graply commaricae on the bsis o our ides, 10

s rckonced o of what shoud b epected (o ok sxpected) rom e
ot

The desonk o & i ek dows g i wel G
and S 175) observe that “the introduction of [computer confezencing]
] 0.1 chamge i e lrnlmnm\ patten of contriburions from female
male partcipants”. A number of characterisics of the medium mitigate he likc-

ool et sy s no specc sectrone et s’ the e

e o nd oy v sy sl it
may choose to delte message, but cach messge sclected appears on bis or her
oot drilpepiiney

the rlaionship between gender and paricipation in clctronic discourse calls into

e gt 0% and %, g, Morocn,when s

e i e e e s e 3

ol ity of mashe cocluiors h efectively dominied the s,

Herin oncudd s women i Fom ariiping o Linuis doe i pr 0
1 1o the adersaril tone of such discusions

o ot e e o Bt o prkpeltom Lol

hetoric - in which

ezl iy s

MBU) s conidred by s mermbers m\nup«ﬂlh‘mmdh and “supporine”

o 3 non-adv el compucr-medied

abon
e v el ot o h T v et o ath et women il omptated
only 30% of the messages 35 compared to 70% contrbuted by men. Fen more
revesling patteens cmerge when participation is considered on 4 day-by-day and
ceeded those of the men for two consecutive das. The subscquent
xl»mpumb .m, ok ple i ol scwton: ofbig “slens”in e
o i o R M P
o e i s e i e d o v cqal g 10 Pk P
by o mor cven temporiy nd o 3 i e e ot
i, somen i the roup it the ol cometon ha conrl of bl
e b gty 1o
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The “Men’s Literature” Discussion

Our inestization focuses on a paricularly lively discussion that ook place on MBU

between November 7 and Decermber 16, 1991 It began as a request by one of the

sribers forreding sggsios fr 3 vy s e planned 1 fs on

‘e’ e The “me's e et son vl it e

s, o - it
e women feared tht

e
o o B b g R S T

men's leratur courses, The men, in tuen, argued that women on the
st were trying o deny them the right 1o ok about how gender shapes their
dentity. In addition to being concerned with gender iswucs, the “mers s
Uil conmis mecs-erneuany oa gedte nd sl the discussion
it

Participation by Gender

The st and st obvius indicionofgnderused il omes fom e
fgures for partcipaion in the * erature” discussion 23 3 whale, These

fiures a

fledassit Hi iy

Tale 1 Pariciparion n the “mcn's crature” discussion

Fomal M

Nemberof cmeitors 15 (05t 1 (605%)
Nomer o ctens 57 () s
erae word per contnbution w2

Tiar s e 1114 ) Rty mm

As e 1 shows, men o sy mre thn v

rall.9.5% of the participants were men, who in trn were v\‘wxm(\hk

i oo 70% o the ol words 4% o the s s ? Mseone,

e aversge message Jength for men was 2115 words,as comparcd with 162 words

frvomen Rt tha deonstain . democaic form of o, hse
[ ditonal patern of contributions from male and fem

6pane Auded 0 by Graddo and Svann, wherty men dosinate i i e
oefce comsersation) by taking longer and more frcquent turns.

i o compls s ener i e e -y bredom

of mesages o by paricpas of s 1 the “mer's

i g e
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No.of messages

Toge Tope T
T
Figwne 1 Number of mesages by day
Figure 1 shows that males (M) contrbuted more than females (F) nearly every

day on which the discussion took place. However, the number of contributions by
both sexesrose dramaticaly in the p..-m tcen November 21 and November 7,
223,

thosc of the men. Immediately ...:.e.rm, participation in the discussion soaed
Thanksivog,

e e o Nevees 5 o
Wit o o s vrily i parsipaio? Esplinations beint gt

hemselves when we take into account what MBU-crs were talking about at any
e i, The verial lines i fgre 1 ndicate ranitonal ponts 1 which new
the g

of the discussion 3 3 whole:

Men's iteraure course (M)
Silencing of women in the discussion (F
“Thrats of three members o unsubscribe, and resctions o this (V)

Mal )
Starstics posted by one of the members (simila 10 those in abl 1)

Topics 1, 5, and S vt intrdoced by males; Topes 2 and 4 were itrdcd by
ure

delioss I
and 3 both nroduced by men and th et an Tope 2, which ws ntroduced by
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)
0
A
1
e
o i
T T Tepe  Twe T
i H 3 2 3

Fiwne 2 Number of messges b topc

e Women,on he ot .ot e most o Topic 2 Inded i3
iheonly

T i i v We st 1 s el - e et vorn
e uricpting s nd o  enlenroduced topc e n

for male perceptions of having been “silenced” and afwomen ».WK dominated the
discusion
when men

il it the e somen's conbutions ok ko No November
e o it ad come b, .ot be e o e | cond, female
it cominued o ot actvly he nest dy nd the e, excecding
ecomboionsof men o o g, swion v prcden i e
Gioueion . Py, Spender (197) ound tha mle acsdemics percive

a1t i ikely that from the perspective of the men in the group, the women's
incressed participaton was not any unespectd, it also appeared to be more than it
tally ws.

nuppor o i et hat dring Topi 2 mcn poscd 10 o meats

Yeton November 2

(e one who postedthe aignal reques for texes on “men ) o
Lddresing two of the more vocs] women i the group by name, complained, “You
i mot fee very powerful outside this et or this discourse community, but here
o the inside you'se come vy close o shutting al of us men up and down”. The

pecepion that men
b participation  this man's message alone is 1098 words, the longest i the
v discussion, and four ather lenthy messages were contributcd by men on the

k.
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Same day as wel - yet it is consisent with Spender’s observation that women need

ot truly dominat in order 0 be perceived as doing 50
‘What happened next is lso revealng. The evening of November 23, and the
moening of November 24, three men (none of whom had particpated i the dscus-
Sion thus f) posted public messages in which they announced their intention
o (Baire

el d requestfor had degenersed
o “insuls”, “viuperstion”, and “vilficrion”. It was nor, of course, tht they had
1 problem with discusing fender ssues rather, what upset them was the “tonc”

i debme,
owesr, e xamins e s posed duin e mmedly e

day
o of e women apea o be sed primar b‘rm),nrmmunullum s
s questions about the nteraction at hand (specifclly,the lack of male response
b Ui - i s

posted by the man who proposed the men's lerature course in the frst place. I t,

in e of ‘i “plopingond who didn' toe 4 st

e el e o o i
s accused of betraying his brothers out of feminis-induced guil.
peration comes from the man whose cause they allegedly support,

by '
e notice of partcipants on MBU at the ime: it was a “boycott,  “power pay”
intended to silence those women who persised in speaking uncomforable truths
Jout the gender/power dynamics on the lst. It is no coincidence that dheats of
wiiraal oxcured on ad imedaly ollin » o hen the oy o
ssages were posted by women.
il homever th bosot had the reere of s it et -t shamed
othr e o he st no cooparatin, st tmprrly, vith e orer
attempts o change the topic of discussion 1o one of feminist the e of
e bgemony ilin e 6 of ngih. The priod Tabeled “Topic 3 i s
a5 thus & tuming point i the gender dynamics of the discussion, 3
i p.,...x ‘a we demonstrate below, that s reflcted on various levels of the
disco

A Temporary Reversal of Control

Responses
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.
gm —s
T
E

BL L

P 3 Responsesreceived i relton 1o mesies postd

e pricns e it e female parcicipants overll $9.2%
i postings in the “men's ltrature” discussion received explict esponscs, as
~ “This dispa

ant o obserse

oty b o o' s vt

nce - il an anomymous man - vith a il e e ges fascimted and

e repomes - When thread mated by nomen i from ik of e

Bt sencing. when women do ot respond o theads nated by men o resors

oo with et (and the fae may be e of el o odher repri, rdicule, whaterer)
ars slencng

Lk of rponse (0 psings quesionin te proposd e e soune
prompted another frustated v you (i gl g 0
s bin et s i 1 conlud  mesag by ‘shoutng

Bl TETHERE BT oUT THER

ars the percentage of response (] 1 esponse per message
iy e by e s ..,,..‘

1, men v rsponded o st lltimes during
e o e g T 3 e sy n.m.m; the threats
vt men o the . o vt f ol pater ofrespose g
e appers 0 be i o he el i aic pation duing Topie 2 0ot

ulk
ing more, women carncd a higher rte of esponse 10 their MESIECS.
Ao ofintrst s the et of who eopopds ts wham. The nk e di
96),

(183%) were addressed to the group 3 3 whole) Both men and women thus



24 Comersatonal Dominance in Mived Tall

[ —
TIITEY)

—
T Tpe  Tpe T Tose
T H 3 H i

P 4 Responses 0 e, ferles,and sroup by opi (men )

s
o
Tope e Tope T Tope
T ? 3 i 7
Fione 5 Respaoses to e, e, group by opic (wrne cnl)

respor n, an indication of the more powerful satus of men i the group
SvenlL Tod e o vspoes eected o arpants of ok ves s b
men in igure 4, and for women in fgure 5.
‘Men on MBU are consistent in responding most o men on topics introduced by
men, a5 shown in igure 4. Their rat of response 0 postings by women is consis-
iy ow roughout. ot i i ekl he women's i of begeory -
opic 4
Dore by st o o o o e ro (01wl
Womnsho  iffien paten. s .5 s, wamesepend s
Topic 3.

"
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§ o
HE
o
e T Tope T Tpe
i ? 7 H H

Fire . Pesenage of wrds tht e g

figure  that women sbout
the thrcars «« men to leave the lst (Topic 3).In fact, howeser, many women at his
igoring Tope 3 nd pursin e i of egemony (Tope

e e i
o make themselves heard, and having succceded in gaining the flo on the opic of
sincing (Topic ), are finally empov.cred to tlk about what they want,and they do

criod dentifed

Topic 4,

Hedges
et ot eslin e o xdncs comes rom the e o bl st
s such s ort of. 4 ke, and somewhat, the modals may and wight, and
Spemonmuch i mmym,. and s scoms — have been observed 0 occu

ently in the. omen,specill in situat
ity poveios (el 1970 g ki 190 e i ol
37, dhe s lersure” dicasion, vomen s mre et than men
ot Fawtrd, ik wormes s of bt doptoms weadly temoglos the
i, e e of g e s the dscumion bl e, drop-
ing offafter the worst of the confict has pased.

i o s o e peiod e T st e
toure, This sl in anohee seprary severa fthe averal patien.

Sursey resuls

o, he st prve s andeven 4 revcra i e csion
Supported by the resuls o a survey we ercated and disseminated on MBU two
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Tite 2 Surey resulsfor quesion (1) Who won the “men's erture” dbatc

o om Nether e
Femle o i o
e S0 s
Both Tome 2o 57 i

- the “men's itcrature® discussion had ended. The

man ey included the
Filowig oo cuesins

0t o fhe et b posions wee g 3 1" i
hich exentally supporcd the ofeing of courss on men's ertur, 4nd 3
i oy ey e offriog of oo o thi e, I oy b
i Ak sl o T e Sy v eotsondl e pemadig i
‘roup i 8 whok o s point of v
(0 e e A SR 0 2

T S e UG T o

\ o the s,

summrised in e 2. Whi the g et G0y of women responded

the “con” i 1
in in thar the g quesion coud b inrpreed 3 based towads 5

o o ey e i
women sa thatthe “women's side” had won the debate? Clearly,they perecived he
women t0 have been more powerful than the women perceved themsclves to e
b, or than the externl crcumstances warranted.
N coincidentall, male survy respondentsals indicated a lower lvel of s
fction tn el i the ucome o e et (qustion 2)On sl e
very stisfied, 0 = indifferen, and —2 = very disaisicd, the men's esponses
averaged —.06 (indifleren to somew hat Allxnum::xl)‘ while the women's averaged 6
on the e
ofth dbue provie fer oxdence o e o o i
responde v found the discussor

imeresting”, “pro-

Yo sl sty Geven

o arating

ot rang o “inialy kel o ‘v " discusion, “whining”, "yl
i cring, e th v ot e rgo s
enut) s b srpered (sl of condemnein " Such o

o ot wit Spender’s (1980) aesevaion i momen wbo exprc forit
Vews, o mate o ately nd calml, end 1 b6 perccived o st sd
emotional by men,
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Tronicll, these

rude differences emerge despite the fact that subscribers

Ineons ¢ qusion o he sy skins “Do you e o o b &
A1 0, how strongly2", 100% of
b e e ot o e

Conclusions

We o prentd da 0 show it dspite considerte exralexiene 0 e

e L T o
el vl of domimce i be e 104 ooy priod drin which
ributed more messages than men. Immediately fllowing this perod,

he d ubimately abandoned 3

luced topic instead

Morcocr, when survesed

side of e sepune bd
1 t0 express dissatisfsction with the discussion over

ke s o Voot o e e e N
ey men,

b themen nthe group. Y

suvey respondents claimed. In fct, we s (
. o especally persuasiv e floor was thei persistence
in paricipating, and male (ovejreactons 1 that peristence.

i
romenon MBU rerned back 1 4 lowr e of pasicipsion, such tha ths
3005,

N e o e o she e et i, o
e bl e Sy e
s The 20% fgare s ako consisent with calesfindings (Herring 1992) for

e, are accorded &
I are
e e oy s bvven 20-30
=k e G el £ B T
e types, bor i i, a2 academic semiar, Speder (179
und tha

0% wasth wppes i blore et hat e e, contiuting
e o e R, S vt g i B0t
s despite th fact that more women than men buy books, male publishers
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ol that 0 s mor: wamen s o b k" (Speds 199
Fin ey of Amcian vk e, s &

by the i lthough
e ety deptal ey e s spsing e iy 20k
k i ing, given the

e
n sxpection s conmntionlisnd 1nd even exp

cd for commercial ends, it is
communicarion berween the sexes

‘Nevertheless, ncreased fminist warencss may help. The fct that MBU women
spoke up,persitd in speaking up even when ignored, and appealed succeslly 0

other widespren
Sciousness within the fed of composition/ehetoic. Further, the political resliy of

hedge their bjections and ultimarey to concede the floo —at least emporaily —o

the women. OF course,these results did ot come about without ffort (2 one woran

lotr put i, s MBU L

and femald p

i gl b kg e than i L of o s
‘Women may never gain the right o cqual participation, howeser, unless we

ance of computer-medised communication n the current information 3g¢, clec-
tronic discussion groups might wellbe a goad place o s

Nores.

This s lighl revised versio ofsn aricl by ch same e publibhed in 192 in Lc
o s of e Scnt okl Homer o Lo e ok o
Berkeley Group)

Piaion e s et dcumion oo b o g o
Dilfncdetts (1995)
G nun-speciic rtursddreses (such 5 thse contsining sende's st e ol

e U
ki ,w.» e s e e o i . e of e e
addres e, o because e

ik e o

Meges om i and chmpser csdeeasae el potd 10 i ey
machin, o iserve, before bein dsrbuted 10 subscribers. Some iss Ravea moder-

o : s o,
it servd” b
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i Gncinnac, the number ofsesions on “ender and feinist theoey” anbed thind ot
of 27 tapics. The only two toic that had mare sesons were devored 1 pracial
teaching s

» e vored the

such s coune.

e s m
subsribers) s o 3 ot of ames from which gender can ey e decrmined.
cachers and

a1 Unied St umnerses

Topies 1,4,

e 6 we o e i e 1 ol shos Ly an whh maps il

e et )

7 v beghof he ey Noverber 2, women comrbtd 6 ofthe a's
mesage. Homeser, since the vomen's mesages were shote, men il contibutel

& One man did i fct nmabneribe the ther o e persded 1o remin o the Tt

9 The one exception s  contibution in which th vrter presents he feminit iews
s e el s g s o ke i
st f “nclectals

0 Reponsr hose messges which expliily
pusing.

o the roup v 3 whole, s el st posingson 4 new o
11 Hdges cunsitute 4% of the words contributed by women, and 36 of he words
by v

1 Ofthes 18 = i
i For,
T mi I

) had participated in the originl dscussion

ofthe 1492 mesage ol

Romences

o, D  Jm Svrn 99 Gl Vs, O s ol

e, S (1953 Gender i n o el i v
Watingon, 15.C. ERIC Charinhouse on Languapes i Linfisic. Do
EDHSS2

Ve, S, it o, & Tone Dkt (1975 T s s i
Tn Ml resitance o e pariipation onthe et In K. Hall & M. Thchalz
s} G ot ot e Sty Comd o N Yok Rl

o et (192 Womer's i i pulc cmes, D nd S 33 13150

K, rwdd ¢ e B (1) Usg 2 compte bk ' sl
cholgy coure. Teachig of Pycoloy 18.4; 245

L R 7S Eome o Pt e ok g & R,
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B 0) Wormen's nguage’

S Mol e, Rth e & el o (e Home ad Lot 4
Lucatue and Swcty. New York: Pacge, 93110

Spender, Dk (1979 Langusgs and s difcrences. In Osnsbrickr Biige 2 Spak-

(1980 an Mode Language. London: Pandrs Press

Walbvork, Jesn (3

78) Langaate and People. London: Heinemann Educasions Donks,
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