Gender Wars in Cyberspace!

Nathan Cobb.
If "walking into a real bad '70s disco" doesn't sound appealing, why do so many people choose to communicate on-line today7 Journalist Nathan Cobb offers a few possibilities as be examines the clearly delineated, strongly contrasting male/female approaches to on-line communication. Its participants often reveal l:ar more about themselves than they realize.

Consider the Yo alert. 
Yo? 
Yo. 
Subscribers to ECHO, a small online service based in Manhattan, use the greeting to signify important messages when they converse with one another via computer. But there's a difference between those who Yo and those who don't. "What we've found is that men tend to 'Yo' a lot more than women," says Stacy Horn, who founded ECHO five years ago. "And they're much more likely to 'Yo' strangers. Women simply do not 'Yo' strangers." But wait. Isn't cyberspace supposed to be gender neutral, a place where women can feel empowered and men don't think they have to flex their pets? Aren't the Internet and its commercial online siblings supposed to go beyond the notion that men are men and women are women, washing away this pre-lnfobahn concept with rivers of sexless text? "Online, we don't know gender," declares Newton-based Internet analyst Daniel Dem. A growing group of people beg to differ, no small number of them women. They contend not only that there are differences between male and female 'Netiquette-- a k a online manners--but also differences in the overall conversational styles used by men and women who "talk" via computer. "Although a lot of people have said that online communication removes cues about gender, age and background, that's not true," argues Laurel Sutton, a graduate student in linguistics at the University of California at Berkeley who has studied on- line discourse. "Everything that you communicate about yourself when you communicate face-to-face comes through when you communicate online. So men talk like men and women talk like women."

Still a Man's Cyberworld
Statistically speaking, of course, it's still a man's cyberworld out there. Among the major online services, CompuServe estimates that 83 percent of its users are men, while America Online pegs its male subscribers at 84 percent. Prodigy claims a 60/40 male/female ratio among users. Nobody keeps figures for the Internet, the vast web of interconnected computer networks that is owned and operated by no single entity, but estimates of female participation run from 10 to 35 percent. Indeed, most of the computer culture is male-dominated. If you don't think there's a shortage of women online, listen to the dialogue one recent evening inside an America Online "chat" room known as the Romance Connection, a kind of digital dating bar. When the lone female in the room departed-- assuming she really was female--after entertaining the other 22 members of the group with a bit of soft-core titillation, there was an awkward pause. "What are we going to do now?" one participant typed. "Who wants to play the naked female?" someone else asked. "Not me," came a response. "Not me, either," came another. "Well, if you can't fake it, don't volunteer," offered the first. Most women who go online quickly learn that many such chat areas and certain Internet newsgroups--places where cyberians sharing similar interests can post messages to one another--are spots where testosterone-based lifeforms are likely to harass them, inquiring about their measurements and sexual preferences as if they've phoned 1-900-DIALSEX. "It's like walking into a real bad '70s disco," says David Fox, the author of "'Love Bytes," a new book about online dating. "The fact that people can be anonymous is a major factor. 1 mean, a 13-year-old can go around living his teen-age fantasy of picking up women." As a result, many women adopt gender-neutral screen names, switching from, say, Victoria to VBG, Nova to Vanity, and Marcia to Just Being Me. "This way, if some jerk comes along you can always say you're a man," says Pleiades (real name: Phyllis), whose screen handle refers to the seven daughters of Atlas and Pleione but is apparently enough to throw off pursuers. Almost everyone also agrees that men "flame" more than women, meaning they are more prone to firing off missives that are intended as insults or provocations. "For men, the ideal of the Internet is that it should be this exchange of conflicting views," says Susan Herring, a linguistics professor at University of Texas at Arling- ton who has written extensively about women's participation on computer networks. "But women are made uncomfortable by flaming. As little girls, women are taught to be nice. Little boys are taught to disagree and argue and even fight." A recent case in point: Entering a debate on smoking in restaurants that was tak- ing place in a newsgroup on the Internet, a user named Colleen politely staked out her position as a question. "Why is it necessary to smoke inside a restaurant'?" she asked. In reply, a user named Peter instantly flamed. He announced he would not pay good money to eat if he couldn't smoke at the same time. "You people are complete and utter morons!" he declared. "Women come online more to build relationships, to talk about issues," contends Susan William DeFile, the founding partner of Women's Leadership Connection (WLC), an online service linked to Prodigy. Ask Rebecca Shnur of Easton, Pa., a WLC subscriber who effusively likens being online to an "all-night college bull session. It's been a long time since I've talked like this with women," she says. Men tend to be less concerned about making permanent connections. "I think they're much more willing to just jump online and see where it goes," says DeFile. "And, of course, to flame." If men tend to be flamers, do women tend to be flamees? Nancy Tamosaitis, a New York author who has written several books about the online world, thinks they do. "By expressing any kind of strong opinion, women tend to get flamed a lot more than men do," Tamosaitis says. "There's a real strong culture on Internet. Men feel they own it. It's like an old boys' club. They don't want women or newcomers, especially female newcomers." When Tamosaitis is flamed, she points out, it's almost always by a man. "'I can count the flames I've gotten from women on the fingers of both hands," she says. "And men seem to bring it to a personal level. A woman will say, 'You're out of place!'A man will say, 'You're ugly!'"

Confrontation Works.

 But women who seek a softer, gentler information superhighway may find themselves sending messages into the wind. Says Sherry Terkle, an MIT professor and an authoritative voice on the subject of sociology and technology: "If you send out an online message that's inclusive, that includes many points of view, or that's conciliatory, you may get no response. And women are more likely to make that kind of communication, whereupon no message comes back. "But if you make a controversial statement, maybe even an exaggeration, you're more likely to get responses. So the medium pushes people toward a controversial style. It rewards the quick jab. It encourages a kind of confrontational style, which men are more comfortable with." When Susan Herring, the University of Texas linguist, disseminated an electronic questionnaire on 'Netiquette, even some of the online comments about the survey itself took on male/female styles. "I hope this doesn't sound terribly rude, but a survey is one of the last things I want to see in my mailbox," apologized one woman in declining to respond. A man who also had better things to do was less polite. "What bothers me most," he declared, "are abuses of networking such as yours: unsolicited, lengthy and intrusive postings designed to further others' research by wasting my time."

Women Are 'Lurkers'

Meanwhile, research shows that women who go online tend to send fewer messages per capita than do men and that their messages are shorter. There is also a widespread belief that their messages are shorter. There is also a widespread belief that more women than men are "'lurkers": people who go online to read other people's messages rather than to participate. "It's the same way you find many women sitting in physics class and acting like wallpaper," Terkle says, referring to male-dominated science classrooms. "They're just not comfortable because it matters who's in charge. It mat- ters who seems to be in a position of power." Even Michael O'Brien, an Internet magazine columnist who is by no means con- vinced that there is much difference between the online sexes ("I see fewer differ- ences on the Internet than in everyday life"), allows that women "usually come across as the voice of reason. You almost never see a female counterflame. Men flame back and forth. Usually women just shut up and go away." In her best-selling 1990 book, "You Just Don't Understand: Women & Men in Conversation," Georgetown University linguist Deborah Tannen described men as being comfortable with the language of confrontation and women comfortable with consensus. A self-described e-mail junkie, Tannen sees much of the same behavior online. "Actually, I would say that the differences that typify men's and women's [offline] style actually get exaggerated online," she says. "I subscribe to very few universals, but one I believe in is that men are more likely to use opposition, or fighting, or even warlike images. Women are not as likely to do that. They're more likely to take things as a nasty attack." Tannen recalls coming across a seemingly angry online message written by a male graduate student that concluded with the command to "get your hands oft" my Cyberspace!" "I had an exchange with the fellow about it because it struck me, a woman, as being fairly hostile and inappropriate," Tannen recalls, "But then I realized I was overinterpreting the hoslility of what to him was a liirly ritualized and almost play- ful statement." Nancy Rhine wishes more women would adopt this type of playfulness in cyber- space. Slightly more than a year ago, Rhine founded Women's Wire, a minuscule on- line service ( 1,500 subscribers compared to, say, America Online's 2 million), because she believed women weren't participating enough online. Between 90 and 95 percent of her subscribers are female, she says, and she contends that Women's Wire is a more polite and less flame-filled place than other services. "But there's a pro and con to that," she concedes. "On the one hand, this is a very comfortable environment. On the other hand, 1 sometimes wish there were more characters posting things that were thought-provoking and stimulating. "Women are conditioned to be nice, to be the caretakers, and that's the way it feels online here," Rhine says. "But I'd like to see us take more risks, I'd like to see women be more outrageous online."

Questions on Content.
1. Do you believe on-line communication removes all cues about gender, age, and race? Does Cobb?

2. Susan Herring, a linguistics professor, believes "women are made uncomfortable by flaming" (paragraph 17). Explain her reasoning.

3. Some experts suggest women get flamed much more than men. Can you account for this?

4. Do you agree with professor Sherry Terkle that "the medium pushes people toward a controversial style" (para- graph 25)?

Questions on Structure and Style.
Does Cobb believe that gender-specific behavior in on-line language is a problem? Is his purpose to describe the issue or to suggest a solution? Use his tone and diction to support your answer.

Discuss tone and diction in Cobb's selection. What do they tell us about purpose and audience?

Assignments.
If you have on-line experience, write an essay in which you discuss how communicating on-line alters your behavior and your use of language.

Assume you have a sister who is preparing to subscribe to an on-line service. Write a letter in which you give advice on "'Netiquette," gender, and on-line styles. Draw from Cobb's selection and from your own experience.
