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The new global communication medium gives rise to a new type of discourse that exerts consid-
erable influence on communication practices. The article touches upon the most typical features of In-
ternet communication, while special emphasis is paid to its role in self-identification. The author comes
to the conclusion that the virtual medium fosters the development of peculiar communication and cogni-
tive skills which turn out to be indispensable for adequate and efficient Internet communication. Thus,
the competence in Internet communication becomes the primary basis for social status ascription in the
stratification structure of virtual community.
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Computer and information technologies are increasingly gaining in importance
encompassing a broad range of our social activities. The number of Internet users tak-
ing advantage of its vast information and communication resources all over the world
is growing rapidly. Moreover, people are spending more and more time on the Inter-
net in their efforts to make up for the lack of straightforward face-to-face communica-
tion amid the avalanche of professionally compiled, edited, and “ready-to-use” cliché
messages broadcast by various mass media.

Some social scientists proclaim the rise of new “clicking” culture as a new digital
mentality of the XXI century highlighting the proliferation of its agent and bearer —
the “clicking man™ [19. P. 114] as a representative of the virtual world of Internet ci-
tizens (or Netizens) striking keyboard while surfing the Web. This type of personality
appears as a specific product of the evolution of the “reading man” and the “scribal
man”. It should be emphasized, however, that McLuhan’s “typographic man” might
hardly be regarded as an immediate predecessor of the “clicking man” since the proc-
ess of transition from one stage to another is by no means direct and involves as its
offshoot the “audiovisual” type of man which can be described in terms of audiovisual
products consumption. It is the latter type, which, in our opinion, has played a pivotal
role in the making of the “clicking man”. The direct link between the two types can
be convincingly illustrated by the proliferation of TV remote control devices designed
to switch channels on TV, which provide a television viewer with an opportunity for
zapping, that is, moving quickly from one television channel to another, pausing only
a short time on each channel and thus creating an individual trajectory of TV broad-
casts. Likewise, the representatives of the “Thumb generation™ of the electronic age
practice zapping communication format to their advantage while interacting with vir-
tual reality. On the one hand, they have infinite opportunities of random browsing

24



Maximova O.B. Social Aspects of Internet Communication: Virtual Community and Communication...

from one source of information to another for hours on end; on the other hand, they
are uniquely positioned to scan and select the obtained information comprehensively.

The new cultural practices and opportunities provided by Internet communicati-
on restructure time and space patterns, influence human mentality, and alter individu-
als’ modes of social realm perception. At the same time, the demarcation line between
reality and virtuality is becoming blurred. It is worthy of note that one of the promi-
nent ideologists of the information society M. Castells introduces the concept of “real
virtuality” providing the following interpretation of the term: “What is then a com-
munication system that ... generates real virtuality? It is a system in which reality it-
self (that is people’s material/symbolic existence is entirely captured, fully immersed
in a virtual image setting, in a world of make believe, in which appearances are not just
on the screen through which experience is communicated, but they become the expe-
rience” [2. P. 404]. Thus, information technologies serve as agents for worldview
change affording the “clicking man” an immense opportunity to create virtual scenar-
ios of construction and deconstruction of a multitude of worlds which gradually ac-
quire reality in the process of communication.

The aim of the present paper is to explore the dimensions and nature of Internet
communication both in social communication as a whole and in individual communi-
cation practices of Internet users in particular.

As a working statement for that purpose the Internet can be defined as an emerg-
ing electronic information and communication medium with an open network structu-
re integrating a number of communication domains into a single social space. In terms
of technology Internet communication is the process by which individuals exchange,
create, and perceive information using computer networks with common standards
which facilitate transmitting, encoding, and decoding messages. The social rather than
technical aspects of communication are accentuated in the following definition: “Com-
puter-mediated communication, of course, is not just a tool; it is at once technology,
medium, and engine of social relations. It not only structures social relations, it is the
space within which the relations occur and the tool that individuals use to enter that
space” [7. P. 16] Thus, the new medium of social communication provides an oppor-
tunity to carry out multilateral interaction and exchange of audio-visual and textual in-
formation via electronic channels by means of natural language. The properties of the
new medium described as global, interactive, and virtual as well as electronic com-
munication channels implying temporal and spatial separation of communicants make
the Net into social communications space of unprecedented scale and significance.

The virtual medium of communication gives rise to a new distinctive type of dis-
course combining the basic features of spoken and written languages which differs so
fundamentally from the traditional forms that it is neither written nor spoken [4. P. 48].
On the one hand, virtual discourse is not like traditional writing. First of all, both the
content and the format of “virtual” texts are by no means static and permanent (e.g.,
a web page often varies from encounter to encounter as long as news and advertise-
ments are constantly updated, new comments are added, site design is changed, ani-
mation graphics is created, etc.). Moreover, computer technologies considerably en-
hance the opportunities for text processing and editing, while users are able to modify
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their texts in almost all kinds of ways. Finally, the Internet promotes new text struc-
turing patterns, such as e-mail “framing” [3. P. 5], in terms of which communicators
can split the received messages into parts and respond to each part separately; thus,
the text becomes dialogical or polylogical.

Another significant feature of electronic communication is its hypertextuality. The
term hypertext coined by T. Nelson is defined as “non-sequential writing-text that
branches and allows choices to reader” [10. P. 2]. Hypertext is non-linear, decentered,
and open-ended as opposed to the assumed hierarchical and linear structure of traditi-
onal text. The patterns of hypertext production and perception may differ drastically
from the traditional practices of reading and writing. Another point worth mentioning
here is that the principle of transparency implying almost unrestricted access to Inter-
net resources makes electronic texts available to all users. Thus, the text as a social and
cultural phenomenon is undergoing radical changes in its format and design which in-
clude the transition from “codex format to scroll format™” [11. P. 177] and functional
text structuring.

On the other hand, Internet communication does not provide any adequate format
for spoken language in its traditional form. Firstly, unlike traditional face-to-face con-
versation, no simultaneous feedback (or immediate verbal/non-verbal reaction signals)
between the participants is gained even in the most interactive formats of Internet
communication, such as chats and IMS: the rhythm of message exchange differs from
the rhythm of conversation. Secondly, the participants are denied the opportunity to
employ traditional non-verbal means of communication which play such a significant
role in describing emotions, expressing attitudes, and conveying social statuses. By way
of compensation, special indicators of non-verbal behaviour (paragraphemic means),
such as smileys and emoticons, are used [12. P. 73—74], although they fail to provide
an adequate alternative to the vast spectrum of non-verbal means involved in face-to-
face communication.

The new medium is by no means homogenous. Within the Net various discursive
formats can be found, which differ in communicative purposes of users, number of
participants, etc [13. P. 11—27]. Among various classifications of “electronic genres”,
the subdivision into five communication domains carried out by D. Crystall seems the
most pertinent. According to Crystall, five “Internet-using situations” can be identifi-
ed — the World Wide Web, e-mail, two types of chatgroup (the synchronous type and
the asynchronous type), and the domain of virtual worlds [4. P. 10]. This division is, how-
ever, rather arbitrary, while the division lines between various domains are blurred as
new varieties and hybrid species are increasingly coming into being (e.g., weblog,
Twitter, social networks, etc.). It is worth mentioning that the higher the level of elec-
tronic genre interactivity is, the more likely it is that colloquial speech patterns are used.
For instance, synchronous real-time chat is characterized by a high level of interactiv-
ity, the level of interactivity in social networks and discussion groups can be described
as medium, while e-mail communication is defined in terms of low interactivity. The-
refore, colloquial patterns are expected to be more typical of chat than of e-mail.

It should be pointed out that the Internet promotes simultaneous coexistence of
a multitude of various domains, events, situations, cognitive models, and identities, bring-

26



Maximova O.B. Social Aspects of Internet Communication: Virtual Community and Communication...

ing into life a variety of new genres and speech practices. It is normal practice to ar-
range texts of various genres with different communicative functions within the frame-
work of a single web page, e.g., on-line news, users’ comments to it, business informa-
tion, advertisements, etc. A second point that is worth making here is that “virtual”
texts are highly creolized [12. P. 73—74], since contemporary multimedia technolo-
gies provide a broad range of opportunities to create “multicode” texts combining
signs of various semiotic systems within one web page.

Finally, the virtual communication medium is inherently relative and controver-
sial. In terms of a particular communication situation the anonymous may become
known, the local may be made global, and the hidden may turn out open. Moreover,
the concepts of time and place of communication cease to have their conventional
meaning.

Thus, Internet communication can be seen as a new species of communication, a
genuine “third medium” combining characteristics of written and spoken discourse
and offering novel opportunities for human communication, which can be called
revolutionary and comparable in importance to those brought about by the invention
of movable type printing by Johannes Gutenberg or the adoption of alphabet [5. P. 3].

The new global communication medium can exert considerable influence on com-
munication practices. On the one hand, the combination of medium interactivity with
an electronic channel characterized by a high speed of information exchange does suffi-
ciently augment communication opportunities in contrast with traditional communica-
tion media. On the other hand, the virtual medium imposes certain restrictions on com-
munication. Thus, Internet communication adds new dimensions to the communication
personality of its participants.

In this regard an essential distinction of Internet communication versus traditi-
onal communication should be highlighted referring precisely to the opposition bet-
ween the “real” and the “virtual”. It is not difficult to distinguish two basic compo-
nents (or “dimensions”) of personality encompassing the entire range of individual
communication behaviour patterns. Firstly, there is a “textual” dimension which can
be perceived to some extent as the record of everything spoken out by an individual
in specific communication situations and is manifested through the content of his/her
utterances in particular communication acts (written and spoken, verbal and non-ver-
bal, etc.). The second dimension corresponds to the non-textual “factual” (or “biogra-
phical”) personality which can be seen as a track record of communicative situations
in which he/she is involved. It is to the second dimension comprising the external
“conditions” of text production, which an individual is apparently free to choose, that
the label “real” is usually ascribed. In general context of “classical” communication
the “textual” personality (i.e. the content of the communication act) can be separated
from the “factual” personality (i.e. the conditions of the communication act). Thus, in
“real” communication the social identification of an individual is performed in the
framework of two dimensions — the “factual” one and the “textual” one, while it is nor-
mal practice to attribute his/her communication personality (and communicative compe-
tence) to the “textual” one. It is certainly not the case in virtual communication where
the choice of the communication situation (as well as the communication “site”’) con-
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stitutes a part of individual’s communication behaviour and is therefore included in
his/her “textual” personality. To put it differently, the two dimensions of communica-
tion personality overlap in the cyberspace: the trajectory of web sites visited by an in-
dividual becomes an indispensable component of his/her text; that is to say, it is in-
cluded rather than excluded from the text involved. Thus, individual’s pseudo-social
identification in the Internet community can be carried out only in one dimension in
terms of “textual” personality identification. As a result, communicative competence
becomes the primary basis for social status ascription in the stratification structure of
the virtual community.

It is obvious that “silent exploration” of various Web domains by an individual
including his/her lurking on Internet discussion groups is to be considered a sui gene-
ris communication practice in the cyberspace exerting a significant influence upon
individual’s cyberpersonality (it is worth noting that in many computer-mediated fo-
rums lurking behaviour is easy to keep track of and denounced as violating the rules
of Netiquette). Therefore, the Web is integrating the “reading/listening man” and the
“clicking man” into the single subject, while it is the “clicking man™ associated with
“real” communication context (in particular with individual’s spatial movement as well
as with the process of “real” thinking regarded as “wandering through labyrinths of
memory”) that is tailored to the best advantage to the “real” component of subjectifi-
cation. Given this latter point, it can be conventionally asserted that Internet commu-
nication involves not only speaking/writing and reading/listening but also thinking,
provided we define thinking as an interaction with memory data array in a “request-
response” manner. However, there is another major difference here between the proc-
esses of “real” and “virtual thinking” which is associated with the fact that in “real”
thinking the given interaction is performed unconsciously par excellence, both syn-
chronically and diachronically (people gain no control over their thoughts, while the
amount of information to be processed by an individual and the processing time are
constrained by external communication factors, e.g., the necessity to have a “mental
scheme” of the text elaborated by the very time it is articulated). On the other hand,
the access to “external” rather than one’s own memory, albeit implying some auto-
matic performance which comes with practice, is consciously regulated (e.g., a pecu-
liar “clicking” rhythm of hypertext navigation with quick skim and scan reading fol-
lowed by a switch to another hyperlink, etc.). Thus, the Internet affords the individual
an opportunity to control his/her mental discourse by means of mere clicking. There-
fore, it is not surprising that the members of the virtual community feel an irresistible
impulse to take advantage of the unrivalled opportunity provided by electronic com-
munication channels. In this regard M. McLuhan’s well-known assertion that each dif-
ferent medium is an extension of the senses, especially, his hypothesis of the extensi-
on of consciousness by means of electric media is worth mentioning. As M. McLuhan
puts it, “Today, after more than a century of electric technology, we have extended
our central nervous system itself in a global embrace, abolishing both space and time
as far as our planet is concerned. Rapidly, we approach the final phase of the extensi-
ons of man — the technological simulation of consciousness, when the creative proc-
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ess of knowing will be collectively and corporately extended to the whole of human
society, much as we have already extended our senses and our nerves by the various
media” [9. P. 5]. Although the hypothesis was formulated in the wake of television
technology development, it is certainly the case of virtual communication in which
Mec. Luhan’s conclusions can be adequately tested. For example, the description pro-
vided by the following quote: “Electromagnetic technology requires utter human do-
cility and quiescence of meditation such as befits an organism that now wears its brain
outside its skull and its nerves outside its hide” [9. P. 69] seems to be quite in line
with the concept of the “clicking man”.

The analysis of virtual communication is by no means reduced to technical para-
meters, resources, and limitations of the communication medium. The description of
electronic communication as a combination of various types of discourse provides an
opportunity to analyze it in terms of superposition of medium properties and personal
practices of communicators since it is up to them to decide how the technology is to
be viewed — as a limitation or as an extra option. In this respect, social, cultural, and
psychological characteristics of virtual communication participants (Netizens) should
be taken into account.

The members of the Internet community emerge as a radically new socio-cultu-
ral reality. The network-based structure of the Internet (as opposed to the hierarchical
one) has the potential to “democratize” communication [6] reducing hierarchical dif-
ferences in status of participants and opening up the opportunity to interact on equal
terms. The high level of transparency of the virtual medium [12. P. 73—74] provides
any user with an opportunity either to participate in communication or to lurk on-line.
On the one hand, the Internet communication, which is inherently distant and indirect,
naturally constrains adequate exchange of verbal information (including status indica-
tors), which can result in communicators’ social anonymity and depersonalization
through virtual communication identity construction. In the course of communication
its participants assume specific roles determined by the need to work out the profile
of the imagined target audience as well as by the need for self-presentation, which de-
finitely influences communication behaviour patterns. On the other hand, the same
factors shape the ludic style of communication, its carnival spirit resulting in innova-
tions, language standards revision, and social norms reassessment. Meanwhile, socio-
emotional intensity of Internet discourse is fostered by freedom of style as well as
freedom of partner choice.

At present Internet audience is undergoing qualitative and quantitative changes.
The number of Internet users in the developed Western countries has reached the sa-
turation level with Internet penetration around 70%; thereby social, demographic, and
other characteristics of the Internet audience (except for the age difference) are closely
equal to the corresponding characteristics of the whole population [8]. As far as Runet
is concerned, the research conducted by the Public Opinion Fund put a monthly Rus-
sian audience in 2010 at more than 41,1 million people [14]. According to the polls, a
typical Runet user is 18—24 years old, highly educated, with a high income level [15].
Unfortunately, the given statistics does not take into account the communication ac-
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tivity of various audiences which may prove useful in our study. An obvious example
here is the emergence of a specific category of users (i.e., “cyber addicts”) [1. P. 203—
207] who perceive virtual communication with a real or imagined partner and perma-
nent Web browsing in search of information as a substitute rather than extension of
traditional face-to-face communication. This group, though not very significant in num-
ber, wields an opportunity to exert substantial influence over Internet communication
by means of specific discourse patterns, which they adhere to, and which are not in-
frequently as deviant as they are attractive in terms of communication. Other groups
which can be distinguished in terms of their potential influence on virtual discourse
patterns are English/Russian speaking programming specialists who developed strat-
egy and tactics of virtual communication, introduced the basic principles of web page
design and site navigation, created their own code of behaviour (or “Netiquette”), and
coined the peculiar professional slang corresponding to their peculiar mentality [18.
P. 41]. What is worth noting here is that the significance of the given groups in virtual
communication can absolutely disagree with their significance in “real” life, where,
for instance, the group of cyber addicts does hardly manifest itself at all as a result of
their isolation and non-involvement in anything but virtual communication.

There are some issues here, which concern the functional parameter of commu-
nication personality [17. P. 173] which is commonly referred to as communicative
competence [16. P. 41—45]. The questions can be posed like this: To which extent will
the discourse patterns coined by active Internet users (people of different age groups
with various education background) impose their structure upon the discourse of the
Internet when the maximum possible number of users is reached with almost all adults
and teenagers already online? Is it possible to attach any social prestige to the compe-
tence in Internet communication? What is the prospective status of Internet communi-
cation proficiency among other communication skills? To answer these questions some
landmarks are to be highlighted in the Internet discourse development. As a working
hypothesis here, let us assume that the following stages are involved.

1. At the primary stage the community of active Internet users, the originators of
Netspeak, is confined to a rather narrow circle of “computer people” comprising mostly
young males with higher education in the field of Engineering who consider computer
programming an indispensable element of their proficiency. One can expect that the
main contribution made by this group into Internet discourse is the use of computer
slang, while their on-line communication is dominated by mostly pragmatic motives
(e.g., the discussion of technical matters) which determine the peculiarities of their
language efforts on-line. However, their “off-line” language patterns may significantly
differ from the forms exhibited on-line.

2. At the second stage adolescents (irrespective of level and sphere of educati-
on), children, and teenagers of both sexes become involved into Internet communica-
tion. The communication orientation of the users is mostly conversational — it can be
described as “communication for the sake of communication”, some kind of “virtual
small-talk” which results in defying language norms amid the lack of censure as far as
their innovative language forms are concerned. Moreover, the group perceives their on-
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line vernacular to be identical to the language they use oft-line, although this is far
from being the case. Therefore, this group is to be considered as the primary agent
promoting unrestricted assimilation of the “Internet vernacular” into traditional face-
to-face communication.

3. The group, which can be characterized as a “marginal” group as opposed to
the mainstream of the virtual community, appears on the scene at the next stage. It is
composed of adult users who had to learn Internet communication skills as a must for
living a productive life. This group is expected to adhere to conventional “off-line”
language patterns in their Internet communication perceiving the peculiar computer
slang as a foreign language which is to be learnt but need not be used in their day-to-
day social interactions.

4. Subsequently, the first group becomes extinct and assimilates with the whole
population of Internet users; while the second one, upon acquiring the adult status, af-
filiates with the third group. At this stage the virtual community is split into a multi-
tude of separate “communication domains” which give place to all kinds of “hybrid”
groups randomly combined of the above-mentioned ones. As an example, Internet
dialects typical of various social networks can be pointed out.

As a result, the specific Internet language is gaining ground on the Web gradually
acquiring its leading positions in virtual communication discourse. The proliferation
of the Internet language encourages peculiar communication skills which radically dif-
fer both from high-technology skills required for computer programming specialists
and from rhetorical skills displayed in face-to-face communication. Social, demogra-
phic, and motivation variables that are associated with the Internet usage as well as its
“force of attraction” are also undergoing changes. While at the primary stage the core
of Internet community was composed of people with technical background who per-
ceived virtual communication as a tool for their cognitive abilities development, the
more recent stages have been marked by the rise of another centre of “communication
attraction” which is currently gaining increasing importance. It is represented by a group
of users for whom virtual communication, as opposed to traditional forms of commu-
nication, affords the best opportunity to meet their needs for self-representation and
self-identification, which is hardly available for them in face-to-face communication.
What is more, both their mentality and habits of thought appear to conform to the
specificity of Internet communication pointed out by us earlier. Thus, the representa-
tives of this group can be viewed as Internet communicators par excellence. The abo-
ve-mentioned group of “cyber addicts” can be classed among them; however, it is
possible (to some extent) to attach the label of “cyber addiction” to all users who are
in need of virtual communication. It is not so much the lack of face-to-face communi-
cation (which, generally speaking, is not true) as its dysfunction in terms of self-iden-
tification and self-representation that gives rise to the obsession with the new form of
communication which is increasingly in demand in the contemporary society. In the
modern world the individual is getting used to identifying his/her personality (within
the full range of social activities from shopping to elections) by means of multiple-
choice rather than other ways of self-identification. What is important here is that the
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multiple-choice identification is hardly encouraged in face-to-face communication,
while this peculiar form of cognitive activity is so intrinsically involved in the process
of “textual personality” identification that it has become one of the most in-demand
characteristics in Internet communication. Thus, the Internet turns out to be a perfect
communication space for self-identification in contemporary social environment.
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COLMAJIbHbIE ACNMEKTbl UHTEPHET-KOMMYHUKALIUN:
MHTEPHET-COOBLLECTBO
N KOMMYHUKATUBHASA JINYHOCTDb

0O.Bb. MakcumoBa

Kadenpa conmonorun
Poccwuiickuit yauBepcuteT qpy»Obl HAPOLOB
yn. Muknyxo-Maxknas, 10/2, Mockea, Poccus, 117198

Hogas rioGanbHas cpega KOMMYHHMKAIMH TTOPOXKIaeT HOBBIM THI IUCKYpCa, OKA3BIBAIOLIMN CY-
LIECTBEHHOE BIMAHNE HA KOMMYHUKAaTUBHbIE IPAKTUKU. B cTaThe paccMaTpHBarOTCs XapaKTepHbIE YePThI
UHTEpHET-KOMMYHUKALUY, [IpU4eM 0c000e BHUMAHUE YAENIETCs €€ PO B Ipolecce CaMOuAeHTUhH-
KallMu. ABTOP MPHUXOAUT K BBIBOJY O TOM, YTO BUPTYyalbHas cpela KOMMYHHKALUH CIIOCOOCTBYET pas-
BUTHIO CBOEOOPA3HBIX KOMMYHHKATHBHBIX U KOTHUTHBHBIX HABBIKOB, HEOOXOIMMBIX UISI TIOJTHOIIEHHOTO
u s¢dexruHoro obmenus B Ceru. CoOTBETCTBYIONAs KOMIIETEHIIUS MOXKET pacCMaTPUBATLCS B Kaye-
CTBE OCHOBHOTO CTaTyCHOT'O IIPU3HAKa CTPATH(PUKAIIMOHHOHN CTPYKTYPbI BUPTYaJIBLHOTO COOOLIECTBA.

KunroueBble cioBa: cornuosnorus MHTepHeTa, HHTEPHET-KOMMYHUKaIM, ayquropus MHTepHeTa,
HMHTEPHET-COOOIIeCTBO, KOMMYHUKATUBHASL JTMYHOCTh, KOMMYHHKATHBHASI KOMIIETEHTHOCTD, «IEIOBEK
KIJIMKAIOIIUiD, THIIEPTEKCT.



