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                    Computer-mediated  communication  is  an  umbrella  term  that  means  all 
 communication that is mediated via computers. Therefore, it is vital to keep in mind 
 that any definition of computer-mediated communication cannot apply to all forms of 
 interaction  carried  out  on  the  internet.  Herring’s  (2007)  acclaimed  faceted 
 classification scheme offers a way to characterise different online modes according to 
 various medium-related features as well as social factors. So with the help of Herring’s 
 (2007) scheme, in the present chapter, I will be looking into some of the categories of 
 the scheme that are most relevant to the present study and helpful in understanding 
 what computer-mediated communication is all about. 


The exponential growth and spread of the internet means that much of the research 
on it and computer-mediated communication is already outdated or focused on areas 
that are not as relevant anymore as they once appeared to be. Also other tendencies 
are  too  oversimplify  and  give  online  phenomena  overly  broad  terms,  for  example 
naming  all  groups  of  people  interacting  online  as  communities  or  thinking  that 


language on the internet is single genre (Herring 2004: 338). However, even outdated 
 research  can  offer  interesting  historical  and  documental  information,  as  well  as 
 demonstrating  how  fast  and  in  such  unexpected  ways  the  internet  and  
 computer-mediated communication is developing.  


As computers and the internet are still a relatively recent development in the whole 
 of human history, terms to describe the study of communication via computers have 
 not yet established themselves and there is still some debate as to which ones most 
 thoroughly describe the phenomenon. The term computer-mediated communication 
 (or CMC) gained popularity in the 1980s (Barnes 2003: 11) and is still a popular choice 
 to describe the phenomenon, as well as the title of a distinguished journal, The Journal 
 of Computer-Mediated Communication. Later, other terms, such as electronically mediated 
 communication  (EMC)  and digitally  mediated  communication  (DMC)  were  coined  to 
 include  communication  through  mobile  phones  and  other  devices  that,  although 
 technically  computers,  are  not  necessarily  thought  of  as  such  (Crystal  2011:  2). 


Furthermore, Crystal (2011: 2) advocates his own term, internet linguistics, as a suitable 
 candidate to describe the study of language on the internet. Additionally, the term 
 digital discourse was put forward by Thurlow and Mroczek (2011). For the purposes of 
 the  present  study,  I  have  chosen  to  use  the  traditional  term  computer-mediated 
 communication as it is the most widely  accepted term and does describe the issue 
 thoroughly enough.  


Much of computer-mediated communication is text-based communication; however, 
 the  conversations  are  often  informal  and  have  many  characteristics  similar  with 
 spoken  language  (Herring  1996:  3).  Having  said  that,  computer-mediated 
 communication is by no means a homogenous genre and there is variation even within 
 the different forms of it, such as e-mail, forum posts, blogs and chat (Herring 2001: 


612,  2004:  338).  More  importantly,  computer-mediated  communication  is  now 
increasingly multisemiotic with many social media sites even based on complex visual 
and auditory elements (Kytölä 2016: 385). The different semiotic elements available to 
users affect the language in numerous ways. Absent visual and aural cues, such as 
facial expressions, body movements and vocalisations are replaced with elements of 


spoken language, emoticons and acronyms as well as many multimodal elements such 
 as pictures, video and audio (Barnes 2003: 91). These constraints and other affordances 
 of  computer-mediated  communication  make  it  such  a  characteristic  way  of 
 communication.  


The  distinction  between  written  and  spoken  elements  in  computer-mediated 
 communication  is  not  entirely  unproblematic  as  for  various  reasons  it  is  seen  as  a 
 blend  of  both  written  and  spoken  communication.  For  example,  according  to 
 Georgakopoulou  (2011:  1)  computer-mediated  communication  mixes  elements 
 associated  with  spoken  interaction  such  as  “immediacy  and  informality  of  style, 
 transience of message, reduced planning and editing, rapid (or immediate) feedback 
 with  properties  of  written  language,  e.g.,  lack  of  visual  and  paralinguistic  cues, 
 physical absence of the addressee, and written mode of delivery”. Foertsch (1995: 301) 
 suggests a continuum view where forms of computer-mediated communication can 
 be placed on a line “between the context-dependent interaction of oral communication 
 and the contextually abstracted composition of written text.” As an additional aspect, 
 Georgakopoulou  (2006:  550)  proposes  that  we  look  at  computer-mediated 
 communication not so much from the point of view of written versus spoken aspects 
 but more from the perspective of mediated versus face-to-face discourses. This would 
 allow further exploration of the issues of contextual dimensions such as physical 
 co-presence and sharing of an immediate context (Georgakopoulou 2006: 550). Still, the 
 line between mediated and face-to-face can be blurred with technologies that allow 
 users  to  speak  to  each  other  face-to-face,  but  through  computer-mediated 
 applications, such as Skype or FaceTime.  


One of the important features of computer-mediated communication is the issue of 
synchronicity  of  participation.  Asynchronous  systems  do  not  require  that  the 
participants are online at the same time in order to send or receive messages, whereas 
synchronous systems entail that the users be logged on at the same time within the 
same system (Herring 2001: 614-615). Email, forums, blogs and parts of social network 
sites are examples of asynchronous systems where the message is sent and stored until 
the receiver can access the service and read the message. Instant messaging on social 


network sites and chat are examples of synchronous systems. Baron (2008: 15) points 
 out however, that it is not always useful to consider asynchronous and synchronous 
 communication as opposites; they are actually better defined on a continuum where 
 the only genuinely synchronous communication is where a person can be interrupted 
 by the other, such as telephone conversation or face-to-face speech.  


Another distinction can be made by defining the scope of the intended audience of the 
 communication on the lines of whether the communication is one-to-one or one-to-many 
 (Baron 2008: 14). In one-to-one communication, the message is intended to reach just 
 one  recipient  whereas  in  one-to-many,  the  same  message  is  sent  out  to  many 
 recipients. These lines can however be blurred when, for example, a user writes on 
 another user’s profile page on a social network site or posts. The post becomes 
 semi-public and although it could strictly speaking be meant as one-to-one communication, 
 it becomes one-to-many, as usually anyone who has access to the user’s profile page 
 will be able to see the post and in some cases, even comment on and share the post. 


Now that collaborative projects and user-generated content have become more and 
 more  common,  also many-to-one  and many-to-many  are  viable  options  to  describe 
 computer-mediated  communication,  and  should  be  taken  into  consideration  when 
 studying the intended audience of the communication.  


Another feature that can be used to classify different online modes is persistence of 
transcript (Herring 2007: 15). It refers to how long messages are stored in the system 
after they have been sent and/or received. In email, for example, the default is that 
messages  are  stored  until  the  receiver  deletes  them.  On  forums,  the  posts  are  also 
stored indefinitely, but can be deleted by the moderator of the forum, as well as the 
writer  of  the  post.  (Herring  2007:  15).  Opposing  the  norm,  a  popular  messaging 
application called Snapchat is founded on the idea that the user can send a picture or 
a video accompanied by texts to a controlled group of people and set a time limit on 
how  long  the  message,  or  “snap”,  is  viewable  for  the  recipient.  Persistence  of 
transcript can affect which kinds of messages and what content the users are willing 
to send to each other, for example, sending potentially embarrassing content is easier 
on Snapchat, because the user knows the content will be automatically deleted.  


The length of the messages is another classification characteristic. In many cases, such 
 as a forum post or an email, the length is virtually unlimited, only depending on social 
 factors, such as that a very long post on a forum might get overlooked as other users 
 might not have the interest to read it. However, many chats have a limit to how long 
 a  single  message  can  be  (Herring  2007:  15).  Regarding  the  present  study,  it  is 
 interesting  to  note  that  Twitter  imposes  a  limit  to  the  size  of  the  message.  More 
 discussion on Twitter will follow in Chapter 5. 


The previous descriptions of features of  computer-mediated communication are of 
interest to some extent; however, it is vital to remember that as computer-mediated 
communication is not a genre of communication, general descriptions of it should be 
kept to a minimum, especially as the focus is on a minor part of all communication 
online. What is important is to look at different platforms that enable communication 
and examine the ways those particular platforms affect the language used, as is the 
goal of the present study. The communication that is under analysis in the present 
study is computer-mediated; however, it is essential to keep in mind that it is also 
Twitter-mediated  communication,  so  to  say.  Taking  into  consideration  the  general 
description  of  computer-mediated  communication,  a  more  focused  look  on 
communication mediated by Twitter is discussed in Chapter 5. 
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