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“I can’t leave the house yet, mom!” I screamed, “I am not done checking my email!”. I sat at ruler’s length from my monitor, listened to my mouse click and waited for my bitmapped images to load. My mother, annoyed, stood downstairs by the banister and waited for me to join her in grocery shopping. Frustrated with my dial-up connection speed, I prepared to shut down my computer. As I clicked the ‘X”’s on my program screens, a familiar notification beep sounded from my monitor speakers. I had received an ICQ message from Jimmy. “ Hey Ari, did you want to do something tonight?” it read. My mother screeched again and woke up my father. I knew I should get going. I closed the program, shut down my CPU and ignored the ICQ message. The entire day I was flooded with guilt for not replying to Jimmy’s message. “Is he mad?” I thought “Did he realise I was online? I could blame my ISP”. As soon as I arrived home from shopping I ran up the stairs to my room, turned on the computer, opened the ICQ message centre and sent Jimmy an instant message. 

In understanding human-computer interaction, the fascination lies in the humans use the Internet, not as a tool but as a ‘way of life’. The net’s inhabitations are part of a culture of use. In the past, people responded to messages said in person, over the phone or in a letter. Today, text within an online chat, article or email pokes the psyche. In essence, emotions attached to text transferred mediums so Internet users consider online activity significant in everyday interaction. The assumptions made base on Marshall McLuhan’s premise, that technology revolutionized conduct and communication by extending real-life presence. As well, the intrigue of agency, control, self-representation, and fascination within cyberspace explain and substantiate addiction to this medium. Theorists, Sherry Turkle and Erving Goffman, have published extensive material on the social impact of interaction, self- representation and technology, attempting to understand the phenomena.

Lemmings


Sherry Turkle’s ethnographic research concludes that computers seduce children. The seduction begins with a child fascinated and intrigued by the screen that leads to a relationship where the child associates the computer with reality. I, myself, experienced this seduction. As a child, my father and I bonded by memorizing DOS commands, tinkering with his Commodore 64 and installing PacMan and our favourite game, Lemmings. After getting my own computer, naming him Theo, mastering Windows 3.1 and spending eight hours a day on BBS’ I became what Sherry Turkle describes as a “cyborg baby”. I experienced feelings of  “specialness” and uniqueness with the possession of this computer, and ability to “change” things. Turkle concluded that children, from a young age, regard the computer as “sort of alive”. (cyborg_babies.html,1) I experienced a dependence, friendship and agency with the computer that continued throughout childhood, puberty, and teenage-hood up until the present. 
Eggs in My Sneakers


The computer’s holding power, according to Turkle, comes from internal forces within the user’s psyche, not external forces. (Staubhaar & LaRose, 45) As a teenager, I was obese, shy and introverted. I became victim to cruel behaviour in tenth grade gym class and secluded myself in the computer lab thereafter. It began with basketball practice.  

My uniform and running shoes were stored in a locker that I shared with my friends. After falling asleep during lunch I was late for class, one day. I dressed quickly in the change room, ran out to the basketball court and lined up for rotation. Three of my friends, Andrea, Mary and Lori chose to be on team one. I played defence for the opposite team and blocked every shot Lori or Andrea made. They yelled comments like, “Ariela, your ‘rolls’ need washin’, you be stankin’ up the gym” and “Geezuz, quit eatin’ those damn egg sandwiches ‘ya fat- hog- farts are killin’ me”, to psyche me out so we would lose, but ignored them. When I sat down after the game and smelled the rotten eggs and onions seeping out from under my socks, I saw Lori Andrea and Mary laughing and ran into the change room teary-eyed. I decided to never go back to gym class and later and insisted on assignments for the remainder of the semester. My friends and I grew apart, I spent most of my time at home or in the lab on a real-time chat and hating every real life relationship I had. 

My need to self-reflect and feel presence within a world, developed into an addiction. Turkle explains this behaviour as the user’s desire to feel control inside the computer, to achieve illusion of intimacy, to confirm their selfhood and to express themselves. (Staubhaar & LaRose, 45) As an obese and depressed teenager who never dated, Internet chatting augmented my self-pity and presented me with a portal to a fantasyland.
Get Together

 
On mIRC, I found the channel #toronto on the “undernet.org” server and spoke with professionals, lonely housewives and distraught teenagers about anything from gossip to news, to interesting media, to techno-speak. Since I controlled who I spoke to, I developed relationships with a select few through chat, email and instant messaging. My persona, ‘ARILALA’, articulated well, witted comments and portrayed an outgoing self. When pressured into meeting ‘IRC’ers’ offline, I was nervous and unsure if my offline persona could compete with my online personality. At the ‘get togethers’ (or GT’s), IRC’ers introduced themselves as their nicknames and when the channel gossip settled, they would reintroduce their “real-life” selves. Conversations strangely continued from what was said online. Coy banter, mockery and playful insults bounced off members of the group as the comfort level eased. When asked about non-IRC life, I lied and created, “Ariana Levinikos”. For three years, this false identity presented online and offline because I valued the friendships that developed. 

Erving Goffman discusses in ‘the Presentation of the Everyday self’, that individuals perform in society on a stage. We, the actors, present ourselves within society according to the ‘self’ we have produced. The ‘mediated self’ decides every time they chat what ‘self’ they should be , according to their fantasies or to the perceived norm. Goffman describes the reasons for identity falsehood as the individual’s feelings in an oppressive world and individuals’ defence within society. For instance, offline the ‘self’ is educated, poised and articulate; online the ‘self’ is presented as perverted, sexual and deviant.  


As well, Turkle suggests users extrovert desires via computers. “Producer, director and star…computer screens are the new location of our fantasies, both erotic and intellectual.” (As cited in “Who Am We?”, 1) The IRC community engaged in the pretence together, truth held far less importance than personal expression. According to Goffman, the presentation of the self as part of a, ‘team’ is “a group of individuals who "co-operate" in performance, attempting to achieve goals sanctioned by the group (79)” (as cited in Barnhart, 1). Within the chat community ‘operators’ formed goals for the channel, mediated its content and projected the channel’s values. Chatters held emotional goals and psychological needs to be online, be anonymous, be discrete and be ‘cured’ of whatever social illness they obtained; the chatroom’s popularity grew quickly.


Within the channel, I felt a need to document my conversations so I kept logs of all public and private chats. The reality of my addiction hit me when I became involved in the publicized ‘GeorgeK’ case. Within the channel, a moderator with the nickname ‘GeorgeK’ filed suit against seven frequent chatters for online slander and defamation. Since logs were kept of all public conversations, I appeared on several documents. My IP address was logged, home phone number released and the plaintiff spoke to my mother in order to pressure me into signing the Statement of Claim as a witness in his case. Thereafter, I realised separation between the two worlds :online and offline. I enjoyed speaking to my online friend but if the friendship meant legal involvement that could drag on for years, I wasn’t interested. I questioned what the fight would be for?  

Needless to say, after ‘quitting’ IRC my self – esteem and self-reflection problems slowly vanished. My online social life became my offline social life and I felt comfortable discussing issues with complete strangers, confident when dancing at a nightclub, and the reality that good judgement is not based on appearance. Prior to my experience online, I lived within my room, within my culture, school and neighbourhood, unexposed to difference. Through IRC I realised the value of friendship, openness and communication; as well, that I preferred those offline and not online. In the complete cycle of addiction, Sherry Turkle explains compulsive computing, in the end, is a result of a second chance. “Engagement with computational technology facilitates a series of ‘second chances’ for adults to work and rework unresolved personal issues and more generally,” she adds, “ to think through questions about the nature of self, including questions about definitions of life, intentionality, and intelligence.” (“Constructions & Deconstructions”,1)
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