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IT was as if I'd been talking about a
dream 1'd had or something — I bonestly
think he thought I was winding him
up!!!t [ was in midflow, telling him
abont me talking with LiBerZzz and
how we was sitting on the Lost Couch
because | ws SO HURT abt this woman
julie and Pete meeting in RL — I mean, it
really has devastated me, and he sits
there in his big black chair looking like
I'd started speaking m tongues, He's got
no idea abt how [ feel = he can’t get his
head round cyberspace and wmy marriage
is breaking up because of it. Pete’s screen
same bas just GONE, can u imagine
wot I'mt going thru? I feel so humiliated.
[ feel so dirty. I don’t know whether he’s
even alive and I can’t work out why I'm
s jealous of this Julie for meeting him
swhen he's treated me so terribly. I feel
like I'm going mad and all my counsellor
says to me is “and is it that you consider
what happened with this man to be
really real?” I was so angry!!’

This extract is from a personal email,
used with permission from a user of an
Internet chat room, to demonstrate the
gap between a client and her therapist in
their understanding of a cultural
phenomenon that has impacted on the
concept of person-to-person
relationships. To put the author of the
email in context: she had heen spending
increasing amounts of time in an
Internet chatroom and had embarked on
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a text-based relationship with one man
whom she felr ro be her soul mate, suc
was their intimacy. She arrived ata
crisis point when she discovered, to her
bewilderment, that the man in question.

had had many such relationships —and

had mer other women actually in
person. She, for her parr, had told her
husband that she was leaving him for a
man whom she had never met, having
been led o believe that her online affair
would become a permanent offline
relationship. Distraught, she had sought
an intake session with a therapist she
had seen for short-term work the
previous vear.

The romantic online relationship is
usually a complicated one. The lack of
physical clues enables each
communicator to develop a fantasy of
the other person and to interpret the
written word in a preferred way to the
one that was intended (Anthony 2000)
The individual has the luxury of time,
which allows them to edit their
responscs to reflect their personality as
perfect. The respondents don't see day-
to-day detail of a person’s life ~ just the
edited highlights. Relationships develop
{and are ended) very quickly and the
definition of what has been termed
cyberinfidelity is tenuous.

A few years ago chatrooms were seen
as the province of 13-year-old ‘snerts’
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and resourceful (and somertimes it's just
relaxing to banter about nothing for an
hour). However, there are also many
men and women across the globe using
the Internet to access like-minded
people to explore their sexuality and
connect to people in a safe, anonymous
environment that can be hidden easily
from a spouse and family. Young
{1999} identifies the ACE Model of
Cybersexual Addiction, an acronym
meaning that affairs are more possible
because they can now be much more
Anonymous and Convenient as well as a
means of Escape.

For example, a client comes to you
telling of intimate exchanges, exciting
meetings, having found 2 woman who
satisfies him emotionally and physically.
She shares her favourite poetry with him
and tells him how unhappy her husband
makes her. He tells her of the hopes and
dreams he had as a young man and how
the family got in the way. The more
they communicate, the more they seem
to have in common. She listens to his
every word, makes him laugh, rhey
chink about each other all the time,
waiting for the next time they can meet.
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them|. Other chients find that what they
safe flirtation with a colleague via email
misinterpreted as an invitation to have an affair offline
and their career has suffered as a result.

onclusion

It is not my intention to be dramatic or fantastical about
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Happy Birthday to email

EMAIL — the electronic
message service which has
rransformed communication
— is 30 years old. But as great
inventions go, email had a
rather humble beginning back
in 1971. In fact, Ray
Tomlinson, the American
engineer considered the
“father of email’, can’t quite
recall when the first message
was sent. ‘T have no idea what
the first one was,” he says.
“The only thing I know was it
was all in upper case.’

Tomlinson finds himself in
the spotlight again after all
these years, having to answer
questions about the computer
programme he designed as it
reaches its 30th birthday. He
modestly calls his baby ‘no
major tour de force’. It was
just 200 lines of code, he
says. And the inspiration —
one computer programme to
enable file transfers and a
second crude messaging
programme — already existed.

But the programmes had
their flaws. For example, the
message programme at first
only enabled a user to send a
communigue to a colleague’s
mailbox as long as that
mailbox was located on the
same computer as the
sender’s.

Tomlinson gort around this
by creating remote personal
mailboxes that could send and
receive messages via a
computer network. He also
conceived the now-ubiguitous
@ symbol, to ensure a
message was sent to a
designated recipient.

The end product, he said,
was simply the combination of
the two existing programmes,
enabling a person to send a
message for the first ime to 2
specified computer user on

anvcomputerhookedupto

Thirty vears on email has
become a vital form of
communication whose
usefulness was demonstrated
during the devastaring artacks
on New York and Washington.
While swamped telephone
systems failed, email became the
only reliable link for many
frantic souls during the hijacked
plane attacks. It connected
friends as telephone circuirs
became overloaded. Poignant
emails from survivors have
circulated around the world,
filling in clues about harrowing
escapes and daring rescue
attempts.

But back in the autumn of
1971 email was a relatively
small success. Thar is,
Tomlinson adds, simply because
there were just 2 few hundred
users of the ARPA Net who
could pur it to use.

Bur as the Internet grew from
a small coterie of academics and
government workers, it created
a vast network of personal
computer users tapping emails
to one another. And the top-of-
the-line modem connection at
the time operated at a snail-like
300 baud, roughly 200 times
slower than the speed of roday’s
standard 56.6 kbps modem. It
made only the most concise
message practical.

‘Reliance took a few years to
happen,’ says Tomlinson. It
wasn’t until the personal
computer boom in the mid-
1980s that email trickled into
the lives of computer
enthusiasts and university
students. Another major stage
in its development came in the
mid-90s as the first web
browsers introduced the World
Wide Web ro the couch potato.
As web usage grew so did

- Over the years, Tomlinson

says, complete strangers have
- sent him notes of thanks and a

few of criticism for his
invention — all by email, of
course B
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