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This study explores the nature of everyday deviance at the micro level, within the context of a particular chat room culture. It focuses on the normative structure of the internet chat culture through examination of the processes of informal social sanctioning of behavior that is defined as deviant within the culture. It is suggested that the nature of cyberspace produces environmental conditions analogous to social disorganization models of deviance and crime. It also examines this particular culture in order to identify the mechanisms of sanctioning deviance within cyber cultures in general. The data for this study were collected via participant observation within the internet chat room over the course of several months. This researcher initially participated as a guest within the culture and later became a member. It is necessary, due to the nature of chat rooms, to participate as a full member in order to truly understand the normative system of the culture and the defining and sanctioning processes of deviance within the culture. Observations and interactions took place at various times of the day.

The structure of the cyberspace can be likened to the geographical characteristics of inner city areas that were studied by the Chicago theorists in the first half of the 20th century. Many of the elements of social disorganization that were conducive to increasing crime rates are an inherent part of cyberspace of which the internet culture is a part. Like the zone of transition in Chicago, cyberspace is set up in such a way that heterogeneity and transience are central features, as is anonymity. The internet community is set up so that people can quickly move in and out of chat rooms, and the community is available to anyone with access to a computer. Because the individual has the option of changing their identity once they have been sanctioned for deviant behavior and reentering the community incognito, the structure of cyberspace offers anonymity to the people using it, which create an increased willingness to engage in deviant behavior. These combined features of the social structure, in which internet culture is embedded, result in an increase in the frequency of occurrences of deviant acts and the need to sanction these behaviors in order to maintain the boundaries and normative structure of the culture.
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This paper examines linguistic variation on an Internet Relay Chat channel with respect to the hypothesis that standard variants are associated with strong network ties. An analysis of frequency of contact as a measure of strength reveals a structured relationship between tie strength and several linguistic variants. However, the variant features are associated with social positions in a way that does not correlate neatly with tie strength.  An account of these results is proposed in terms of the social functions of the different variables and the larger social context of IRC affecting tie strength. 

In the present study, the author conducts a social network analysis of linguistic variation in an online community called Internet Relay Chat. The participants are mostly South Asians or their children who interact on the channel #india.  In order to carry out a social network analysis of variation on IRC and assign participants to social positions reliably, one must carefully track their identities. The author chose to record a single log of interaction on #india for a complete 24-hour period. The resulting log file was then imported into a relational database to enable coding of linguistic and interaction features.

The results obtained from this investigation reveal a structured pattern of social interaction, wherein a particular group of participants with a large proportion of operators is disproportionately sought out for interaction by other participants. This group’s language use is characterized by relative avoidance of most of the vernacular linguistic features under study.

