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Abstract
This paper explores the inadequacies of models of context built for the study of face to face and written communication to deal with the new interactional terrain of computer mediated communication and suggests new ways of approaching the issue of context. In order to understand technologically mediated contexts, it argues, analysts need to rethink many of their basic assumptions about CMC in particular and communication in general, assumptions that rest upon a number of ‘false dichotomies’ which separate the ‘virtual’ from the ‘material’, the ‘figure’ from the ‘ground’, the ‘sender’ from the ‘receiver’ and the ‘text’ from the ‘context’.  
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What’s going on here? 

It is an open secret in my freshman composition class at City University of Hong Kong that most of the conversations taking place in the computer equipped classroom are with people who are not present and about topics totally irrelevant to English composition. It is not that the students are not listening to me or completing the tasks I assign to them. But, as they work on in-class writing and peer-editing exercises, conduct searches for reference materials, download notes from the course webpage and listen to me lecture them about the features of academic writing style, they are at the same time chatting with friends, classmates and sometimes strangers using the popular chat and instant messaging software ICQ. As I make my way down the aisles of the classroom, searching for students in need of assistance, I catch glimpses of message windows flickering open and closed and ICQ ‘contact lists’ expanding and collapsing on the sides of screens. At first I found this practice rather disturbing, a clear indication that the students were not paying attention to what they should be paying attention to. When I confronted them with my concern, however, not only did they fail to offer the kind of contrition one might expect of students who have been ‘caught in the act’, but they also expressed confusion as to why I would object to such a practice. They didn’t understand how their side involvement with ICQ could in any way be seen as competing with the academic activities taking place, and some of them even wondered out-loud how I could expect them to operate a computer without having their ICQ contact lists open. 

I have since learned to tolerate this practice, resigned to the fact that I cannot police every computer screen in the room. Still, I often find myself wondering what my students are ‘doing’ when they are gazing at their computer terminals — are they chatting on ICQ while they are studying English writing, or are they studying English writing while they are chatting on ICQ? In other words, is my lesson for them the ‘text’, or is it merely the ‘context’ for other (more important?) activities. It is these questions which have led me to the issues I will be addressing in this paper, issues around the status of context in the study of computer mediated communication (CMC). 

Despite the importance accorded to the role of context in linguistics in recent years (see for example Goodwin and Duranti 1992, Halliday and Hasan 1985, Tracy 1998), linguistic studies of computer mediated communication have often conveniently avoided addressing the environments (both virtual and ‘actual’) in which such communication takes place, restricting themselves for the most part to the analysis of decontextualized chat logs, email messages or Usenet postings (Hine 2000, Jones 2001,  Kendall 1999, see for example Collot and Belmore 1996, Davis and Brewer 1997, Rintel and Pittam 1997). Reading many academic accounts of computer mediated communication, in fact, leaves one with the impression that such interaction takes place in a kind of virtual vacuum with little connection to the material worlds of the people sitting in front of computer screens and producing the words that analysts spend so much time dissecting and interpreting. 

As the story above demonstrates, however, the physical circumstances in which computer mediated communication takes place can have important effects on how such 
interaction is conducted, and the conduct of computer mediated interaction can have important effects on how physical activities in the material world play out. The problem, however, in integrating discussions of context into the study of computer mediated communication is that, from the point of view of the analyst, it is often difficult to put one’s finger on exactly what aspects of the situation ought to count as context and sometimes even more difficult for the analyst to gain access to those aspects of the communication, especially when they involve the ‘private’ actions of people sitting alone in front of their computer screens. 

The purpose of this paper is explore ways in which approaches to context developed for the study of written texts and face to face interaction might need to be revised if they are to be successfully applied to the study of computer mediated communication. The data for my discussion comes from a participatory ethnographic study of the use of CMC by university students in Hong Kong
 which involved the collection of data in a variety of different modes and from a variety of different perspectives, including interview and focus group data, on-line participant observation, reflective diaries and ‘screen movies’ of participants’ computer use (Jones 2001). Results of the study suggest that traditional sociolinguistic conceptualizations of the terms of interaction and the contexts in which it takes place may need to be radically rethought in light of new communication technologies (see also Katriel 1999). In what follows I will suggests some of the lines along which I believe this rethinking ought to take place. More specifically, I will suggest that understanding the contexts of communication involving new media technologies will require that we challenge the dichotomies upon which some of our most basic assumptions about CMC in particular, and communication in general, rest: dichotomies which separate the ‘virtual’ from the ‘real’, the ‘sender’ from the ‘receiver’, the ‘public’ from the ‘private’, the ‘figure’ from the ‘ground’, and, finally, the ‘text’ from the ‘context’. 
Perspectives on Context


utterance and situation are bound up inextricably with each other and

the context of situation is indispensable for the understanding of the


words…a word without linguistic context is a mere figment that stands


for nothing by itself; so in the reality of a spoken living tongue, the utterance


has no meaning except in the context of situation.







(Malinowski 1947) 


Ever since Malinowski, in his seminal paper ‘The problem of meaning in primitive languages’ (1947) coined the term context of situation, linguists, anthropologists and other social scientists have accepted as a given that meaning is situated and contingent on a whole host of factors beyond linguistic structures. Previous notions of context had defined it as the text directly preceding and directly following the particular bit of text (sentence, phrase, word) an analyst was interested in. Malinowski , however, insisted that the notion of context must ‘burst the bonds of mere linguistics and be carried over to the analysis of the general conditions under which a language is spoken’ (306). This insistence marked a turning point in the field of linguistic anthropology, and today, according to Goodwin and Duranti (1992:32), ‘The notion of context stands at the cutting edge of much contemporary research into the relationship between language, culture, and social organization, as well as into the study of how language is structured in the way that it is.’

While nearly all linguists are in agreement as to the importance of ‘taking context into account’, there is substantial disagreement as to what should be counted as context and how it should be analyzed, resulting in heated debates between students of language who maintain that only those aspects of context which are invoked in the text (or interaction) itself should be considered (Schegloff 1997) and those who insist that, to be meaningful, the notion of context must include broader social structures and the exercise of power and domination through social institutions and ideologies (see for example Fairclough 1992, van Dijk 1997). Some have worried that many analysts seem to approach context merely a static ‘theater-stage backdrop’ for the primary ‘performance’ of the text (Goodwin and Duranti 1992), while others have claimed that multiple and murky definitions of context have transformed it into a ‘conceptual garbage can’ into which analysts toss anything that lies outside of their immediate analytical (or disciplinary) focus (Clark and Carlson 1981). 

Perhaps the most common approach to the problem of context has been to attempt to divide it up into its component parts. Firth (1957), for example, divided context into three components: the relevant features of participants, persons, personalities, the relevant objects in the situation, and the effect of the verbal action. Later, anthropologist Dell Hymes (1974, 1986) further refined Firth’s categories in his model for the ethnography of speaking which divides context into eight components: setting and scene, participants, ends, act sequence, key, instrumentalities, norms, and genre. Still later, Halliday, in considering context as a resource for meaning making and understanding, returned to a three part division, but one very different from Firth’s. He divided context into field, referring to the nature of the social action taking place, tenor, referring to the participants, their roles and relationships, and mode, referring to the symbolic or rhetorical channel and the role which language plays in the situation (Halliday and Hasan 1985:12).

 
The most important thing about all of these perspective is that what counts as context is not limited to the physical reality surrounding the text. Instead the focus is on the ‘models’ that people build up in their minds (and in their interaction) of the situation, and how they use these models to make predictions about the kinds of meanings that are likely to be foregrounded (Halliday and Hasan 1985:28) and the kinds of behaviors which will show them to be ‘competent’ members of particular communities (Hymes 1986). At the same time, however, such approaches run the risk of focusing so much on the ‘parts’ of context that they fail to capture the ways these various dimension interact and affect one another. They also run the risk of portraying context as a rather static entity which remains relatively unchanged throughout a given speech event, thus failing to address the contingent, negotiated and ever changing character of context in social interaction. 
From the point of view of computer mediated communication, what make such models problematic is their underlying assumptions that communication takes place in the form of focused social interactions which occur in particular physical spaces and involve easily identifiable participants with clearly defined roles and relationships, assumptions that do not hold in the face of new temporal, spatial and social flexibilities introduced by technologically mediated contexts (Ferback  1999, Katriel 1999,  Kendall 1999). 

Other scholars have concerned themselves less with context as something communication ‘exists in’, and more as something that interactants create as they go along. Perhaps the most influential approach of this kind is based on Goffman’s (1974) notion of ‘framing’(see for example Gumperz, 1992, Tannen 1993, Tannen and Wallat 1983) which he defines as the moment by moment shifts of ‘alignment’ participants bring to interaction to signal ‘what they are doing’ and ‘who they are being’. For Goffman, context is not a simple, static thing that can be dissected and defined, but rather it consists of multiple and complex layers of reality and deceit through which implicature and inference are managed.  This view of context has been particularly influential in the fields of ineractional sociolinguistics, with its concern with how people use particular conventions to signal their understandings of context (Gumperz1992), and conversation analysis, with its concern with ‘micro-level’ or ‘proximate’ context, the ways context is created an managed through the sequential organization of talk (Schegloff 1991, 1997). 


From the point of view of computer mediated communication, the most important thing about this approach is that it reminds us that context is a function of interaction and negotiation, bound up with communicative intentions and purposes and dependent on the ways people enact social presence and become aware of and interpret the enactment of social presence by others. The ‘social situation’, according to Goffman (1964:134), is, in its most fundamental definition: 
an environment of mutual monitoring possibilities, anywhere within which an individual will find himself accessible to the naked senses of all others who are present, and similarly find them accessible to him. (emphasis mine)

It is this point which, as I will argue further below, lies at the heart of the inadequacies of models which were developed for written and face-to-face communication to deal with the question of context in computer mediated communication. What makes communicating with new technologies different from face to face communication is not so much, as others have suggested, the ‘despatialization’ of communication (Katriel 1999) or the loss of contextualization cues (Dubrovsky et al. 1991, Sproull and Kiesler 1986), but rather the different sets of  ‘mutual monitoring possibilities’ which these technologies make available, the different ways in which they allow us to be present to one another and to be aware of other peoples’ presence. 
Places, Practices and People

Despite their disagreements, analysts in nearly all the traditions discussed above have concerned themselves with three basic dimensions of context: the physical dimension, or ‘setting’ (including both the physical environment in which communication takes place and the various channels for communication available in this environment), the dimension of the ‘activity’ being engaged in (what participants are doing when they come together in particular settings), and the dimension of ‘participants’ (including not just those immediately involved in the interaction but also other whose presence may affect it) (Murray 1988) Using Goffman’s terminology, we would call these three dimensions the social situation, the social occasion, and the social gathering. In what follows I will briefly consider these three dimension and the dichotomies that underlie them and suggest how they might be revised to both better accommodate the new terms of interaction introduced by computer mediated communication and to help us see more traditional modes of interaction in new potentially more useful ways. 
Setting: The Virtual Situation 



There is no longer an elsewhere. (deCerteau 1984:40) 

Perhaps the biggest barrier to a useful understanding of the context in which computer mediated interaction occurs is the tendency for the attention of analysts of CMC to stop at the screen’s edge, for people to regard ‘virtual realties’ and ‘material realities’ as separate things. Part of this tendency stems from ‘media scripts’ (Sannicolas 1997) about the Internet and academic perspectives on it which display a kind of utopian 
attachment to the ‘transcendent’ nature of computer mediated communication, seen to take place in the rarified realm of ‘cyberspace’, populated by futuristic beings called ‘cyborgs’ who are unencumbered by the concerns of mundane material reality (Haraway 1991, Negroponte 1995). Others, have put forth less optimistic versions of the same ‘virtual’/’actual’ dichotomy (Hamman 1998, Kendall 1999) expressing concern that the development of on-line communities threatens the maintenance of off-line communities and social networks as users turn their backs on friends and relatives and ‘isolate’ themselves in front of their computer terminals (Kraut et al. 1998,  Kroker and Weinsttein 1994). What has been lacking is discussions and research on ‘cyberspace’ has been an exploration of its relationship to ordinary, occasioned practices in the material world of users (Hine 2000).


Nearly all research that has looked in detail at this relationship has found that 

the vast majority of people who engage in computer mediated communication regard it as an extension (McLuhan 1994) of their ‘real-life’ social interactions rather than as separate from them, that, far from propelling users into ‘cyberspace’, the effect of CMC is more often to ground them more firmly within their existing material communities and circumstances. The participants in my study in Hong Kong, for example, used computer mediated communication ( ICQ chat and email) primary to communicate with friends and classmates from their off-line social networks rather than strangers. Several of the participants, in fact, were quite adamant in rejecting the traditional dichotomy of ‘actual’ and ‘virtual’ reality, insisting that computer mediated communication is as ‘real’ as anything else (‘as real as a telephone call’). Similarly, Hamman (1998, 1999), in his study of a hundred AOL (America On-line) users, found that, contrary to most media portrayals of ‘virtual communities’, nearly all of the participants used the service to communicate via computer with people they already knew off-line rather than to meet new people on-line, and the effect of such communication was, rather than social isolation and a weakening of ‘real-life’ relationships, the strengthening of pre-existing social networks. 

Rather than creating new and separate ‘settings’ for communication, then, what new media technology primarily does is alter and enhance the communicative possibilities of already existing physical settings, and it is to these settings, to real world environments beyond the screen, where we need to look to discover the context of computer mediated communication (Jones 2001). 

While CMC does to some degree ‘problematize the spatial-contextual dimension of communication’, it does not, as Katriel (1999:97) suggests result in a ‘despatialization of communication’. In fact, physical spaces and the activities which take place in them are often central to the interpretation of on-line language. An example of this can be seen in the following diary entry by one of the participants in my study: 
I like to play on-line games when I am using ICQ.  But this time, the difference is the number of participants.  I have Iris and Jackie sitting next to me.  But instead of playing the games with me, they chatted with my ICQ friend! (Without my permission!!  :))    We all have gone crazy because Iris tried to type "I love....".  I was so surprised and wanted to stop her from sending the whole thing out.  It would be very embarrassing if my friend received this ridiculous message from ME.
What is evident from this example is not a splitting of virtual and actual realities, but rather a situation made up of layers of various realities overlapping and interacting with one another. 

Furthermore, just as material reality plays an important contextualization role in on-line communication, on-line communication itself plays an important role in constructing the contexts of off-line interactions, dramatically expanding our access to people, information and ‘objects’ (like documents, music files and mail-order goods) and altering our basic expectations about and practices around communication (Katriel 1999, Jones 2001). 
Under these circumstances, the term ‘setting’ is too static and material to adequately capture the dynamic, contingent and expansive interaction of material and virtual realities involved in computer mediated communication. A better term would be Umwelt, the German word for ‘surround’ adopted by Goffman (1971) (from Jacob von Uexküll) to capture how social actors perceive and manage their settings when interacting in public places. Goffman (252) defines it as ‘the region around an individual from which signs of alarm can come.’ For my purposes, I will define it slightly more broadly as an individual’s environment of communicative possibilities. The sources of potential communication that go up to make a typical computer user’s Umwelt include not just the multiple communicative possibilities offered through the computer screen, but also possibilities offered by other communication technologies which might be at hand (telephones, pagers, televisions, radios, PA systems, etc.) as well as those offered by other physically co-present individuals.  

Just as the Umwelt of an animal in the wild is not solely determined by the lay of the land, but is chiefly a matter of an animal’s abilities, experience and skill, so is a person’s Umwelt determined not just by the communication technologies surrounding him or her, but also his or her skill in making use of these technologies, and sometimes in juggling several at one time. If I am unable to operate a computer, for example, even if there is one switched on right next to me, it cannot count as part of my Umwelt (though it might be seen as part of the physical ‘setting’ in a more traditional sense of the word). Similarly, a teenager sitting in a flat in front of her computer experiences a very different Umwelt than her mother or grandmother sitting in the very same room. 

There is, then, a paradoxical nature to this ‘technological surround’: while CMC can expand the computer user’s accessibility to people who are not physically co-present, it can also restrict accessibility of people who are physically co-present (such as teachers, parents or bosses) to users’ on-line interactions (as well as restricting accessibility of on-line interlocutors to other on-line interactions occurring simultaneously). It does this by allowing users to erect ‘involvement screens’ (Goffman 1964) between themselves and other participants by exploiting the ‘muting’ of various modes of interaction that is a feature of CMC. The ‘muting’ of the visual mode, for example, allows users to engage in a wide range of physical activities that are inaccessible to their on-line interlocutors, and the ‘muting’ of the aural mode allows them to carry on on-line conversations which are inaccessible to others who are physically co-present. In other words, part of the power of new technologies to accommodate these intersecting and overlapping layers of reality lies in their power to simultaneously expand and constrain interactants’ ‘mutual monitoring possibilities’, giving to actors far greater control over developing the ‘definition of the situation’ (Sannicolas 1997). Objects, spaces and barriers move in and out of interactional prominence as participants negotiate physical alignments and levels of involvement.
 ‘What ru doin?’: Polyfocality and the Virtual Social Occasion 

Jenny: What ru doin?
Piggy: hih ar i just sing a song check email and see TV

Just as new technologies force us to reconsider our previous definitions of social setting, leading us to exchange the notion of ‘setting’ for the more flexible concept of Umwelt or ‘surround,’ they also lead us to question the utility of the simple binary distinction between figure and ground that has been central to most previous approaches to context. According to Goodwin and Duranti (1992:3), the notion of context involves ‘a fundamental juxtaposition of two entities: (1) a focal event; and (2) a field of action within which that event is embedded.’ From this perspective, communication is seen to involve a process of selection on the part of interactants as to what is to be treated as ‘focal’ and what is to be treated as ‘background’ (Kendon 1992), and the legitimacy of linguistic analysis primarily rests on the analyst’s ability to accurately discern this process of selection. 
In computer mediated communication, however it often difficult for the analyst to determine which actions constitute users’ primary involvement and which constitute secondary involvements (Goffman 1963), or even to know where to look when attempting to separate out the ‘text’ from the ‘context’. One particularly dramatic example of this is a common practice of my participants which they referred to as ‘playing info’ (Jones 2001), the practice of using one’s ‘personal information’ window to communicate with friends rather than the chat or instant messaging windows. One participant described it this way: 
Actually, it is the special function, that is, we communicate and correspond with each other through personal info.  These words here are the reply to his info where he wrote 'long time no see. How is it going?'  I could send a message, but I am fond of playing info.
In such situations, the ‘text’ is actually situated within what most analysts would unproblematically define as the ‘context’. 
What makes defining figure and ground even more difficult is the fact that participants seldom appear to have a single ‘primary involvement’. Rather, they most often appear to be simultaneously engaged with multiple figures against the backdrop of multiple grounds. In one of the ‘screen movies’ taken by my participants, for example, within a time span of only five minutes, the user involves herself in reading and answering emails, surfing the Internet and downloading MP3 files, listening to an Internet radio station, chatting with a classmate about a homework assignment and conducting another messaging session in which she comforts a friend whose uncle has recently been diagnosed with cancer (not to mention the various off-line involvements that might have gone on like eating, referring to printed texts or speaking to others present in the same room which the ‘screen movie’ does not capture). 

Indeed, the most striking feature of my participants’ use of computers is that they almost never use them to do only one thing at one time, and one of the apparent attractions of new communications technologies for them is that they allow them to do more things at one time. A typical beginning to an ICQ chat or messaging session is ‘What ru doin?’, a question with the built in implication that the interlocutor is always going to be doing something (or many things) in addition to chatting with me. 

These practices and the ethos that has grown up around them forces us to rethink our assumption that communication is something that takes place within what Goffman (1963) calls ‘focused engagements’ involving clear and discernable primary involvements. In the ‘digital surround’ created by new communications technologies, communication is more  polyfocal (Scollon et. al 1999); it skips among multiple ‘attentional tracks’ (Goffman 1963) which sometimes intertwine and sometimes do not. Polyfocality seems, in fact, to be part of the very ethos of new communication technologies—celebrated in advertisements for computers, mobile phones and PDA’s (Lupton 2000) and bragged about by users. Part of the ‘fun’ of ‘playing ICQ’, admitted some of my participants, was in attempting to involve as many people as possible in apparently ‘focused engagements’ and keeping all of these different involvements straight in one’s mind. 

This is not to say that polyfocality is a phenomena new to computer mediated communication. All interaction typically involves interactants doing several things at one time. In fact, the term was developed by Scollon and his colleagues (1999) to describe the behavior of participants very like those in my study (Hong Kong university students) at a period before computer mediated communication became so popular. They wrote:  
perhaps the most striking thing about our students’ attention is that it is polyfocal. That is, very rarely do they direct their attention in a focal, concentrated way to any single text or medium. When they watch television, they also listen to music and read or carry on conversations; traveling on the bus or Mass Transit Railway they read and listen to music—most commonly they ‘read’ while chatting, watching television and listening to music on CD (35). 

What changes with the introduction of new communication technologies is that polyfocality becomes easier to ‘pull off’. 
What is crucial here, as was in our discussion of the ‘technological surround’, are the changes in ‘mutual monitoring possibilities’ that new technologies make available. If I am having a face to face conversation with you about your uncle’s cancer, for instance, although I may be able to think about a lot of other things and even engage in a number of side involvements like smoking or eating, I would not be able to listen to music on my walkman, read a magazine, write a letter or engage in a totally unrelated conversation with someone unknown to you and at the same time sustain the appropriate display of involvement warranted by the situation. New communication technologies, on the other hand, allow users to display ‘primary involvement’ along a number of attentional tracks at once and not risk offending anybody. Because computer mediated communication simultaneously expands and constrains ‘mutual monitoring possibilities’, users are able to take ployfocality to new levels. 

In this regard, perhaps the biggest mistake in dealing with the concept of focus is to treat it as primarily a cognitive phenomenon. What these changes in social behavior brought about by new technologies point to is the fact that focus is as much a social as it is an individual construct. Attention is not just something going on in people’s heads; it is a kind of social transaction (thus, we pay attention, get someone’s attention, etc.). 
Rather than sifting through the polyfocal and polyvocal web of computer mediated communication in order to locate a figure and stake out a ground, what analysts should be paying attention to is the attentional choreography through which users manage multiple interactions and activities and move in and out of ‘synch’ with different interlocutors. 
‘Add me please~’: The Virtual Social Gathering 


Just as computer mediated communication alters our sense of place and our sense of focal activity, it also alters what we mean by and how we experience ‘participation’. First of all, from the point of view of the user, the most important ‘interaction’ occurring at any given moment may not be that between a ‘sender and receiver’ (Shannon and Weaver 1949) but rather that occurring among multiple users with varying participation statuses (some physical, some virtual, some on-line and some off-line). One of the main ways new communication technologies alter context is by creating a new kind of interactional accessibility involving new ways of being present and monitoring others’ presence. In these circumstances, as Katriel (1999:97) suggests, ‘rather than talking about separate interactions, we might talk about an ‘interactional field’ that may encompass both focused interactions and secondary involvements of various kinds.’ 


At the center of this new kind of interactional accessibility for users of ICQ is what is known as one’s ‘contact list’, an interface which displays the names of those one regularly interacts with along with information about their status (on-line, off-line, busy, away, available for chat, etc.). The contact list constitutes a kind of ‘customized community’ which users build up over time (and which is never the same for any two users). It also constitutes an ‘instant’ social gathering (Goffman 1963) which materializes every time a user switches on his or her computer (and which is never exactly the same from one time to the next.). At the same time, going ‘on-line’ means becoming part of multiple and varied other social gatherings that are appearing on other computer screens 

far removed geographically from one another. 
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In this situation, the line between what it means to be a ‘participant’ and what it means to be a ‘non-participant’ blurs. Even those who are not ‘virtually co-present’ (on-line) cannot escape participation in the social gathering I have made, for I can still interact with them by sending them an off-line (asynchronous) message or by accessing their personal information windows, and their presence on my contact list ‘gives-off’ information about their physical whereabouts.  

This practice of populating one’s computer screen with friends and classmates and the multi-participation status (Scollon et al. 1999) that it inevitably entails is, from the point of view of my participants, young people in the technological urban milieu of Hong Kong, perhaps not unusual, mirroring as it does their everyday interactions in the crowded and ‘wired’ environments in which they live. As Scollon and his colleagues earlier observed regarding this population, they are
virtually never alone. Whether at home or at the university—for many of them even in transit—they do what they do together with others. ..There are virtually no private spaces available. Students find that the only way they experience something like individual privacy is to stay up very late until all of the other members of the family have gone to sleep. (Scollon et al. 1999:35) 

Oddly enough, what most of these students do alone in their tiny flats after their family members have gone to sleep is to turn on their computers and populate their privacy with the people on their ICQ contact lists. 


Given the argument I have presented thus far, this notion of populated privacy is actually not the contradiction that it first seems to be, particularly if one defines privacy not necessarily as ‘being alone’, but rather as achieving a certain level of control over how and by whom one’s involvements can be monitored. Computer mediated communication affords users new ways to control and manipulate their participation statuses with others and new ways to control the ways others monitor their presence that physical spaces do not afford. It also provides ways to be privately present to certain people in ways that might be impractical or inappropriate in the physical world. 


Another change in the ways participants can be present to one another is in the levels of intimacy they can achieve. One of the many paradoxes of computer mediated communication is that its ‘muting’ of visual and aural modes and privileging of the textual mode does not, as one might expect and some have predicted (Sproull and Kiesler 1986, Culnan and Markus 1987), result in a kind of compromised or ‘abbreviated’ social presence, but rather in heightened degrees of intimacy which Walther (1996) has called ‘hyperpersonal’, communication, interaction which ‘surpasses the level of affection and emotion of parallel (face to face) interaction’ (17). Many of my participants reported that their ICQ conversations were generally more intimate than their face-to-face interactions, and one even said ‘I feel my self on ICQ is more like my real self than that in daily life.’ Part of the reason for people’s increased intimacy on-line might be that the various involvement screens CMC makes available also act as emotional buffers. As another participant insisted, ‘it’s easier to type an emotion.’ Thus, the absence of many of the contextualization cues used in face to face communication in CMC does not result in an impoverished context, but rather one fraught with greater possibilities. 

At the same time, however, the ‘reduced cues’ of computer mediated contexts also make available new ways of participation on the other extreme of the personal-impersonal scale wherein users participate as impersonal ‘agents’(Jones 2001), dropping bits of information into one another’s computers with a minimum of interactional intimacy (Biocca and Levy 1995). 


Rather than thinking in terms of ‘participants’, students of context, at least those of computer mediated contexts, need to think in terms of how people manage multiple simultaneously ways of being present and levels of presence  within multiple fields of interaction.  
Conclusion: Taking the ‘Text’ out of ‘Context’


New communication technologies are forcing linguists to examine the ways in which their ‘professional vision’ (Goodwin 1994) is constrained by the terminological screens of their discipline. One of the main constraints has been our tendency to privilege written and spoke texts above all other phenomena, and to consider objects, actions and people as simply making up ‘the environment in which the text comes to life’ (Halliday 1975:25, Peng 1986). 


The aspects of context I have pointed out here which are made salient through new communication technologies are actually part of off-line interactions as well, and the inadequacies of our present notions of context not only make it difficult for us to deal with CMC, but also present barriers to our fully understanding what is going on in more traditional kinds of interaction. 


In some ways, as Deborah Tannen (2002) points out, asking linguists to pay less attention to texts is like asking astronomers to stop looking up so much. It is, however, only through breaking down the traditional hierarchal separation of ‘text’ and ‘context’ and moving our focus onto the social actions and social identities that texts make possible that we will achieve a true grasp of exactly how important texts are and how they fit into the web of places, practices and communities that human beings inhabit. 
To truly capture the dynamic display of involvement and identity in which text and context are continually negotiated in interaction, analysts need to themselves adopt a polyfocal perspective. They need to ‘burst the bonds of mere linguistics’ (Malinowski 1947:306), to experiment with new ‘ways of seeing’ (Goodwin 1994) social interaction, ways which encompass multiple modes and make use of multiple methods, ways which begin not with texts but with people’s actions and experiences around texts. Through this wider perspective we might finally come to understand what we have always ‘known’, that text and context are ‘aspects of the same process’ (Halliday and Hasan 1985:5).
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