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I. Introduction 

Text is firmly established as the preferred online discourse medium. What 
might have started as a bandwidth limitation has become a defining characteristic 
of the internet: the use of text to communicate and collaborate. Despite advances 
in synchronous multi-media communication technologies, most people continue 
to transmit and receive messages asynchronously using electronic text; it’s 
affordable, fast, and fairly flexible and expressive. But does online speech merely 
replicate the characteristics of written speech, or is it developing its own? How do 
the tools and technologies that enable online speech shape the nature of 
discourse? Is online discourse changing the way we communicate, think, and 
work together? What direction is online discourse likely to take in the near future? 

The objective of this paper is to provide a framework for evaluating online 
discourse: its development thus far, the challenges still left to address, and the 
opportunities still unexplored. To that purpose, it is necessary to understand 
online discourse’s past (it’s foundation on other types of discourse), present (how 
it’s currently implemented by different tools), and what its future challenges might 
be. First, as a way to preface the importance of the topic, I will suggest that 
online discourse, like all other forms of discourse, shapes the development of 
human thought in particular ways, and therefore affects how we interpret the 
world. Then I will examine the characteristics of oral and written discourse that 
have been transposed unto online discourse, and how three of the most popular 
online discourse tools—discussion boards, blogs and wikis—embody or 
transcend those characteristics. Finally, I will review some infrastructural issues 
and conclude by listing a series of challenges that new models and tools will 
need to address. 

Thought, language and technology 

Language influences how thought develops in human beings, and thought 
in turn influences language. This is a premise found in the work of many 
researchers in the field of human development. For illustrative purposes, we can 
focus on the work of Lev Vygotsky’s on thought and language (1986). Siegler 
(1991), in assessing Vygotsky’s work,  exemplifies how development in one area 
is accompanied by development in the other: 

Language and thought may begin their development separately, but beyond the 
first year, they are complexly intertwined. Each affects the other’s development. 
Learning names for objects facilitates grouping them into categories and 
categorizing objects makes it easier to learn their names. Language may also 
influence thought by stabilizing the membership of categories, and thought may 
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influence language by making it easier to learn words that correspond to 
preexisting categories. (p. 167) 

In other words, newly acquired language structures shape thought structures, 
which in turn produce more refined language structures, which result in more 
complex thought structures, and so on. As humans incorporate more advanced 
language tools into their discursive toolbox, their cognitive faculties grow and 
adapt.  

While the development of thought and language may be partly dictated by 
the biological makeup of our brains, it is also shaped by processes of childhood 
socialization and acculturation, including the adoption and usage of various 
communication technologies. Writing, for example, shapes our way of thinking 
and communicating by allowing us to adopt a position vis-à-vis the world from 
which it can be described with some degree of objectivity. Learning to write is 
therefore not just about learning to inscribe symbols, but encompasses a whole 
new way of knowing and being in the world. 

Each communication technology in fact reshapes our relationship with the 
world: how we describe the world through language affects how we think about 
the world, and vice versa. This process has become more complex as 
technologies appear more rapidly, leaving little time for reflective assimilation. 
Furthermore, new communication technologies bring about not just additive 
adjustments to already existing options to communicate, but complete changes 
to media environments and ways of knowing the world. To illustrate the fact that 
new communication technologies alter our ways of thinking, talking and 
experiencing the world, we can look at the case of the telegraph (see, for 
example, the work of Carey, 1989). The telegraph was not just a new technology 
that took its place quietly among other media. It fundamentally altered our 
experience of time and space: how we thought about time and space, how we 
talked about them, and how we experienced and understood the world based on 
these new assumptions. Suddenly, distances seemed shorter, information was 
capable of traveling faster than the train, the understanding of what was 
considered news changed, and telepresence was redefined. The effect of the 
telegraph could be felt across other media as well. The newspaper, for example, 
underwent a major transformation as it became capable of extending its 
coverage by publishing news about remote events within hours of their 
occurrence. The telegraph thus had an impact on how people thought and spoke 
about things both around them and beyond their usual reach.    

It is beyond the scope of this paper to consider all the ramifications of the 
introduction of the telegraph or any other technology. My point is that each new 
communication technology changes the rules of thought and speech. By 
introducing new features—and redefining or making others obsolete—
communication technologies generate new ways of thinking and speaking, new 
cognitive tools for processing information in accordance with new language 
structures. But whereas before these shifts could be analyzed in terms of a single 
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technology (e.g. the telegraph, the television, etc.), now we have dozens of 
technologies emerging at a given time and simultaneously changing our 
discursive horizons. We might say something like “The internet is changing the 
way we communicate and think,” but we must recognize that the term ‘the 
internet’ collapses a multitude of technologies: HTML, email, discussion boards, 
instant messaging, online video conferencing, VoIP, blogs, wikis, and so on. 
Although all of them enable online communication, each has its own unique set 
of characteristics, rules and features. All of these technologies can be said to  
embody online discourse, albeit in different ways. The concept of online 
discourse evolves as each one of these technologies evolves, or as new ones 
come into being or obsolete ones disappear. But the point is that, through 
whatever set of old or new technologies, online discourse conditions our ways of 
talking, of organizing knowledge, and therefore our ways of thinking and 
perceiving the world, even outside of the online sphere. 

In the reminder of this paper, I will focus on the nature of online discourse, 
and the technologies that have emerged to support it. First, I will consider some 
general characteristics of online discourse, specially in the context of the two 
main forms of speech that preceded it: oral and written speech. Then, I will 
examine three technologies—discussion boards, blogs and wikis—in terms of the 
degree to which they can be said to support online discourse.   

II. Online discourse and its predecessors 

For the purposes of this paper, I’m identifying online discourse with 
electronic asynchronous textual discourse. Non-text-based forms of online 
communication (such as online video conferencing) are not as popular or 
affordable as textual forms of discourse; and although many of the points made 
below can be applied also to forms of synchronous textual discourse (such as 
chatting or instant messaging), asynchronous textual discourse enjoys a wider 
popularity and more established history. Also, as I hope becomes evident in the 
rest of this discussion, asynchronous textual discourse embodies more fully the 
new potentials of online discourse.  

Even though online discourse emerged with the internet, its conventions 
did not materialize out of thin air. Oral and written speech influenced—and 
continue to influence—its form and structure. Although it makes sense to look at 
the chronological evolution of the three forms of discourse, we should avoid 
making qualitative judgments based on this progression; orality appeared before 
literacy, and literacy appeared before online discourse, but this does not mean 
that any of the latter are better than any of the former. Each new form of speech 
significantly reshaped its predecessors, but it did not replace them. On the 
contrary, all thee forms of speech can be said to coexist in our current discursive 
landscape, and all three of them can play an equally important role in 
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engendering forms of reflection and action in accordance with our times (for more 
on this, see upcoming paper on online praxis).  

Oral and written speech 

In order to explore the connections between oral and written speech and 
online discourse, we can return to Vygotsky. Vygotsky (1986), writing in the early 
1900’s, saw written speech as the most elaborate form of speech. In the absence 
of the emotional information that can be obtained through face-to-face 
conversation (embedded in the tone of voice, iris dilation and other forms of body 
language), written speech requires more words, and therefore, more skill to 
express exactly what we mean. Written speech also requires a fully developed 
ability to think monologically, as opposed to dialogically.  

Vygotsky’s views on the development of monologic (or inner) speech and 
dialogic (or social) speech represent a turning point in the study of human 
development. Contrary to Piaget’s theory, which posed that the formation of 
language follows a progression from non-verbal or monologic thought to verbal or 
dialogic thought (thought that exists through communication with others), 
Vygotsky argued the reverse: that the formation of language progresses from 
dialogic or socialized thought to monologic thought, or ‘inner speech’ (thought 
expressed in words but without being verbalized).  

For Piaget, children develop inner thought separately from language and 
only eventually, by passing through a phase of egocentric speech in which they 
think “out loud,” do they learn to think using words, allowing them to 
communicate socially. According to Piaget, “we may say that the adult thinks 
socially, even when he is alone, and that the child under seven thinks 
egocentrically, even in the society of others” (Piaget, quoted in Vygotsky, p. 27). 
According to Vygotsky, the development of thought takes a different path. To 
him, the primary function of communication is social, so children learn to think by 
expressing themselves socially. Eventually they learn to internalize this social 
speech, and inner thought develops: “Egocentric speech emerges when the child 
transfers social, collaborative forms of behavior to the sphere of inner-personal 
psychic functions” (p. 35). “[W]hen egocentric speech disappears, it does not 
simply atrophy, but “goes underground,” i.e., turns to inner speech” (p. 33). 

Thus, to Vygotsky, inner speech represents the more complex mode of 
thinking. Furthermore, by the time we learn to internalize speech, we begin to 
acquire reading and writing skills, which allows us to express our inner speech 
through written language: 

…Some linguists, particularly Lev Scherba, consider dialogue the natural form of 
oral speech, the one in which language fully reveals its nature, and monologue to 
a great extent artificial. Psychological investigation leaves no doubt  that 
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monologue is indeed the higher, more complicated form, and of later historical 
development… The speed of oral speech is unfavorable to a complicated 
process of formulation—it does not leave time for deliberation and choice. 
Dialogue implies immediate unpremeditated utterance. It consists of replies, 
repartee; it is a chain of reactions. Monologue, by comparison, is a complex 
formulation; the linguistic elaboration can be attended to leisurely and 
consciously. In written speech, lacking situational and expressive supports, 
communication must be achieved only through words and their combination… (p. 
242) 

Although Vygotsky establishes written speech as the more sophisticated form of 
speech, he does not make a strong qualitative differentiation between oral and 
written speech (i.e., he does not argue that one is better than the other). Each 
form of speech has a unique purpose: oral speech, intended for personal 
encounters, is unpremeditated, iterative and quick, because it makes use of 
situational support; written speech, on the other hand, compensates for a lack of 
situational support (the physical absence of the dialogical partner)  by using more 
words in an effort to be exact, which makes it more structurally complex, linear, 
and premeditated—but also slower than oral speech. Oral speech is useful in 
face-to-face encounters, where the exchange of information is supported not just 
by language, but by context, and can therefore proceed rapidly. Written speech is 
ideally suited for exchanges of information where the participants do not share 
the same context, and where this separation must be mediated. Cyberspace, as 
a site of virtual presence (not fully situated nor fully disembodied), requires a type 
of speech that merges characteristics of both oral and written speech, as I will 
discuss next.  

Characteristics of online discourse  

Many of the characteristics of oral and written discourse have been 
transposed unto online discourse, as some authors have pointed out. Baron 
(2003) for example, discusses the characteristics of email that are like oral 
speech, those that are like written speech, and the emergence of a new style of 
speech altogether. Jacobsen (2002) also identifies the emergence of a new 
paradigm, which he calls cyberdiscursivity, and which combines the 
characteristics of orality and literacy as defined by Ong (1988) but is also more 
than just the sum of its parts.  

Asynchronous text-based online discourse is unique because it combines 
both dialogic and monologic discursive functions. Because it is textual and 
asynchronous, it shares some of the characteristics of monologic or written 
speech: it is premeditated, its structure is complex, and to a degree it can be 
attended to leisurely and consciously (to use Vygotsky’s characterizations). But 
online discourse also exhibits characteristics of dialogic or oral speech: it is 
iterative and social, it relies to some degree on situational support, it can be 
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quick, and it can be somewhat unpremeditated. The internet has made possible 
an interaction between participants using written speech that can be very 
immediate (almost instantaneous in some cases), even when extended across 
long distances. This was simply not possible with previous forms of textual 
media, and gives online discourse a dialogic dimension to counterbalance its 
monologic heritage. 

But online discourse is more than just a synthesis of its predecessors. 
Online discourse is a unique form of speech, whose true nature and possibilities 
become evident to us as the multiple technologies that enable it evolve. Beyond 
the elements borrowed from oral and written speech, I would identify two 
characteristics that make online discourse unique. Those characteristics are  
hypertextuality and distributed discursivity. Various other models for analyzing 
online discourse have been suggested (c.f. December), but the most important 
characteristics can be reduced to one of these two factors.   

Hypertextuality refers to the ability of one online text to link to any other 
text, thus incorporating it into a discursive thread. In theory, any online text is a 
site for infinite points of departure to other texts. I say ‘in theory’ because the 
ability to insert links into an online text is controlled most often by the author, not 
by the reader of the text (except in the case of technologies that make open 
editing possible, as we will see). The reader still benefits from being able to 
choose which links to follow, thus taking a more active role in the construction of 
the text’s meaning.  

Obviously, not every link on the internet indicates an ongoing discourse, 
as some hyperlinks are merely functional. But it is the implicit possibility that 
collectives of authors/readers can weave online discourses through hyperlinks 
that is the second defining characteristic of online discourse. Distributed 
discursivity makes online speech unlike any other form of speech. As a 
participant in online discourse, I can take any online texts on the internet and link 
them to my own speech acts. This is possible in oral speech, but because 
speech is immaterial, the speech acts linked can exist only in memory. In literacy, 
where we have the attribute of materiality, it is easy to connect speech acts; but 
firstly, this linkage is not active (nothing happens when I touch a piece of paper 
that says “See Averroe’s commentary on Plato’s Republic”), and secondly, 
dissemination of new linked speech acts happens in a much smaller and slower 
scale than in online discourse, where publishing is quick, cheap, and potentially 
global. Thus, distributed discursivity refers to the social aspects of online 
discourse that are implemented in unique, unprecedented ways by online 
technologies.  

The social nature of these networks created by hyperlinking is something 
we are just beginning to study and understand. Online discourse unfolds in 
complex social patterns, which are either emergent (i.e., they exhibit signs of 
self-organization) or the product of conscious organizing efforts. These patterns 
point to the fact that online discourse is highly collaborative and communal, and 
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that in online discourse participants are not neatly divided into authors and 
readers. Everyone is an “author” in the sense that she or he can create 
meaningful speech acts by producing new ones or linking existing ones. At the 
same time, the fact that everyone can be an author can also hinder discourse by 
opening it up to a community of participants larger than has previously been 
possible to manage, unrestricted by limitations of time and space. An analysis of 
the challenges and opportunities that distributed discursivity represents can be 
found in Wiley and Brewer (2003), Online self-organizing social systems: The 
decentralized future of online learning. 

Next, I will consider three online discourse technologies in terms of the 
varying degrees to which they embody hypertextuality and distributed 
discursivity, as well as traits from oral and written speech.    

III. Current tools 

Earlier, I argued that online discourse is a dynamic concept, defined and 
understood as the technologies that support it come and go—that is, as the 
technologies that facilitate it emerge or disappear. I will now undertake a brief 
analysis of three technologies than can be said to currently support online 
discourse. Some caveats should be kept in mind. First, the analysis below is not 
intended to be a comprehensive examination of each technology, but a brief 
illustration of many of the issues I have been discussing. Second, the three 
technologies examined were chosen as convenient points of comparison, but I 
do not mean to imply that the analysis should be limited to only these three 
technologies. Third, the comparison between a particular technology and oral or 
written speech is not intended to be absolute; rather, I will speak of each one of 
these technologies as exhibiting certain biases towards either oral or written 
discourse. The purpose of examining these biases is to acknowledge the 
influence that previous forms of discourse have on emerging technologies, and to 
what degree these technologies also manage to transcend the influences and 
assume the unique characteristics of online discourse. Finally, I should indicate 
that the purpose of this analysis is to set up the ground for a new model of online 
discourse, distributed textual discourse (DTD), that I will discuss separately in a 
later paper.    

Discussion Boards 

Discussion boards have a predominant bias towards oral speech, and 
they embody distributed discursivity to a larger extent than they embody 
hypertextuality.  
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Discussion boards seek to capture the dialogue between participants as it 
unfolds. Therefore, their structure is designed to easily identify speaker turns and 
support quick (to a certain extent unpremeditated) replies. In that sense, 
discussion boards exhibit a structure similar to that of oral speech. But because 
they are, after all, online discourse tools, they differ from oral speech in that 
participants don’t really have to take turns to speak. Although they arrange 
content in a linear, sequential manner, discussion boards are intended to support 
asynchronous discourse, so the production of speech acts can be attended to 
consciously and leisurely, and then submitted to a program that will arrange and 
display the speech act in its appropriate position in the discursive sequence.    

With their many features oriented towards facilitating multi-participant 
discourse, discussion boards embody distributed discursivity very well. 
Communities are formed around a specific online location, where participants 
converge to discuss various topics, each one organized so that it is easy to follow 
a particular discursive thread even as it unfolds asynchronously. It is easy to get 
a sense of who belongs to the community, as well as who is more or less active, 
who plays a specific role such as moderator, etc.  

However, the linearity of discussion boards does not exemplify the full 
potential of online discourse, and that’s why I argue that discussion boards do 
not fully embody hypertextuality. The only way to link from one speech act to 
another is to reply to it, and let the program arrange the reply accordingly (linking 
to other speech acts on the internet by including a hyperlink or listing the URL is 
possible, but this means having to leave the discussion board environment). The 
problem with this approach is that there is no method by which to ensure that 
participants will follow the proper replying convention, specially if one of their 
speech acts contains replies to more than one speech act. For example, consider 
the following discussion board structure:   

 

Topic or Thread 1 

A: Response to Topic 1 

B: Another response to Topic 1 

C: Response to B 

D: Response to C 

E: Another response to B (as well as a “hidden” response to A) 

Topic or Thread 2 …etc. 
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An inexperienced user (or one who, for rhetorical reason, chooses to 
ignore the conventions of replying) could include in response E not only a 
response to B, but a response to A as well. Other participants would not expect 
to find a response to A there, specially if those participants have not been 
following the entire thread. Indeed, such participants would  have no way of 
knowing that a response to A is made in E unless they happen to read it or find it 
through a search. My point is that the discussion board does not support 
hyperlinks from A to all of its responses. It only identifies replies to A that are 
made by clicking on the Reply button while reading A, replies which the program 
proceeds to arrange in a cascading list displayed underneath A. This list of 
replies can include topics other than those concerning A, since the discussion 
board really doesn’t have a way to enforce that participants stay on topic, nor 
does it give them easy ways to non-linearly hyperlink to other speech acts within 
the discussion as necessary.  

A linear online environment that does not offer hyperlinking  is less 
forgiving than oral speech when it comes to these jumps in a discourse. Face-to-
face dialogue participants seem capable of following a conversation that returns 
to earlier points, because normal oral conversations happen synchronously and 
are limited in length by what average human beings can store in their memories. 
But an online conversation unfolding in a discussion board presents some 
challenges to continuity and tracking of discursive threads, even while it offers 
important benefits such as asynchronicity that orality does not afford.  

Perhaps the discussion board’s failure to incorporate true hypertextuality 
is due to its early appearance in the developmental timeline of online discourse 
tools (at least, earlier that the other two tools to be discussed). At that time, 
developing tools for online collaboration was seen as a separate endeavor to 
developing web publishing tools (which partly explains, as we shall see, the non-
collaborative traits of blogs). Because discussion boards took oral speech as 
their model, they treated the speech act as a whole, not as a hyperlinkable text. 
Discussion board participants were not given the control to take each post or 
speech act apart, and link from within it to any number of other texts (what I call 
hypertextual granularity, a functionality that would have to wait for wikis as we will 
see below).  

However, what discussion boards lacked on hypertextual sophistication 
they made up in distributed discursivity. The emergence of mature online 
communities was possible thanks to discussion boards. They provided locations 
on the web where people gathered to engage in discourse about a particular set 
of topics. This sense of community has not been surpassed by the other two 
technologies discussed here (although it’s still too early to pass judgment on 
wikis; and it should be pointed out that other synchronous technologies, such as 
instant messaging, have promoted a sense of community of a different kind with 
great success). The discussion board’s unique and successful model of 
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distributed discursivity perhaps explains why they are still an important part of the 
discursive landscape online. 

Blogs 

Blogs, as opposed to discussion boards, have a bias towards written 
speech, and they embody hypertextuality to a larger extent than they embody 
distributed discursivity.  

Blogs were designed to be easy-to-use web publishing tools. Their output 
is very much like written speech: it is for the most part premeditated, and 
participants (generally) approach blog writing with more attention to composition 
and to the selection of words than they would invest in a quick discussion board 
post. Blogs do not seek to capture a dialogue as it unfolds; rather, discursivity is 
achieved by intertextuality (texts actively link to each other).  

Blogs support linking that is hypertextual, albeit this is a function only the 
authors of the blog can control. A blogger creates hypertextual speech acts, 
embedded with as many links as wanted, in as many places as wanted, and the 
reader can decide whether or not to follow those links. Links between blog posts 
are active, and they point to different locations on the web, not just within a 
particular blog’s environment. In contrast, as I described above, linking between 
speech acts in discussion boards is not active, but a function of arrangement in a 
linear cascading list (unless they take the form of hyperlinks to locations outside 
the discussion board environment).  

According to the original design of blogs, discursive meaning was to be 
created exclusively by linking to other speech acts. Blogs were designed 
primarily as monologic, not dialogic tools. Features such as the ability to leave 
comments on specific posts were incorporated later, out of necessity, and while 
they satisfy some of the needs for quick, contextualized collaboration, blogs do 
not exhibit advanced distributed discursivity features. It should also be noted that 
the commenting features also suffer from the same lack of hypertextual 
granularity experienced in discussion boards. While blog authors can create 
hypertextual speech acts, commenters cannot hypertextually annotate the 
original posts. All they can do is create hypertextual speech acts and post them 
on their own blogs, if they have one. Speech acts have to be taken by anyone 
who is not the author as whole, uneditable texts when responding or 
commenting. 

To follow a discourse unfolding through blogs is to follow a non-linear 
process that unfolds across dispersed locations on the internet. This is not to 
say, however, that the blogosphere is not in fact a highly social space, although 
social in a very different way. The patterns that emerge from the intertextual 
hyperlinking exhibit complex forms of social organization, and collectively create 
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something that resembles a scale-free network (c.f. Barabasi, 2002). This rich 
hypertextual linking is possible thanks to features that were added to blogs 
subsequently, such as Trackback, which alerts other participants that you have 
referenced a particular post of theirs in your blog. 

These collaborative features notwithstanding, blogs do not offer, like 
discussion boards, a central place where the discourse can be aggregated 
(although RSS alleviates some of these problems), and where people can come 
together as an online community. Blogrolls cannot really compare to 
communities, since bloggers choose who to list on their own blogrolls, and 
participants can not choose to join a community, but must continue to operate as 
individual publishers. In short, blogs do not possess the kinds of features that 
discussion boards offer for the creation of collaborative spaces and communities. 

With these observations and comparisons between discussion boards and 
blogs I’m not trying to argue that one tool is better than the other. I am merely 
pointing out the characteristics of each, in terms of the framework I have 
proposed. Because blogs came after discussion boards, I would argue that they 
have helped us better understand the potential of online discourse. Blogs have 
made the internet a more social space in terms of intertextual speech acts, albeit 
not as collaborative and community-driven a space as discussion boards. 

It is interesting to note, also, that in looking at the chronological evolution 
of discussion boards and blogs, we could argue that this evolution parallels the  
development of human thought and language in a child as described by 
Vygotsky: from dialogic forms of speech (discussion boards) we move to 
monologic forms of speech (blogs). What would be the next step in this 
development? 

Wikis 

While discussion boards exhibit a bias towards oral speech and blogs 
exhibit a bias towards written speech, wikis truly embody the characteristics of 
online discourse. Wikis support hypertextuality and distributed discursivity in new 
and interesting ways, but because they have purposes other than supporting 
dialogue, their discursive features have not attained full maturity. 

By allowing every participant—not just authors—the ability to insert 
hyperlinks at any point within the speech act, and to any location within or 
outside the wiki, it can be argued that wikis support hypertextuality to a degree 
that discussion boards and blogs do not. Each speech act can be collectively 
annotated (a feature known as ‘open editing’) by any participant, and discourse is 
created by making connections from one speech act to other existing or new 
ones. In other words, contrary to discussion boards and blogs, hypertextuality in 
wikis is highly granular; speech acts are not taken as wholes, but as 
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deconstructable texts. Thus, similarly to blogs, wikis embody a type of 
hypertextuality that resembles a scale-free network more than a turn-based linear 
structure.  

This hypertextuality is implemented through new models of distributed 
discursivity: open editing is equally available to anyone who is a member of the 
wiki, not just to authors of speech acts, as in discussion boards and blogs. At the 
same time, the distributed discursivity of wikis resembles less the network of 
individual bloggers and more the location-specific community of discussion 
boards. Wikis represent collectives, groups of people gathered for a common 
purpose at a specific location on the Web (in some cases these collectives can 
be quite large, such as Wikipedia).  

But because wikis privilege the content over the authors of the content, 
their discursive features have limitations. What matters in a wiki is the present 
state of the content, regardless of who has contributed to it and at what point. 
This in itself is an innovative breakthrough on how online discourse is shaping 
new ways of producing and organizing knowledge, new ways of thinking and 
speaking and therefore of perceiving the world (to go back to my earlier 
comments on thought, language and technology). But even if supporting online 
discourse is not the primary goal of wikis, the collaboration that wikis allow 
requires some degree of discourse. Furthermore, for discourse to be effective it 
is necessary to establish some notions of recognition of authorship. Anyone who 
has worked with wikis has experienced the lack of features that facilitate this 
recognition. Without carefully insertion of manual signatures, it is difficult to 
determine who is speaking, and whom to address when replying. Likewise, the 
versioning of pages in wikis makes sustaining a dialogue difficult. It is 
inconvenient, to say the least, to begin a dialogue in a wiki page only to have it 
buried in an old version of a page as new versions (which may or may not 
include the original dialogue) come into existence.  

These issues are being addressed through emerging best practices (such 
as relegating the exchange of comments to separate wiki pages), and through 
the creation of new wiki engines that integrate some new discursive features or 
features from other online discourse tools. Clearly, wikis were not designed 
primarily as tools for enabling online discourse. In spite of that, their functionality 
and application provide new insights as to the direction in which online discourse 
needs to develop.  

IV. Conclusions 

In the context of the three technologies discussed, and after considering 
their strengths and weaknesses, we can begin to lay the ground for a new 
generation of online discourse models and technologies. But whatever comes 
next will need not only to combine the strengths of the current technologies in 
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creative new ways, but address two additional important factors: filtering and 
control over the tools of discourse. 

By filtering I mean the set of features that allow participants to organize a 
wealth of information into subsets that are meaningful to them. It is clear by now 
that the promise of online discourse can be a double-edged sword: by extending 
the possibility of participation to anyone with access to the internet, online 
discourse can easily degenerate into white noise emanating from immense 
communities. Hence the need to order and filter the cacophony of voices 
according to the needs of participants. Discussion board communities have made 
great advances in this area by using various peer review schemes (c.f. Wiley). 
When it comes to blogs, RSS has been crucial to giving participants control over 
the inflow of discourse (some would even argue that RSS is more important an 
invention than blogs). 

  The issue of control over the tools of discourse is not as obvious, but 
important nonetheless. By control over the tools I refer to the fact that most 
technologies that facilitate online discourse, including the three I discuss above, 
rely on programs owned and administered by someone who is, most likely, not 
the discourse participant. These centralized programs run on servers that are 
controlled by people who are again, most likely, not the discourse participant. 
Apart from issues of security and freedom of speech which are beyond the scope 
of this paper, centralization seems to me to run counter to the true potential of 
online discourse in the long run. The point is that discussion boards, blogs, and 
wikis all require a third party to host and administer them, and while it is 
becoming increasingly easy (in some parts of the world and in some class 
segments) to gain cheap access to the internet, owning and controlling a server 
is still outside of the reach of most. One way to address this would be to take 
advantage of some of the work done in peer-to-peer file sharing.  

Based on the analysis of the foundations of online discourse and its 
present implementations, we can now summarize a list of requirements that 
future online discourse models and tools ought to consider:  

• Discourse at the source: Content published online is a point of 
departure for unlimited discourse. Collaboration unfolds right at the 
source; there is no need to leave the content behind to go somewhere 
where discourse can be supported. 

• Hypertextual granularity: Discourse participants are able to 
hypertextually annotate every fragment of an online text, instead of 
having to refer to online texts as uneditable wholes. 

• No separation of author/reader roles: Hypertext creation features are 
available to all participants, not just to the authors of speech acts. 
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• Balance between local and networked, individual and collective: New 
models of distributed discursivity remove constraints of collaboration 
amongst dispersed participants (as in blogs) or enclosed collectives 
(as in discussion boards). A balance is reached between the need to 
retain individual ownership of speech acts and being able to aggregate 
speech acts in one collective place.  

• Social filtering: To manage information overload, discourse participants 
employ filters that sort online discourse according to group 
membership or peer-reviewed quality of content.  

• Decentralized infrastructure: Discourse participants are able to 
collaborate spontaneously, without unwanted mediation if desired. 
Access to online discourse tools is free or very low-cost, and discourse 
can unfold outside of privately-owned servers.  

One possible solution that encompasses all of these requirements is what I call 
distributed textual discourse (DTD), a model I describe in a separate paper.  

I have undertaken in this paper a brief analysis of the ways in which oral 
and written speech have influenced online discourse, and looked at how that 
influence is reflected in some of the existing tools. In the context of the co-
development of language and thought, I have suggested that new technologies 
need to embrace the unique characteristics of online discourse in order to 
address the new ways of thinking that hypertext affords. At the same time, 
however, the intent was not to suggest that online discourse should replace older 
forms of discourse, but co-exist in a sustainable manner with them.  
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