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 Any type of communication will be accompanied by both positive and negative effects. 

Specifically, online communication provides for an open environment which in turn results in the 

ability of many to freely express their opinions. This same anonymity, however, also allows 

individuals to cruelly offer comments with no sense of remorse, and such comments then tend to 

turn productive deliberative exchange into a lagging debate. Online communication is a 

wonderful tool that can be used for initiating and maintaining excellent conversations, but the 

facelessness provided by internet interactions also paves the way for accusatory and 

unproductive discussions.  

 Wanting to test the effect of anonymity upon deliberative exchange, I chose to participate 

in a forum provided by www.4forums.com. Not only did this website include forums that were 

constantly filled with many interactions, but all of the participants were identified only by a 

username chosen by said participant. In fact, my own username was “brainyblonde”, which 

clearly gives no indication of who I really am. To begin my participation on this site, I decided to 

post my own thread discussing the issue of gun control. I felt that the key to initiating productive 

participation with the members of this site was to pose my question while at the same time, 

making sure that it was clear to all those viewing my thread that I was willing to accept other 

opinions and that I was determined to keep an open mind. For deliberation to occur, it is 

http://www.4forums.com/
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important that contributors feel as though their opinion matters and will be taken into 

consideration. As can be seen in the screenshots above, I was commended for keeping such an 

open mind immediately, but also warned of the possible responses that I should expect. With this 

being said, it is also important to stand your ground and support your claim, which is what I 

attempted to do in my very first question. I wanted my audience to know that I was willing to 

accept their opinions and beliefs, but at the same time, I had my own. The quality of deliberation 

is greatly increased by those that keep an open mind, but at the same time, have their own valid 

and provoking information to bring into the discussion. 

 The first few comments on my thread seemed to be going in the right direction. Those 

who responded seemed to be offering valid information, while at the same time respecting my 

opinions. As the discussion continued, however, things began to change. As more individuals 

became involved, I feel as though the deliberation that had begun started to slowly evolve into a 

finger-pointing debate. Instead of questions being answered and helpful comments being offered, 

it seemed as though the only reason for some of the above comments was to prove another 

wrong and make certain individuals seem undeniably correct. There is no room for cocky 

behavior in a deliberation. I do commend those who chose to comment on my thread for bringing 

in various outside sources that did make valid arguments, but too many other comments seemed 

to target specific individuals. An explicit feature of this website and many others that I looked at 

made it possible for commenters to tag a certain comment that they would like to respond to. 

While it does make it much easier for commenters to follow the track of the conversation, it also 

makes it simpler for some to target specific individuals, which greatly hurts deliberation. I tried 

to keep the conversation on track with my own comments, and it did work a few times, but 

ultimately my comments were ignored after a few posts and the finger pointing continued. The 
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comment that I made about the black market was followed by great deliberative activity from 

both Dani and Xenamnes, both of whom used the commenting feature of this site to their 

advantage. However, zsu2357 decided to take the conversation in a different direction. Zsu 

attempted to assert that Dani had ideological motivations that he had attempted to, but apparently 

failed at masking through the use of data and statistics. Zsu commented the following in response 

to a post that Dani had made: “Dani you should have just worked up to it instead of giving 

yourself away.” How is that accomplishing anything? As can be seen, it almost seemed as 

though the conversation that resulted from my own thread turned into a never-ending debate that 

was characterized by calling out others. It is important to validate your argument, but targeting 

others is no way to produce productive deliberative exchange.  

         Deliberative exchange proved to be greatly hindered by the anonymity provided by an 

online forum. I can say from personal experience that it is so much easier to tell someone 

something over the internet than it is in a face-to-face encounter. The facelessness provided by 

online deliberation, accompanied with the anonymity provided by this specific online forum did 

create an open-minded environment, but also created a realm that fostered disrespect and 

arrogance. On 4forums, you are actually able to construct an entire profile that can be used to 

portray any thought or philosophy imaginable through the use of a profile picture, a personal 

title, and quotes located at the end every post that you submit. In particular, Xenamnes uses 

his/her profile to portray a logical character that relies simply upon the facts when arguing. The 

quote that follows his every post reads: “If one cannot have an argument without resorting to 

hyperbole, name calling and emotional rhetoric, then they have lost the argument from their first 

post.” Xenamnes’s profile was constructed with very specific rhetorical aims in mind. Because 

he is not required to list any truly identifiable information on his profile, Xenamnes and any 
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other participant on this site can hide behind these profiles and furthermore, not only use their 

comments to impose their thoughts and views upon others, but use their profiles as well. From 

my experience, this seemed to have a negative effect upon deliberative exchange for some of the 

participants on my thread. There was not a true name or face to put to any of the profiles that 

were used to identify commenters on my thread, and this made it an open arena for anger and 

retaliation.  

            One must realize he/she generally does not know who he/she is talking to on these online 

forums and probably never will. It is for this reason that it is so easy to lash out at someone on a 

forum such as this one. The issue being discussed in this case is very personal to many and is 

currently having a major impact upon our nation, which causes some to become very passionate 

about a topic. Passion leads to anger at some times, which leads some to say things that they 

normally wouldn’t say in a face-to-face conversation with someone that they know. This exact 

concept is reinforced and shown in the comments listed upon my thread. There is no filter 

imposed on the comments, and at times, they became rude and offensive. When compared to our 

own debate in class, differences can be seen. In the classroom, disrespect was almost nonexistent 

except for in a few situations. I attribute this to the fact that it makes it much more real whenever 

you are directly faced with a problem. In the Civic Issues Forum, our comments specifically 

affected an individual in front of our eyes, while online, our comments affected a digital screen 

that showed no emotion. It makes a huge difference. Based upon my own experiences, personal 

identification seems to be conducive to successful deliberation. 

 After a first-hand glance into the online realm of discussion, I feel as though online 

communication is not favorable to deliberation. While many resources are readily available 

through the internet, communication is fast, and comments are filled with emotion, it appears to 
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me that the facelessness provided by this technology quickly turns a deliberation into a heated 

debate. Increasing the awareness of individuals and their identities online seems to be the only 

solution that I can offer at this point in time. In my opinion, deliberation is most effective when 

in person. Anonymity does not mix well with deliberative exchange. You can’t hide behind a 

username in real life.  


