
Ivan T ru n d le

Manager, 
communications 
and publishing
ivan.trundle@ alia .org .au

The left -hand Tide tex t 
string identifies a user a t 
the m ail location 
described on the right- 
hand side. A nd tbb  is 
where the fun begins. . .

whoami@this.address, anyway?
T his is re a lly  a p r im e r fo r tho se  n e w  to 

e-m ail o r  fo r th o se  w h o  w a n t  to  k n o w  
m o re  a b o u t w h a t  constitu tes  an  e-m ail 

address . N ex t m on th  I h o p e  to d e lv e  into  the 
in tr ica c ie s  o f figh ting  spam  and  h o w  to m a n ­
ag e  y o u r  e-m ail a c c o u n t .

A ll  v a l id  e-m ail add resses  take  the fo rm  o f a 
string  o f text, p u n c tu a te d  w ith  fu ll-stops (p e ­
r io d s  fo r th o se  on  th e  o th e r s id e  o f the  P a ­
c if ic ) ,  and  d iv id e d  b y  the  sym b o l '@ '.

Text fo llo w in g  the '@ ' sym b o l is d iv id e d  into  
d is c re te  c o m p o n e n ts . B y  re ad in g  e a c h  c o m ­
p o n e n t starting  from  the  far righ t an d  w o rk ­
ing  b a ck  to th e  '@ ' s y m b o l, it is p o ss ib le  to 
d e f in e  the  f in a l ad d re ss  o f  th e  p o s tb o x  at 
w h ic h  a g ive n  user re c e iv e s  m a il.

O n  th e  r ig h t  w e  h a v e .. .
T h e  fina l c o m p o n e n t  (on  the far right) is g e n ­
e ra l ly  a 2-letter c o d e , such  as '.a u ' o r ' .c a ' or 
'.u k ' —  this id e n tif ie s  the  c o u n try  in w h ic h  
the  m a ilb o x  res id es. If the  cou n try-o f-o rig in  
is not sh o w n , o n e  c a n  assum e that the  c o u n ­
try  is the  U n ite d  Sta tes  o f A m e r ic a  —  e v e n  
tho u g h  the re  is a lso  a '.u s ' co u n try  co d e . T h e  
p a ro ch ia lis m  o f the U S  is such  that w e  w o n 't  
b e  se e in g  a c h a n g e  fo r so m e  t im e  to co m e . 
H o w e v e r ,  th e re  is a stro n g  p ush  b y  b u s i­
nesses an d  o rg a n is a t io n s  tha t a re  no t a f f i l i ­
a ted  to a n y  o n e  c o u n try  to  not use a d e fin e d  
c o u n try  co d e , e v e n  thou g h  m ost a ssu m e that 
the  business is thus c o n d u c te d  in the U n ite d  
States . A  so re  p o in t  fo r som e.

T h e  nex t c o m p o n e n t  (re a d in g  b a c k  to ­
w a rd  the '@ ' s y m b o l) is g e n e ra lly  a 3-letter 
c o d e , su ch  as '. c o m ',  '.e d u ',  '.n e t ',  '.o rg ' or 
' .g o v ',  bu t c a n  c o n fu s in g ly  be a 2- letter 
c o d e s  in so m e  c o u n tr ie s  su ch  as the  U n ite d  
K in g d o m  or Ja p a n  ( '.c o ',  ' .a c ' a re  tw o  e x a m ­
p le s ). T h is  id e n tif ie s  the  ty p e  o f  b u s in ess  —  
'.o rg ' for an o rg a n is a t io n , '.m i l '  fo r m ilita ry , 
' . c o m ' o r ' . c o '  fo r a c o m m e rc ia l  o rg a n is a ­
t io n , an d  so on .

T h e  nex t c o m p o n e n t  u s u a l ly  id e n tif ie s  
th e  n a m e  o f the  o rg a n is a t io n , such  as 'a l ia ' 
o r 'o z e m a il ' o r  'n la ' —  in v a r ia b ly  an  a c r o ­
n ym  fo r the  b u s in ess , but no t a lw a y s .

In so m e in s tan ce s , the re  m a y  be  o n e  or 
m o re  d is c re te  c o m p o n e n ts  fo u n d  as p art o f 
the  address, su ch  as '. . .@ m a ilp c .a l ia .o rg .a u ' 
o r  ' . . .@ b if fo .s c ie n c e .u n e .e d u .a u ' —  th is s ig ­
n if ie s  tha t th e re  a re  fu rth e r d iv is io n s  o f the  
o rg a n is a t io n  tha t re q u ire  id e n t if ic a t io n  and  
s e p a ra t io n . La rg e  o rg a n isa t io n s  m a y  n eed  a 
n u m b e r  o f d if fe re n t  w o rk  a rea s , se rve rs , or 
m a ilb o x e s  to c o p e  w ith  the  d iv e rs ity  o f the  
bu s in ess  th e y  o p e ra te  w ith in . In v a r ia b ly ,  the 
f in a l c o m p o n e n t  d ir e c t ly  a d ja c e n t  to  th e  '@ ' 
s y m b o l, in these  in s tan ce s , w i l l  re fe r to  the 
n a m e  o f a p a r t ic u la r  c o m p u te r  in tha t d iv i ­
s ion  o r o rg a n isa tio n .

A n d  on  th e  le f t . . .
T h e  left-hand s id e  text string iden tifie s  a user 
at the  m a il lo c a t io n  d e s c r ib e d  on  the right-

h an d  s ide. A n d  th is  is w h e re  the  fun  b eg ins. 
D e p e n d in g  u p on  the p ro f ic ie n c y  o f the p e r­
son  re sp o n s ib le  fo r c re a t in g  su ch  addresses, 
a n d  the l im ita t io n s  o f th e  s o ftw a re  used  to 
c re a te  th e m , e a c h  u se r w i l l  h a v e  a u n iq u e  
n am e  (or m o re  c o r re c tly , 'u se r ' a c c o u n t ) that 
is e ith e r a c lo se  fa c s im ile  o f th e ir  rea l n am e, 
o r so m e o th e r c o d e d  v a r ia t io n . Fo r ex a m p le , 
a person  w ith  a n a m e  o f V la d im ir  Sp lu rg le r  
is lik e ly  to be g ive n  a 'u se r ' a c c o u n t  n am e  of 
'v la d im ir ' o r 'v la d ' o r 'v s p lu rg l' o r 's1 2 3 h 5 6 '
—  it a ll d e p e n d s  on  the  system  in p la c e  and  
th e  lim ita tio n s  o f that system .

A lia s e s
O f  co u rse , it is so m e tim e s  d if f ic u lt  to  in te r­
p ret 's1 2 3 h 5 6 @ ... ' o r e v e n  'v la d @ . . . '  as a n y ­
th in g  m e a n in g fu l in m a n y  s itu a tio n s , and  in 
th e se  c ir c u m s ta n c e s  e x p e r ie n c e d  a n d  w is e  
m a il a d m in is t ra to rs  lin k  th e se  n o n d e s c r ip t  
u se r a c c o u n t  n am e s  to  a lia s e s  o f  ad d resses  
th a t h a v e  m o re  m e a n in g , su ch  as 
v la d im ir .s p lu rg le r@ a rn ie . r e a l- g o o d .c o m .a u
—  and  in m a n y  in s ta n ce s  a n u m b e r  o f a l i ­
ases w i l l  w o rk , e s p e c ia l ly  if the  u se r 's  n am e  
is f re q u e n t ly  m issp e lt . In a d d it io n ,  a lia s e s  
m a y  a p p ly  on  th e  r ig h t-h an d  s id e , so tha t 
'a rn ie .re a l- g o o d .c o m .a u ' m ay  a lso  b e  lin ked  
to  're a l- g o o d .co m .au ' —  it re a lly  d e p en d s  on  
h o w  w e ll  th e  m a il a d m in is tra to r  has lin k ed  
a ll o f these  th ings tog ether.

A lia se s  c an  be  a real life- saver in that it 
c an  m ake  sense o u t o f an o th e rw is e  d ifficu lt-  
to- fathom  n am in g  sc h e m e . Fo r e x a m p le , a ll 
staff at A L IA  N a t io n a l O f f ic e  h a v e  add resses  
in the fo rm  o f 'f i r s tn a m e . la s tn a m e ®  
a lia .o rg .a u ' ( i v a n . t r u n d le @ a lia .o r g .a u ), y e t 
e a c h  o f these  is an  a lia s  o f the  rea l ad dress 
an d  the  real u se r 's  a c c o u n t  n am e . B u t  th is is 
e n t ire ly  tra n sp a re n t to bo th  the  u se r as a re ­
c ip ie n t  o f m a il a n d  th e  user as a s e n d e r  o f 
m a il. A n  in c re a s in g  n u m b e r o f m a il a d m in ­
istrators get it w ro n g  though , and  en d less  d if ­
f ic u lt ie s  a re  in v a r ia b ly  e x p e r ie n c e d  b y  users 
p a r t ic u la r ly  w h e n  th e y  a ttem p t to  su b sc r ib e  
to  e le c tro n ic  d is cu ss io n  lists, w h ic h  d e m an d  
v e r if ia b le  addresses . O v e r  tim e , th o u g h , the 
s itu a t io n  is im p ro v in g  as m o re  a n d  m o re  
m a il ad m in istra to rs  learn  from  th e ir m istakes, 
an d  from  the  g ru m b lin g s  o f a ffe c ted  users!

A s yo u  c a n  see  fro m  a ll o f  th is , e a c h  
r ig h t-h an d  s id e  c o m p o n e n t  o f  th e  ad d ress  
m o re - c lo se ly  d e fin e s  th e  lo c a t io n  o f  a user 's  
m a ilb o x , w h ils t  the  left-hand-side d e fines  the 
user at that lo c a tio n . T h e re  a re  g e n e ra lly - a c ­
c e p te d  ru les  w h ic h  d ic ta te  w h a t  letters and  
n u m e ra ls  c a n  b e  u sed  —  so m e  c h a ra c te rs  
a re  no t p e rm itte d  at a ll ,  su ch  as sp a c e s  o r 
a p o s tro p h e s  (a p o lo g ie s  to  the 
O 'D o n o v a n s . . . ) .  Im p o rta n tly , c a s e  is not an 
issue for 99 .9  per c e n t o f  m o d e rn  e-m ail sys­
tem s : 'V L A D .S P L U R G L E R @ A R N IE .R E A L -
G O O D . C O M . A U '  sh o u ld  be trea ted  e x a c tly  
th e  sa m e  as 'v la d .s p lu rg le r@ a rn ie . r e a l-  
g o o d .c o m .a u ' (th is  w i l l  s a ve  w e a r  an d  tea r 
on  y o u r shift key ). ■
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