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Process Analysis

The Unseen Process of Sending Email
Knowing how to send email is becoming an important skill to have. Although most know how to use email services, only a few really understand how it works. How is it possible that you can write a message on your computer and have it appear within minutes on someone else’s computer, regardless whether they live down the street, or half way around the world?  The process is actually fairly straightforward and surprisingly easy to understand.

Creating a message
When most of us are writing email we use some sort of email client, like Outlook Express, Eudora, or the more popular, web based clients like Hotmail and Yahoo. These clients are computer programs designed to abstract the user from the protocol that is needed to create a well formed email message. When something adheres to specific syntax it is called 'well-formed'. An email message must follow a very specific syntax before it is sent out. This may be the first time hearing about this syntax; nevertheless it is done for every email message sent. The email client will take the data entered into its various textboxes, like the “subject” line, the “to” line, and of course the “body”, and recompile this into a document that adheres to the syntax rules laid out for email messages. W 
Connecting to the server


The next stage is connecting to a server and passing the message along. Again, third party email clients abstract the particular protocol involved so users do not have to know anything about the protocol to send an email. The common protocol used to send email is called SMTP (simple mail transport protocol). Using this protocol, a remote computer makes a connection to a server providing the email service and sends the email message. This protocol is simply an agreed upon method of sending the message.
Email Message Parsing 


The term “parsing” in the programming world refers to searching some body of data and pulling out relevant information. In the case of email, the ‘to’ field is very important and must be pulled out immediately so the server knows where to send an email message. 
Translating domain name


The ‘to’ field contains a ‘user’ name followed by the ‘@’ sign then followed by a domain name, like “aol.com”.  This domain name is simply some kind of textual representation to some computer somewhere on the internet. It is impossible to do anything with just this domain name; it has no meaning to a computer. To complete the sending of an email message the server must take this ‘textual domain’ and translate this to something called an IP Address (internet protocol address). All computers on the internet have an identifying string of numbers called the IP Address. To make this translation, a server will connect to something called a DNS (domain name server). The DNS is essentially another server with an enormous database that matches “domain name” to “IP Address”. This DNS is what translates website names from their textual human readable form like “www.google.com” to it’s actual address “216.239.39.147”. 
Connecting to server


After the IP Address for the domain name has been resolved, the message is moved into this server using SMTP. The message will then stay here in a “mailbox” until it is eventually collected by the recipient. 
Conclusion

The transporting of email messages, at it’s core, is a very  simple procedure and most of the processes involved are unseen and automated by various computer programs. Nevertheless, as humans, driven by curiosity, it is one thing to know something works, but entirely another,  to know how something works.
