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Background:


Network-based communications in their current form – instant messaging, email, web browsing, etc – span a variety of protocols and interfaces, all differing greatly, even within their own category. The instant messaging industry is dominated by a few companies, primarily Microsoft and AOL. These two, as well as any others, each implement unique applications and protocols for their implementations of online chatting. In general, communication across the Internet is characterized by a lack of standardization of protocol.

Description:


NetChat aims to unify many, if not all, means of online communication under one protocol. Through the use of XML as a wrapper for all data, information between various data interfaces (instant messaging, email, news feeds, so forth) can be encapsulated in a standard, simple NetChat Protocol (NCP) message. The form of each message is strictly defined.


NetChat implements its various means of communication through the use of NetChat Modules (NCMs). NCMs exist for such tasks as email and file transfer. By making each NCM independent of every other NCM – with the exception of the Login Module, which all others depend upon – a completely modular client-server system can be established.


The modular setup of the NetChat framework allows for ease of expansion by developers. As long as a counterpart module exists on a server, new functionality can be developed for existing clients. Furthermore, the framework allows for entirely new clients to be written from the ground up in any language, so long as they adhere to the standards of NCP and properly implement all modules. Similarly, the language and implementation of the servers are irrelevant; they only need to properly parse and reply to incoming data, and they are considered valid by the network.


The two clients implemented by the team demonstrate the ability to create entirely different implementations of the same framework. The J-Client is a GUI-based application written in Java, whereas the Py-Client is the text-based client, written in Python. Both implement their functionality in similar ways, but they demonstrate the independence of NCP from the code itself. If so inclined, someone could easily write a client in C, and all three clients would be capable of interacting with each other without a hitch; indeed, they would not even recognize that others were using different clients.


NetChat primarily aims to implement a universal protocol which can be implemented in any way by any language. The modular setup allows for easily creating new modules to interact with the framework, and at the core all modules communicate between client and server via the same strictly defined XML-protocol. 

