
Chapter 1

Understanding Blogging at Last
In This Chapter
� Defining blogs

� Introducing entries, index pages, and other blog elements

� Understanding the role of blog templates

Consider some amazing measurements. (I’m talking about measurements
of blogging, not the size of Donald Trump’s hair.) According to some

sources, about 70 million Weblogs existed in mid-2005. One respected research
company reported that 6 percent of the U.S. population had created a Weblog
and that 16 percent of the population read blogs. Another study in the
summer of 2005 put the number of blog readers somewhat lower, but discov-
ered something amazing about those people who did read blogs: about two-
thirds of them didn’t know what a blog was.

Ever since the lead-up to the 2004 U.S. presidential election, Weblogs have
been in the news. Many articles reporting on the blog phenomenon take a
stab at defining them, but these halfhearted attempts don’t go far in educat-
ing the masses of people who are a bit puzzled by the whole “blog thing.” Are
blogs 21st-century news outlets? Fund-raising gimmicks? Online diaries? Self-
expression for teenagers? Are they Web sites or something different? Are
bloggers journalists, columnists, or celebrities, or can anyone be a blogger?
Is there money in it? Many people have heard of blogs and even read them
but don’t really know what they are.

As for creating a blog, despite the millions who have already started one, mil-
lions more don’t know where to begin. They hear that it’s easy, but nothing is
easy without a nudge in the right direction. This book provides that produc-
tive push toward the easy answers and also explains more challenging solu-
tions for ambitious readers who want greater control over how their blogs
look and operate. This chapter sets the stage by defining Weblogs and blogging
from every angle, and then touching down on all aspects of the blogosphere,
from new ways to read other people’s blogs to terms you should know (such as
blogosphere, which simply means the universe of blogs and bloggers).
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There’s a refreshing piece of news in all this: Kids don’t necessarily know more
than you do about blogs and blogging. The subject is fairly new, even to them.
Many kids do blog, but starting a blog in one of the easy services doesn’t, by
itself, give anyone an overview of the whole scene. So this book — and even
this chapter — might give you enough knowledge to teach the nearest
teenager a thing or two about the Internet.

Let’s get to it.

The Truth about Blogs
With a provocative headline like that, you might expect a scandalous revela-
tion, such as, “Weblogs Slept with American Idol Contestant.” But no, this
section just answers the question: “What the heck is a blog, anyway?”

First and foremost, don’t be confused by my interchangeable use of Weblog
and blog. Blog is simply a contraction of Weblog. However, people who write
blogs are called bloggers — never Webloggers. Blogging is a verb; Weblogging
is the utterance of an ill-informed person. (Also, don’t buy into the clueless
two-word extraction Web log.)

Glad we straightened out those basic terms. Moving on to understanding
what a blog is, the answer is best divided into a technical part (don’t worry,
it’s easy to grasp) and a practical answer. The first illuminates some nuts-and-
bolts facts about blogs; the second reveals how you can use that information.

The technical answer
First of all, a blog is a Web site. Don’t let anybody tell you that Web sites and
Weblogs are different creatures. To be clear, though, a Weblog is a type of Web
site. It follows, then, that all Weblogs are Web sites, but not all Web sites are
Weblogs.

Note that a blog is a Web site, not an entry on that Web site. Some new 
bloggers say, “I wrote five blogs today.” Actually they wrote five entries in
their blog.

So, what distinguishes a Weblog from other sites?

Weblogs have a certain type of software running in the background. This
answer might seem obscure, but that software is the hidden key to blogs. In
fact, blog software is so useful that it has spawned the blogging revolution
with its millions of new sites. So what is this powerhouse that lies behind
blogs, and how does it make blogs different from other sites?
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Here is the crucial power of blogs: They make it easy to frequently add con-
tent to a Web site. Blog programs and ready-to-use blogging services cut out
the laborious and technical traditional process of building a Web site and
adding pages to it. Consider what a site owner needed to do before blogs
were available:

1. To create a single Web page, a site owner had to gain some familiarity
with HTML (hypertext markup language, the underlying code of all Web
sites). The choice was to write out the code by hand (fairly difficult) or
use software that made page-creation a little more intuitive. Design skills
were needed and the software could be expensive. Ready-made tem-
plates eased the pain somewhat, but building a single page the old way
was never as easy as blogging.

2. After creating a single-page, old-style site, the owner had to get it up on
the Web. Usually, this meant using an internet system called FTP (file
transfer protocol), which is somewhat like the My Computer program in
Windows but operates across the space between two computers. (See
Figure 1-1.) Using FTP, the owner could upload newly created or altered
pages to his or her site, which resided on an Internet computer. After the
transfer, the new page became “live” and could be viewed by visitors to
the site.

Figure 1-1:
FTP

programs
enable

uploads of
new pages

from a home
computer to
a Web site.
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Note: I use the past tense in the preceding steps, but the fact remains that
most sites today are not blogs, and their owners still go through the old page-
creation and FTP processes to update them. I don’t want to imply that those
methods are obsolete. But I do want to emphasize that the HTML and FTP
system is like lifting weights compared to the ease of blogging, which can be
likened to lying in a hammock. Escaping the arduous manual update system
is one major reason blogging has taken off.

To summarize: Creating a nonblog Web site is hard, and the difficulties dis-
courage frequent updates. Blogging is easy, and blogging software encour-
ages frequent site updates. Creating a blog page doesn’t need to be any
harder than writing and sending an e-mail or posting a message to an online
discussion forum. In fact, these three tasks — blogging, e-mailing, and posting
a message — follow the same basic three steps:

1. Go to a Compose screen.

2. Type something brilliant (or not).

3. Click a Send (or Post) button.

Figure 1-2 illustrates the My Blog Compose Entry screen in Yahoo! 360, one of
the simplest blog services. As easily as sending an e-mail, bloggers add con-
tent to their sites. More than that, the new content is neatly organized within
the Web site, and it contains all the design elements and navigational features
that occur throughout the site. In most cases, the user didn’t have to lift a
finger to create those design features. Beautiful, informative, fun, up-to-date,
personal Web sites are created with no more technical know-how than is
required to chat with the grandkids in e-mail.

The practical answer
The preceding section reveals what blogs are technically: Web sites powered
by certain software that makes it easy to add stuff to the site. A more specific
understanding of that software (how it works and what forms it takes) awaits
in the next section of this chapter. Here in this section, I want to discuss the
practical definition of a Weblog. How do people use a blog? This is where you
find a definition of blogs and blogging that you can talk about with friends or
at a party, without appearing geekish. Of course, if you are a geek, there’s
nothing wrong with appearing so.
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Blogging software encourages frequent updating of the Web site. And fre-
quent, easy updates result in the following typical blog characteristics:

� Fresh content on the site: Many bloggers update their content every
day or several times during the day. Even weekly updates result in a
fresher Web site than most nonblog personal sites.

� Personal content: When given the opportunity to self-publish on a daily
basis, most people reach into their own lives for content. Many blogs are
like personal, public diaries.

� Newsy content: Other bloggers take a less personal approach, keying
their updated content to news items or pages on other sites. These
blogs can still have a personal slant, especially if the blogger offers com-
ments on the news or outside pages. These commentary blogs typically
use lots of links to those other pages so visitors can see the source
material as well as the commentary.

Figure 1-2:
Composing

a blog entry
is no more

difficult than
writing an

e-mail. This
is Yahoo!

360, an easy
blog

service.
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One aspect of blog software that influences the practical definition of blogs is
that new content is usually dated. (See Figure 1-3.) Every new page created
by the blogger is stamped with the date and time that it’s added, supporting
the idea that Weblogs are online diaries. (The dating feature can be disabled
or altered in some cases, but most people don’t bother.) In fact, many news
stories about Weblogs define them exactly that way, as online diaries or
online journals.

Purely personal blogs usually are online diaries, intended to be read by a few
friends and family. Less personal examples of the blogging genre, such as
those written by journalists, might be called professional diaries. A connec-
tion exists between journaling and journalism. Professional blog journalism
has a personal quality, and personal blog journaling sometimes has a profes-
sional quality.

You might think that blogs are always solo efforts. They usually are, but there
are notable group blogs, such as the famous BoingBoing (www.boing
boing.net) and The Huffington Post (www.huffingtonpost.com).
Teamwork can ease the grind of frequently updating the blog. But blogging
lends itself to individual publication and self-expression. Most blogs are run
by individuals and, to some extent, are about their owners.

Figure 1-3:
Most blogs

organize
their

content 
by date.
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Many types of blogs have been created, with many unimagined types to come.
Following is a list of blog types an active reader can easily find. Weblogs have no
official categories or designations, so I use the following names descriptively:

� Personal diaries: This is probably the most common blog type. Many
individuals start blogs without knowing exactly what they’ll do with
them; the pleasure of self-publishing is enough by itself. Visitors to these
blogs are often greeted with content along the lines of “Here’s what I did
today.” (See Figure 1-4.) Some celebrities reveal themselves in personal
blogs; Rosie O’Donnell has achieved post-TV fame with her idiosyncratic
stream-of-consciousness blog entries (www.rosie.com).

� Professional diaries: These sites are better known than personal diaries,
but scarcer. More and more professionals are choosing to maintain blogs
alongside their actual jobs. These include journalists, who get lots of pub-
licity for softening their objectivity in the more opinionated blog space —
when their publishers allow them to do so. Blogging can turn a journalist
into a columnist, and some newspapers and magazines forbid their writ-
ers doing so. Professionals in other fields blog to the great edification of
wide readerships. John Battelle, a technology expert who helped start
Wired magazine, has a blog at www.battellemedia.com. Alex Ross, the
classical music critic of The New Yorker, keeps a blog called The Rest Is
Noise (www.therestisnoise.com) in which he writes informally about
his concert adventures. Movie producer Peter Jackson kept a detailed
blog diary with film clips during his making of King Kong (www.kongis
king.net). In these and many other cases, the blogs humanize their
writers and offer a glimpse into their professional lives.

Figure 1-4:
The Casual
Friday blog
is a public

personal
diary.
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Understanding Blog Mechanics
Now you know that a Weblog is different from other Web sites because of spe-
cialized software running in the background. You know many of the uses of
blogs, from online diaries to amateur news sites, from professional diaries to
fiction. In this section, I talk about how the software works in the back-
ground, and the tools it puts on your screen. I won’t get too technical; the
purpose of this section is to describe the mechanics and terminology of basic
blogging so every reader understands the layout of a typical blog.

The many blog programs and services (see Chapter 2) sport similar features.
At the heart of all blogging, from the ready-to-go platforms requiring no work
on your part to the self-installed monsters described in Part III, is content
management. The phrase sounds corporate and boring and daunting, but it’s
just a concise way of describing how blogging makes updating your site easy.
Content management is the heavy lifting performed by blog software. You
write something; the software puts it on the site in the correct place.

Entries, posts, indexes, and archives
In the context of blogging, content management almost always means orga-
nizing the site by backwards chronology. In this way, your most recent writ-
ing appears first. As visitors continue reading your updates, they work
backwards in time. Each piece of content is called an entry. When you write a
blog, you post entries, and those posted entries are sometimes called posts.
(The word post derives from Internet message boards, where online commu-
nities chat by means of publicly posted messages.) Each posted entry is
stamped with a date and (usually) time. The front page of the blog contains
recent entries, with the most recent at the top. Many blogs are organized with
big daily headers that group each day’s posts.

Blog software makes easy business of posting entries. The interface is usually
similar to the Compose screen you use for e-mail. You write in that screen,
and then click a button marked Post or Post Entry. The software uploads the
entry to the blog, putting it above previous entries on the home page, and
assigning it a date and time stamp. The software also assigns the entry its
own page, so that each entry has a dedicated URL (Web address).

In some instances, bloggers make the software put short entry excerpts on
the home page (called the index page), saving the entire entry for the dedi-
cated page. With that arrangement, readers can skim short bits of many
entries on the index page, clicking through to a dedicated entry page when
they want to read an entire post.

Even in blogs where the entire entry is published on the index page, a dedicated
page is created — that unique URL enables bloggers to promote individual
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entries by sharing links to those entries. Creating a series of dedicated pages
is how the blog software maintains an archive of everything written.

Whew. This little section packs a lot of information, and all of it is important.
Here is a summary of the general process of blogging:

1. The blogger writes a blog entry.

2. The blogger posts the new entry.

3. The blog software uploads the new entry and fits it into the Weblog
chronologically. Part or all of the entry is placed on the blog’s index
page (the home page of the site), and the entire entry is also archived on
its own page with a unique URL.

4. Visitors see the index page first, where they can skim recent entries in
reverse chronological order. They can click through to individual entries
on individual pages.

More about archives
The preceding section explains that blog programs create a unique page for
each entry. The two reasons for this are linkability (when you want to point
to a specific entry) and continuity — the unique pages are an archive of the
entire blog. Archiving is important. You might think that the immediacy of
blogs makes past entries obsolete, but the opposite is true. Blogs represent a
history of a person’s writing.

It can be fascinating to dive into a blog’s past, and most software encourages
visitors to do that by linking to archived posts in a variety of ways:

� On the index page, at least a few days’ worth of entries are presented.

� A “recent entries” column is often displayed on the index page’s sidebar,
listing recent posts that aren’t on the index page.

� Deep archives are often listed by month, by year, or by both, somewhere
on the index page. A calendar format is sometimes used.

Figure 1-7 shows one blog’s archives listed both by category and by date.
Archived entries are particularly useful in professional diaries and topical
blogs, where you might want to research article links and commentary opin-
ion from months or years ago. This brings up a question: If blogging is so
new, how can archives stretch back for years? The fact is, blogging has been
around for many years; it has only recently hit a tipping point of popularity. I
started my first blog in 2002 and considered myself a newbie among experi-
enced hands who had been blogging for a few years already. As you surf from
blog to blog, you’ll encounter some impressive archives.
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The Design and Appearance of Blogs
Veteran blog readers notice that Weblogs have a characteristic appearance,
beginning with the date headers, which indicate the blog’s chronology. Also,
blog services provide a few templates used by thousands of sites, so many of
those blogs resemble each other. These templates are page designs that
make the site attractive with no work on your part. Without templates, Web
site designers spend hours, days, and weeks creating the content spaces and
navigation sidebars that make up a typical Web page. With prebuilt tem-
plates, you just select a site design and start blogging.

Templates not only define the colors of your pages but sometimes also deter-
mine how your archives are presented, the format of your date and time
stamp, and other details that affect your visitors’ experience. These details
are sometimes configurable, and personalizing them is a worthwhile effort.

The existence of templates doesn’t mean that you can’t tweak, or even com-
pletely reimagine, the design of your blog. Some blog platforms allow total
personalization, but starting from scratch is challenging. Most beginners
(and, really, all those who prefer creating content to creating design) prefer
preconfigured design choices. And because many users of popular blog ser-
vices don’t even bother exploring all the available template choices, the top
designs are commonly used. As a result, most blogs created with Movable
Type (Chapter 9), TypePad (Chapter 7), Blogger.com (Chapter 6), and other
services are instantly recognizable.

If you care about your site looking different from thousands of others, dig
deep into the menu of templates. In many cases, the template can be changed
in midstream; when you do that, every page of your blog is changed over to
the new design.
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