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FOREWORD











When I retired, Norman Lear gave me some crucial advice. Set up an office, keep in touch with people, stay in the flow as much or as little as you want. Things that interest you will cross your desk. And when they do, run with them.




I’d just launched an anti-NRA website, was spectacularly frustrated with the ’04 elections, and had watched how well the Republican campaign used the Internet. My introduction to Arianna couldn’t have come at a better time.




My favorite sport is baseball. And my favorite baseball book is Moneyball: The Art of Winning an Unfair Game by sportswriter Michael Lewis. My favorite quote from the book is:








At the bottom of the Oakland experiment was a willingness to re-think baseball: how it is managed, how it is played, who is best suited to play it, and why. In what amounted to a systematic scientific investigation of their sport, the Oakland front office had re-examined everything from the market price of foot speed, to the inherent difference between the average major-league player and the superior triple-A one.







It highlights perfectly Billy Beane’s successful strategy as general manager of the Oakland A’s during a time when baseball clubs were basically buying their wins with colossal budgets to spend on the best players in the league. How could he compete with the New York Yankees when he had a quarter of the money? He couldn’t beat them at their own game. So he had to reinvent it, make it different, make it better, make it his own.




So when Arianna and I decided to start The Huffington Post, we were the Oakland A’s of news sources. And we had to figure out a way to create a competitive media company without any of the preexisting resources. Our lack of a legacy was both an obstacle and a boon. On the one hand, we had no infrastructure, no team of reporters, no brand. On the other, we had no baggage—unlike a television network, or a print newspaper, or a magazine that has to reconfigure and translate itself into a new online medium. We were under no burden of a long-standing business model—we were free to create a brand-new one. Every penny we spent could go directly to our single focus. So while we had to overcome the fact that we were starting from nothing, we also had the benefit of starting from nothing.




With none of the traditional assets, we had to do it differently. There was no team of reporters, so we decided to aggregate news. What we did have was Arianna’s unique Rolodex and a team that included the two of us and two extremely talented people: Jonah Peretti and Roy Sekoff. We also started one of the first group blogs. That simple combination of news and blog worked incredibly well, and it’s one of the unique components that make us what we are. Nothing fancy, but it all made sense and created a spark—not only in our readers, but in us.




As hokey as it sounds, The Huffington Post really did start as a labor of love. And passion. And ideals. We wanted to be heard, to create a voice. We made something new because we strongly felt that it needed to exist, not because we thought it would make money. So we built it differently, like Billy Beane, and it all played out like Norman Lear said it would.




Never did I think HuffPost would become what it is today. Our initial, modest noise that began with a single page is now an ever-evolving, multilayered Internet newspaper. We’ve gone from aggregated news and politics-minded blogs to a source for obsessive coverage of everything from entertainment to the environment to business to fashion. And now we’ve also expanded geographically, becoming both a national voice and a local community.




Watching it all grow and develop has been enormously gratifying. And one of the key elements of our success has been our understanding of the importance of content and how to move it. Fast. And far. We’re at the intersection of content and technology. It’s what has allowed us to not only cover everything that reaches a tipping point, but also to help create tipping points with our coverage.




I think working in an online medium is a little like painting in oil—you try out a shade of green, and if you don’t like it, you just paint right over it and make it blue. Or orange. Or whatever. Everything on the Internet is instant, up-to-the-minute, constantly changing and rearranging.




We’ve got a lot invested in the future. We’ve gone from a team of four to fifty. And our average age is twenty-eight—that is, if you take me and Arianna out of the mix. It’s part of what makes us dynamic and unique.




As we continue to grow in the present, we have to stay focused on the bigger picture. When you’re talking about the Internet, long-term can be awfully quick. But I’d like to hope that eventually, or maybe not so eventually, if you’ve got something to say, you’ll want to say it on The Huffington Post.




Kenneth Lerer


























INTRODUCTION











Bringing together people from different parts of my life and facilitating interesting conversations has always been part of my Greek DNA and upbringing. These conversations have taken place around dinner tables, or at book parties, or on hikes with groups of friends. With The Huffington Post, the idea was to take those conversations—about politics and books and art and music and food and sex—and bring them into cyberspace, creating a one-stop site for news and opinion with an attitude, in real time.




Although I had dabbled in the online world since 1998, with a website highlighting my books, newspaper columns, and various political crusades (including saying no to pollsters and pushing America to lessen its dependence on foreign oil), I really became addicted to the fast-moving blogosphere in 2002, on the heels of the Trent Lott/Strom Thurmond story. At a celebration for Thurmond’s one hundredth birthday, Lott had declared that America would be better off had Thurmond—and presumably his segregationist views—carried the day decades earlier. Despite the outrageousness of the statement, the mainstream media completely dropped the ball on the story, all but ignoring it. Bloggers were the ones who ran with it and helped turn the smug Senate majority leader into the penitent former Senate majority leader, a clump of bloody political chum floating in a tank of hungry sharks. They proved you could move mountains—and take down a powerful leader—if you had an Internet connection, had your facts right, and were willing to go beyond the conventional wisdom.




The more I thought about it, the more it struck me that while so many of the most interesting things happening in our culture were happening online, many of the most interesting people I knew were not taking part.




Let’s face it: It isn’t easy maintaining a high-profile blog. You’ve got to be constantly churning out material. We now have a 24/7 news cycle—a beast that constantly needs to be fed. Creating a mega-sized group blog seemed like a natural solution. By having so many interesting people taking part, there would always be people posting things worth reading—even if some of our bloggers could post only every now and then. This allowed people who had a lot of compelling things to say—but not always enough time to say them—to blog without having to give up their day jobs.




It didn’t hurt that HuffPost was created in the midst of a perfect storm for a political news and opinion site. Blogging was rapidly transforming the media structure in America. Twenty years ago, it took twenty years to build a new media brand. Ten years ago, it took ten. By 2005, we felt we could build a new media brand in a year. The Internet had flattened America’s hierarchal media structure. You could get from point A to point B much, much quicker. You could reach the tipping point on a story or an issue sometimes overnight.




In the months leading to the launch of HuffPost, I always knew that I wanted our group blog to incorporate the best of the Old Media and the best of the New Media. And there was nobody better as a representative of the old establishment culture than Arthur Schlesinger Jr.




So the very first person I approached about blogging for HuffPost was Arthur.




He invited me to lunch at the venerable Century Club to discuss it. I arrived to find Arthur and his wonderful wife, Alexandra, already seated at the table.




“What is a blog?” he asked. “And what is blogging?”




So in this bastion of the Old Guard, I found myself explaining to a man who didn’t do e-mail, and who considered his fax machine a revolutionary way to communicate, what blogging is. Of course, he got it instantly—and almost as quickly agreed. With one proviso: “Can I fax you my blogs?” he said.




“Of course,” I replied, since I’ve never agreed with the purists who say that it ain’t blogging if it’s not done on Movable Type.




And, indeed, his first faxed blog post arrived—and was posted—on May 9, 2005, the day HuffPost launched. On that day, President Bush had derided the Yalta conference as “one of the greatest wrongs of history”—part and parcel of his ongoing derision of negotiations, diplomacy, and anything but unilateral cowboyism.




And now here was Schlesinger, an expert on Yalta, swiftly and knowledgeably countering Bush’s comment. It was my dream come true.




I am frequently asked if the rise of New Media is the death knell for Old Media. My answer is that Old Media isn’t dead; it’s critically ill but will actually be saved by the transfusion of passion and immediacy the New Media revolution has inspired. Blogging and the new media are transforming the way news and information are disseminated—serving as a wake-up call. A wake-up call the traditional media—after years of hitting the snooze button—has finally heeded. But it took a while.




I remember being on a panel around the time of the Lott affair organized by the Hollywood Radio and Television Society. It was filled with a number of familiar talking heads, including Larry King and Sam Donaldson. We were discussing the good, the bad, and the ugly of mainstream journalism. At one point I launched into a rant about all the important stories I felt were not getting the attention they deserved from the big media outlets.




My fellow panelists, on cue, leapt to the defense of their mainstream brethren, pointing out that many of the stories I mentioned had, in fact, been covered on TV or in the big daily papers.




And indeed they had. Sometimes in ninety-second news packages and sometimes even on the front page of The New York Times—above the fold.




But that, until the rise of the bloggers, was that. Issue noted. Let’s all move on. Meaning, no follow-up, even as more details would come up. For too long, reporters for the big media outlets have been fixated on novelty, always moving all too quickly on to the next big score or the next hot get.




The problem wasn’t that important stories weren’t being covered. It was that they weren’t being covered in the obsessive way that breaks through the din of our multimedia universe.




Paradoxically, in these days of instant communication and twenty-four-hour news cycles, it’s actually easier to miss information we might otherwise pay attention to. That’s why we need stories to be covered and re-covered and re-re-covered and covered again—until they become part of the cultural bloodstream.




The vast majority of mainstream journalists head in the direction the assignment desk points them. This often means following a candidate around, or sitting in the White House pressroom, and then rehashing the day’s schedule for their readers or viewers.




That’s why we see so many stories focusing on endless horse race “analysis” and tracking the results of the latest polls. Quoting polling data is now synonymous with reporting at many news organizations.




In biblical times, Jonah was condemned to a dark journey in the belly of the whale for his complacency and relentless triviality. Today, thanks to the mainstream media’s complacency and relentless triviality, the American people have been condemned to the endlessly repeated bleating of the denizens of the media establishment echo chamber.




In contrast, bloggers are armed with a far more effective piece of access than a White House press credential: passion.




When bloggers decide that something matters, they chomp down hard and refuse to let go. They’re the true pit bulls of reporting. The only way to get them off a story is to cut off their heads (and even then you’ll need to pry their jaws open). And although many bloggers work alone, it’s their collective effort that makes them so effective. They share information freely, feed off one another’s work, argue with each other, and keep adding to the story.




And because blogs are constantly updated, bloggers will often start with a small story, or a piece of one—a contradictory quote, an unearthed document, a detail that doesn’t add up—that the big outlets would deem too minor. But it’s only minor until, well, it’s not.




That kind of relentlessness was never available to me as a newspaper columnist. When I started blogging about Judy Miller and The New York Times in 2005, it was something I never could have done as a columnist. My editors would have said, “Oh, you wrote about her last month.”




Then there is the open nature of the form—the links, the research made visible, the democratic back and forth, the open archives, the big professorial messiness of it all. It reminds me of my schoolgirl days when providing the right answer wasn’t enough for our teachers—they demanded that we “show our work.” Bloggers definitely show their work. It’s why you don’t just read blogs—you experience them.




As someone who had spent her adult life toiling in the world of books and syndicated newspaper column-writing, where the eternal verities of beginning/middle/end are the Rosetta stone of structure, it was utterly liberating to find a place where the random thought is honored. Where a zippy one-off is enough to spark a flurry of impassioned replies. And where reaching the climax too quickly is okay.




Blogs are by nature very personal—an intimate, often ferocious expression of the blogger’s passions. You’re much more intimate when you’re writing a blog than when you’re writing a column, let alone a book—it’s the conversational nature of it, the way that it draws people in and includes them in the dialogue. You may set out to write about politics, but in the end, you write about yourself, about the things you care about beyond politics. And this creates a close bond between blogger and audience.




It really does become a conversation. Before I started blogging, I’d have an idea on a Monday, write a column about it on Tuesday, it would be published on Wednesday…and readers would respond with letters to the editor two or three days later. Now, I can get an idea Monday morning, blog about it, and immediately get comments. And these comments then take on a life of their own, as HuffPost’s community of commenters begins responding to me and to each other.




One of the defining moments for New Media came soon after our launch—in July 2005, to be precise, with the London bombings. I was having my morning coffee and reading my paper copy of The New York Times, which had a front-page photo of Londoners celebrating their city winning its bid to host the 2012 Olympics—literally yesterday’s news. In the meantime, HuffPost not only had the bombings as our news splash but HuffPost’s London-based bloggers weighing in with real-time reactions.




The tech advances of the last few years have turned the news and entertainment worlds on their ears, shifting the balance of power away from media pooh-bahs dictating what is important and what is not, and toward consumers—and citizens—being empowered to choose and create.




Technology is having the same game-changing effect on the political world—as well as on those assigned to cover it.




The 2008 campaign has been the first truly twenty-first-century presidential race. We have entered the era where candidates routinely announce their candidacy, try out and place campaign ads, and raise hundreds of millions of dollars online. And they are connecting to voters via increasingly interactive websites.




By going online, campaigns are able to engage a whole new generation of young voters who spend so much of their time—and get so much of their information—online. It’s where they get their news; it’s where they share their views (and their pictures, videos, favorite songs, diaries, and more). It’s how they stay connected to their friends—and how they can become connected to the candidates. Politics and technology are intersecting like never before.




And yet, a quick survey of the way much of the ’08 race was covered by the mainstream media is like being stuck in a time warp. Sure, many newspapers have added blogs and interactive widgets aggregating their coverage, but the follow-the-candidates’-planes-and-take-down-the-nuggets-of-spun-wisdom-doledout-by-campaign-spokesmen model is still very much in effect. In a time of broadband politics, many in the traditional media are still adjusting their rabbit ears.




As a result, blogging has been the greatest breakthrough in popular journalism since Tom Paine—and the blogosphere is the most vital news source in our country.




And it’s why I am so excited about this book.




Our team of editors—helped along by contributions from some of HuffPost’s top bloggers—really has succeeded in putting together, as the title says, a complete guide to blogging. In it, you’ll find tools to build your blog, strategies to create your community, tips on finding your voice, and entertaining anecdotes that will make you wonder what took you so long to start blogging in the first place. Whether you are a total newcomer trying to figure out what all the fuss is about, or an old pro looking for ways to help get your blog noticed, this book will provide a fun, easy-to-use, and valuable resource.




Time to get started. Your bloggy future awaits. Come on in…the water and the blogging are fine.




Arianna Huffington
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CHAPTER 1




WELCOME TO THE WORLD OF BLOGS








Blogging is the only addiction that won’t make you fat, drunk or stoned. But it might make you so hungry for instant gratification that your books get shorter.




—Erica Jong, novelist, HuffPost blogger














Yes, yes, we get the irony. We’re writing a book about blogs. Where is the comments section? Where are the links? By the time you’re thumbing through this at the bookstore several months will have transpired since we wrote these words. With no comments from readers. Or updates.




But believe it or not, a book about blogging fits neatly into this juncture in communication history. You see, printed books themselves were once a rather revolutionary idea. Six hundred years ago, if people wanted to share ideas, they had few options. We could shout our complaints from the barn rafters. Maybe a few chickens would hear us. We could scrawl or draw our musings and post them in the town square—but soon the elements would take their toll. Documents were preserved, of course—medieval monks specialized in hand-copying important texts—but to justify years of a monk’s time, these documents had to be privileged indeed. Few normal people could spare five years to hand-write their stories.






Then, in mid-fifteenth-century Germany, printer Johannes Gutenberg happened upon a discovery: By creating type pieces out of metal—known as movable type—and arranging them to form words, you could make multiple copies of a document far faster than a monk could write. Gutenberg’s most famous creation was the Gutenberg Bible, but before long, people were using movable type to print science books, political commentaries, and other works that fundamentally changed the world.




Fast-forward to 2001. Somewhere in California, a twentysomething woman named Mena Trott, laid off from her dot-com job, started keeping an online diary of her life. She called it Dollar Short (as in a day late and a…). She wasn’t happy with the available online publishing tools. So she and her husband, Ben, decided to create their own. On October 8, 2001, they released their contribution to the nascent blogging software industry. You could download it free of charge (though donations to the Trott rent fund were certainly welcome). With a wink at the past, they called the software Movable Type.




So there you have the blog/book connection: from movable type, to books, to books on Movable Type. Is blogging as big a revolution as what Gutenberg started? Only time will tell. But since we at The Huffington Post like to report on news and history in the making, we’d like to help you, dear reader, get started on making some history of your own.




What Is a Blog?




A blog at its most fundamental level is simply a “web log.” That is, a regularly updated account of events or ideas posted on the web.




But calling blogs mere updated web diaries is a bit like calling poetry a pleasant arrangement of words on a page. There is an art to this. Those of us who work at HuffPost believe we are fortunate enough to be present at the advent of a new form of human communication—one that is more interactive, more democratic, and just more fun than what has come before.




Blogs can bring down a Senate majority leader. They can show what a presidential candidate talks about in unguarded moments. They can provide stay-at-home parents with a little space to rant about the tragedy of colic (or maybe share updates on a local environmental issue—and Brad Pitt—during naps). They cut out the gatekeepers of information and shorten the news cycle. They give companies new ways to communicate with customers and shareholders—and give customers and shareholders new ways to make their voices heard. Blogging gives you a feeling of satisfaction that writing a letter to the editor, or a letter to the “customer care” department of a corporation, cannot match. The public nature of blogs means that any of the billion people on this planet who own or have access to a computer can read what any of the rest of us is saying. That’s true even if what we’re saying is about a niche (for instance, issues germane to the mini off-road buggy community) that in the past would have gotten us labeled as freaks. In fact, because the potential audience is so huge, there is space for just about every topic you can imagine. As we link to each other, the marketplace of ideas sorts out who is worth listening to and who is not. A congressman’s statement on an issue does not necessarily take precedence over a constituent’s, the way it often does in a traditional news story.




It is this mix of the high and low, the personal and the political, that makes blogs so fascinating and so important in an open society. When we launched HuffPost in 2005, we knew we liked blogs, but even we underestimated how head over heels we’d fall. “Blogging is definitely the most interesting thing I’ve done as a writer, and I’ve been writing full-time since the late seventies,” Carol Felsenthal, author of Clinton in Exile: A President Out of the White House and a HuffPost blogger, tells us. “I used to walk my dog, Henry, first thing in the morning. Now I’m often at my computer writing a post while Henry looks at me and wonders what happened to the good old days when his owner was compulsive but not hyper-compulsive.”








The Undress4Success blog brings us a great deal of free publicity. We posted some of our research about how, as a nation, teleworking could reduce our Gulf oil imports by 80 percent. We were swamped with press calls for more information—USA Today, Fortune magazine, CNN, The Washington Post, to name a few. It would be impossible to buy that kind of publicity.




—KATE LISTER, UNDRESS4SUCCESS BLOG







It’s the informality and the immediacy that make blogging addictive for many of us. No editor stands between us and the public. This leads to a lot of rumors and other fluff going up on the web. But it’s also enormously liberating. You can put all kinds of ideas out there. “My thoughts don’t all have to be fully baked,” says Marci Alboher, who writes the “Shifting Careers” column and blog for The New York Times. She posts an idea and sees what her readers think. “They help me solve the problem and let me know if I’m going down the right path. It helps me figure out what the issues are very quickly.”




It is this multidirectional conversation—giving all of us a platform, expanding the scope of news, and making it a shared enterprise between producers and consumers—that makes blogs so revolutionary. We have a lot of fun blogging. We’re writing this book because we’re pretty sure you will too.




The History of Blogs




For all that blogging is changing society, it’s important to remember just how new it is. Remember Elián González, the Cuban boy that the entire country was obsessed with in the spring of 2000? His story had the markings of a blogosphere sensation: memorable photos, passionate opinions on U.S./Cuban policy, a political hot potato for the Clinton administration. But it was only a mainstream media mainstay because the blogosphere as we know it today had not yet evolved. The linking, commenting, and annotating we find commonplace today was still to come.




The term “weblog” was coined in 1997 by Jorn Barger, the editor of Robot Wisdom (itself a blog, albeit one with some nasty anti-Semitism bopping around on it, so we don’t recommend you humor him by visiting the site). The shortened word “blog” was coined by Adaptive Path founder and former Epinions.com creative director Peter Merholz on his website (peterme.com) in 1999.




The number of blogs was small at first. According to Technorati (a company that conducts a sort of blogging census), the one millionth blog came online in the fall of 2003. At that time, people were creating blogs at a rate of about five thousand to six thousand per day. But the rate soon picked up. The blog total hit four million in the fall of 2004, around the time that blogs really exploded on the national radar screen for their role in the flap about memos related to President Bush’s National Guard service. By that time, twelve thousand new blogs were coming online each day. Like a colony of bacteria, the blogosphere continued to post a quick doubling rate through 2005 (fourteen million blogs in August) and 2006 (fifty-seven million blogs in October). These days, Technorati is tracking 112 million blogs. Web users create approximately fifty thousand new blogs a day. This being the web, about three to seven thousand of these new blogs are nothing but spam, spam, and links to more spam. The rate of doubling has slowed as the blogosphere has matured. But new voices are still coming online in droves.




The demographics of the blogosphere could be the subject of several blog posts in their own right. For instance, in late 2006, the most common language for blogs was actually not English. According to Technorati, it was Japanese (37 percent). English (at the time) was a close second at 36 percent. About 8 percent of blog posts are in Chinese and 1 percent is written in Farsi (the language spoken in Iran and some of the former Soviet republics). According to a 2006 survey from the Pew Internet and American Life Project, more than half of American bloggers (54 percent) are under age thirty. Both men and women blog at equal rates, but bloggers are less likely to be white (60 percent) than other Internet users (74 percent) and more likely to be Hispanic (19 percent vs. 11 percent).






Q&A with Peter Merholz, the “Blog Father”



	

HUFFPOST:



	

Why did you start blogging (before it was called that)?




	

MERHOLZ:



	

I started blogging because I wanted to make a name for myself. In 1998, I was a neophyte interaction designer with a lot of ideas. I wanted to get known for my ideas, and, having been a web developer for the prior few years, I had no fear of posting things online. At the job I had at the time, I was known as the guy who sent interesting URLs around on internal mailing lists, and I realized that there was likely a broader audience who would appreciate my efforts.




	

HUFFPOST:



	

How did you think up the word “blog”?




	

MERHOLZ:



	

There was a word, “weblog,” used to describe the kind of site I was maintaining, with lists of links and annotations of the web. I shifted the syllables from web-log to weblog, and that became “blog.”




	

HUFFPOST:



	

Were you surprised how quickly it caught on?




	

MERHOLZ:



	

Yes. It benefited from the rise of the tool “Blogger,” the first popular technology for maintaining blogs.




	

HUFFPOST:



	

Do you ever get any special treatment for having coined such a popular word?




	

MERHOLZ:



	

I’ve been interviewed for TV and radio [such as NPR’s Morning Edition] because of it, and it’s a great conversation starter, particularly with lexicographers.













The majority of the 112 million blogs out there will never grab more than a few readers. That’s OK; 37 percent of bloggers told the Pew survey that keeping in touch with friends and family was a major reason for blogging, and 52 percent said they blogged mostly for themselves rather than for an audience. On the other hand, the most popular blogs—Boing Boing, Engadget, Gizmodo, TechCrunch, and HuffPost—get millions of unique visitors every month.






To Blog or Not to Blog: Top Ten Reasons Why You Should




	To build a reputation as a wise, thoughtful expert on family values.




	To destroy someone else’s reputation as a wise, thoughtful expert on family values with one drunken photo from the all-nude male cabaret.




	To entertain the fantasy that a baby-model scout is looking at photos of your child in a too-cute Burberry two-piece toddler swimsuit ($55).




	Pure exhibitionism.




	To vent about your halitosis-plagued boss and boneheaded corporate policies.




	To establish cred for a new career after being fired by your halitosis-plagued boss and boneheaded HR minions.




	To let the world know that your babysitter is trying to extort $1.5 million from you.




	To stop a rumor that you sexually harassed said babysitter.




	Grandma gently suggests that you share your rants about (pick one) the 2000 election, Mumia Abu-Jamal, the need for a border fence, or the “Klintoons” with someone other than her.




	For the opportunity to make an additional $1.65 per week through Google AdWords or the Amazon Associates program.











Anytime you get lots of eyeballs in one place, there is money to be made. According to a 2008 report from the firm eMarketer, advertising spending on blogs reached $283 million in 2007. The company projected this would rise to $746 million in 2012. For comparison, companies, politicians, and others spend over $70 billion on TV advertising each year and $40 billion on newspaper advertising. We don’t think these industries are going to disappear. Nonetheless, as mediums converge, and as online properties allow for better advertisement targeting, blogs offer one of the few revenue growth spots in the media world. Newspaper ad revenue fell 12 percent last year. Even the best newspapers are slashing newsroom jobs.




Why Blog?




I blog because I am.




—Cali Williams Yost, Work + Life Fit blog,
 blogger for Fast Company




 




Why blog? Here’s a better question: Why not blog? As you’ll learn in the upcoming chapters, blogging is easier than smoking, can take less time and money, and isn’t banned in restaurants. According to the 2006 Pew survey, 59 percent of active bloggers spend just one to two hours a week on their hobby. Unlike smoking, you can also quit whenever you want. Many people do just that. There may be 112 million blogs in the blogosphere, but only 7.4 million, Technorati tells us, have been updated in the last ninety days.




Fair enough, you say. But what do I write about? We’ll cover this more in depth in chapter 2, “Getting Started,” but in the meantime, here’s some great advice from Penelope Trunk, a blogger and Boston Globe career columnist: “Pick a topic—you can change it when you know what you’re doing. This is like dating. Pick something that seems good, and if it isn’t, try again. Don’t get hung up on topic. As in dating, you’ll know when you’ve found one that’s the right fit. There are some obvious things, like pick a topic you have a lot to say about, pick something that interests you, pick something that will help your career. This is great advice, but you already know that if you look for a perfect match you’ll never actually go on a date.” Here’s another reason to blog: Even if quit rates are high, with 2.13 million blog posts going up in the past seven days, chances are you know a lot of people who are blogging. Your colleagues may be blogging when they’re “forgetting” to read your sales report. Your neighbors may be blogging instead of bringing in those unsightly trash cans from the curb. The old guy next door who spends a long time lingering at the window in his underwear? He’s definitely blogging. Your children are blogging. In fact, they’re probably blogging right now about your lame attempts to lose weight by drinking low-carb beer. We wouldn’t rule out commentary from your spouse on your Cheez Whiz–for–breakfast habit either. So isn’t it time you had your say?








THE RIGHT NETSTUFF




HARRY SHEARER, WRITER, ACTOR, DIRECTOR, MUSICIAN, AND HUFFPOST BLOGGER




My career as a blogger actually began before the word was even invented. I had volunteered to cover the second, civil trial of O. J. Simpson for Slate.com, primarily because, unlike the criminal trial, this one would not be televised, and, having wasted so many hours on the first act of the drama, I couldn’t bear to miss the grinding detail of the second, final act.




Slate gave me the one thing I needed: all the space I might want to use whenever I wanted to use it. My response was to write a daily dispatch from the courthouse, except for the days when nothing interesting transpired and the week I was in Australia. When I did write, I combined factual reportage of the trial’s proceedings with what I imagined to be the musings of a guy sitting next to you in the courtroom, digging his elbow playfully into your side and whispering impolite observations about the way the participants looked and talked and strategized and blundered.




What I was doing, it turned out later, was blogging—joyfully mixing fact and opinion, writing or not writing as the spirit moved me, responsible, really, to no one but my readers. It was, as Jimmy Dean might have said, everything but the links.




When the trial ended, so did that project. And when weblogs started up a few years later, I didn’t recognize the form. I viewed the development from afar with the slightly bored distance I now reserve for, let’s say, Twitter.




But then I started reading blogs—Talking Points Memo, Instapundit, Kausfiles, Informed Comment, Little Green Footballs—realizing that their voraciousness in reading, absorbing, and reacting to the information and misinformation on the Net could vastly amplify my own ability to consume the great indigestible ball of Netstuff. When Arianna called, I was ready to enlist, and the rest, as they say, is toast. Or history. I forget what they say.










More seriously, though, we find blogging to be a great opportunity for creative expression, whether you have many outlets or none at all. Nora Ephron—who has multiple ways of expressing herself through books, movies, columns, and the like—has said she loves the unique expression blogs allow. She’s not the only ones who feels this way. According to the Pew survey, 52 percent of bloggers said that expressing themselves creatively was a major reason for blogging, and 54 percent said they had never published their writings or media creations elsewhere.




The main reason to blog is that you have something to say to the world—and you want to see what the world has to say back.






Why Do You Blog?




TO AVOID THE LOONY BIN






Bob Cesca, AUTHOR OF ONE NATION UNDER FEAR




AND HUFFPOST BLOGGER




“If I hadn’t discovered blogging during the Bush years, I probably would be in a padded room somewhere. To that point, the most satisfying reason why I blog is that it’s a form of catharsis—being able to respond to politicians and the corporate media without having to be employed by either, and while not necessarily having to walk a picket line.”







TO FIGHT INJUSTICE






Leslie Goldman, AUTHOR OF LOCKER ROOM DIARIES




AND HUFFPOST BLOGGER




“A snarky blog I wrote for HuffPost about a female-only BA degree in homemaking [at Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary] attracted a producer from CNN. The next thing I knew, I was squaring off, live, against the dean of the university. I’m a body image writer but the topic irked so many of my feminist notions that it didn’t matter that my background wasn’t in education or gender studies; my passion shined through and I took that dean down!”







AS A SUBSTITUTE FOR THERAPY






Bree Barton, DANTE, DEGREED BLOG, AND BLOGGER FOR




CAPE COD TODAY




“My blog was also a way for me to cope with the existential crisis of being a college graduate. Those first few months weren’t pretty; I’m not sure I’ve ever felt so lost. The post-college world is a bit of a wasteland. Since I’d always been a school addict, graduating really threw me for a loop. My blog offered an opportunity to process my experiences by writing about them. I had excellent fodder for my first entry: I had just been to a temp agency, a truly horrifying experience and the quintessential post-commencement moment. Blogging allowed me a chance to reflect and see the humor in my angst. It also helped keep me sane when I very seriously considered gnawing my fingers off (or going to grad school, a close second).”







TO KNOW YOU’RE NOT ALONE






Jeremy Adam Smith, DADDY DIALECTIC BLOG




“When I became the primary caregiver for my son, I found it to be really emotionally challenging, and I wanted to write about that as a way of trying to understand how I was changing. I couldn’t relate at all to the parenting magazines out there, but one day I did a Google search for ‘stay at home dad’ and discovered this world of dad blogs, as well as smart, progressive mom blogs. I saw my life reflected in those, and I learned a lot. It took about a week for me to realize that I could start my own blog without too much trouble.




“I tried to write when I got the time, in early-morning or late-night snatches. I discovered that blogging is really an ideal vehicle for writing when you’re being constantly interrupted by a crying baby. My posts are still just a series of rough drafts; I think of the blog as a notebook. I’ve since turned many posts into magazine articles or integrated their ideas and information into my book [Twenty-First-Century Dad: How Stay-at-Home Fathers (and Breadwinning Moms) are Transforming the American Family, Beacon Press, spring 2009]. In the blog I try to be aggressive and adventurous and experimental. As a result, sometimes I am just wrong or offbeat, but I really try to listen to my readers’ feedback. Some comments on the blog changed my ideas, or pointed me in new directions, or helped me to understand my life as a father better. I’m very grateful to my readers.”







TO TAP THE CREATIVE INNER SPIRIT






Jamie Lee Curtis, ACTRESS AND HUFFPOST BLOGGER




“I like blogging. The first time I blogged, like the first time I wrote a book, I didn’t know I was doing it. I was just expressing an idea, an idea that wasn’t even formed until it made it on paper. No edit. No ‘What does/will this mean?’ Just an idea. The individual roving mind of a woman. My mind. Something had happened in the world, it had been presented in the press, and I had a very strong feeling about it. I like that a blog gives the blogger a chance at expression without a publishing deal or a marketing plan and an eleven-city tour. I like that it goes out fast and becomes part of a larger dialogue and discourse. I like how the comments go down their own paths, tangents being commented on that really have no relevance to the original idea, just the free, roving minds of a populace, churning out ideas and more ideas.




“John Steinbeck in East of Eden wrote:








Our species is the only creative species, and it has only one creative instrument, the individual mind and spirit of a man. Nothing was ever created by two men. There are no good collaborations, whether in music, in art, in poetry, in mathematics, in philosophy. Once the miracle of creation has taken place, the group can build and extend it, but the group never invents anything. The preciousness lies in the lonely mind of a man. And now the forces marshaled around the concept of the group have declared a war of extermination on that preciousness, the mind of man. By disparagement, by starvation, by repressions, forced direction, and the stunning hammerblows of conditioning, the free, roving mind is being pursued, roped, blunted, drugged. It is a sad suicidal course our species seems to have taken. And this I believe: that the free, exploring mind of the individual human is the most valuable thing in the world. And this I would fight for: the freedom of the mind to take any direction it wishes, undirected. And this I must fight against: any idea, religion, or government which limits or destroys the individual. This is what I am and what I am about. I can understand why a system built on a pattern must try to destroy the free mind, for that is the one thing which can by inspection destroy such a system.







“I second that. That is what I think blogging does: allows the individual minds of men and women to explore the limitlessness of their vast potential. I think we as a species are on a suicidal course, wanting more, having more, feeding ourselves and our children on ephemeral pleasures and poisons. Blogging allows contrary ideas into the societal vein and maybe, just maybe these ideas will be absorbed by the next generations who are the ones that will have to make the change that we need to survive.”




What This Book Will Cover




Blogging is like the game Othello: It takes a minute to learn and a lifetime to master. If you’re a newbie, we hope this book will give you the confidence you need to get started, or to move your blog to “active” status. If you’re an experienced blogger and want to blog better, we will show you how.




The first section shows you how to start. We start with a very basic question: What should your blog be about? Then we cover the technical side: different blog hosts (Blogger, TypePad, LiveJournal, etc.) and the pros and cons of each. For the advanced set, we look at podcasting, video blogs (or “vlogs”), tumblelogs, and other variations on the theme.




Then we’ll look at some blogging best practices. What kind of template works best? (Please, no black background and teal text. We’re begging you.) How do you choose good titles? You can customize your posts with photos and other art items that will draw readers in. We’ll teach you how to write a bio that intrigues people and makes them want to listen to you. We’ll teach you how to create a blogroll—that is, links to other blogs that cover complementary topics and whose creators might also link to you. We’ll complete this section with a primer on linking to other web pages within your blog posts, using pull quotes, and the ever-important ethical and legal question of what constitutes fair use of copyrighted materials.




Once you have a blog, you want the world to know about it. We’ll cover how to measure traffic using Site Meter, StatCounter, or Google Analytics. We’ll show you how to figure out if other bloggers are mentioning you and how to draw more readers in. You’ll learn how to build buzz for your site with Yahoo! Buzz, Digg, Delicious, and other tools. We’ll include tips from people who work in public relations and bloggers who have managed to get their musings mentioned in all sorts of media outlets.




If you’d like to try to make some money with your blog, be sure to check out the section on using Google AdSense, Amazon Associates, and Yahoo! Publisher Network, as well as some other blog business models.




After you’ve got the nuts and bolts down, it’s time to master the form. In chapter 4, we’ll talk about finding your voice. Don’t worry if you didn’t get the best grades in English class as a kid or if your term papers came home bleeding red ink. Anyone can learn to write better, and even good writers may need some help learning the tools and tricks of the blogging trade. In general, a good blogger has a strong voice, a unique writing style, and a passion for what she’s covering. She knows her audience well and aims to be part of the conversation with other bloggers in her community. She goes where the mainstream media doesn’t. We’ll show you the difference between how the mainstream media might cover an event and how a blogger would.




A key difference between mainstream journalism and the blogosphere (the community of bloggers on the web) is that blogs are just that: a community. In chapter 5 we’ll talk about building a community around your blog. At HuffPost, we’re fortunate to have two-thousand-plus bloggers and millions of readers conversing, boisterously, around the clock. In the old days, when a newspaper arrived on your doorstep (and it still does for many of us here at HuffPost), if a columnist ticked you off, all you could do was yell, nutcase-style, at the editorial page. (OK, you could also line your birdcage with it. But the columnist didn’t know you were doing this.) On HuffPost, our bloggers often check back multiple times a day to see what their readers think. They engage with them. This chapter will talk about how to encourage comments, how to take criticism, how to be a good member of the blog community, and how to deal with the occasional cranks whose inappropriate posts scare off other readers.




Over the last few years, HuffPost has learned a lot about breaking news and building a community. So in the second section of this book, we’ll share our story and the stories of some other blogs that have reshaped the media (and communication more generally). We’re proud to have been part of this revolution. You’ll hear about blogging successes, such as how our own Mayhill Fowler broke the story about Senator Barack Obama referring to small-town voters as “bitter.”






HOW BLOGGING UNITES VOICES




DAVID BROMWICH, PROFESSOR OF ENGLISH AT YALE AND HUFFPOST BLOGGER




I posted about the drift in American opinion toward a soft consensus for torture. A retired policewoman from Texas wrote to say that throughout her career she had treated prisoners within their rights, and it was a matter of civic pride with her to have worked in a country where such an assumption of innocence was the law, even in dealing with violent criminals. The demoralization of the official policy on torture was accordingly a shame that she felt deeply. A similar commentary came from a veteran of the Second World War who had fought in Okinawa. This seems to me a good reason for writing—to bring out the force of feelings of humanity that persist under the political culture of the Bush-Cheney years.








Broadly, we believe that the cause of democracy is served by having more information out there. We believe that democracy is advanced by having more voices included in the conversation. When everyone is a journalist, everyone can serve the journalist’s role of keeping watch on our leaders and sharing stories that outrage or inspire. Blogging also teaches us that we all have the power to determine what is news. For you, your child’s first steps may be as much a part of your news as an election. People have talked a lot about blogs, but this fundamentally democratic aspect of them is just beginning to be understood.




We are also just beginning to understand how blogs can bring us together. In 2000, the sociologist Robert Putnam wrote a book about the decline of American community called Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community. He fretted that Americans were no longer joining Rotary clubs and volunteer groups, or even having friends over for dinner. He worried that we were destroying our social capital and becoming increasingly lonely. But the truth is that communities haven’t disappeared (something Putnam acknowledged by including Craigslist as an example of a modern-day civic society in his 2003 book Better Together: Restoring the American Community). They’ve just changed. Now, bowling enthusiasts can read blogs written by bowlers in different time zones and comment on someone’s unanticipated fifteen-strike streak. They may never share a bowling alley, but they’re creating social networks all the same. Furthermore, these social networks aren’t as inhibited by our in-person tendencies to meet up with folks of the same race, gender, age, sexual orientation, and disability status. We judge fellow bloggers on their ideas and their wit. Personally, we think that’s a much better way to choose compatriots for this raucous RSS (Really Simple Syndication—but more on that later) feed called life. And who knows, maybe someone you meet through blogging will turn out to be a face-to-face neighbor as well.








EXPECT THE UNEXPECTED




CHRISTINE WHELAN, AUTHOR OF MARRY SMART: THE INTELLIGENT WOMAN’S GUIDE TO TRUE LOVE AND HUFFPOST BLOGGER




I moved from New York City to Iowa City in 2006, and when the Iowa Caucus rolled around in January 2007, I knew I’d be there—and be blogging. I posted a blog the morning of the Iowa Caucus, expressing my New Yorker’s trepidation about something so community-based as group voting. I was pleasantly surprised to see that it remained in the featured blog spot all day long. That night, I blogged about my misadventures at my caucus location: I’d ended up in the wrong room; I was publicly humiliated and nearly committed voter fraud. Plus, I was dressed in high heels and a gold puffer coat, looking about as out of place as possible on that frigid night in a small University Heights, Iowa, high school cafeteria.
 



I put the whole silly tale up on The Huffington Post at 11 P.M. that night, assuming I’d be roundly mocked by folks in far-flung states (and hopefully supported by displaced New Yorkers everywhere). Rather than tell the world who I voted for, I ended my blog with this:




So who did I vote for? If you’d been there, you’d know, but since you weren’t, I’ll retain the little bit of privacy about my vote still afforded to me.




And if you were one of those 450 people who saw a girl in a gold puffer coat dash out the door of your high school auditorium precinct tonight, it’s great to meet you. Yeah, I’m the new girl, from New York.




The next morning, I logged in to see the comments. The second one was from JoePolitico:




I was in your group last night. I’ll keep it a secret too. Welcome to UH.




I used to think blogging was sort of anonymous. Sure, people read what you write, but no one you know, and certainly not someone you’ve never met who saw you at the scene of the blog. So I’ve spent the last six months trying to figure out who JoePolitico is…and when I do, his secret will be safe with me, too.












“SOAP BUBBLES”




NORA EPHRON, AUTHOR, FILMMAKER, AND HUFFPOST BLOGGER




When I first started blogging, I didn’t understand anything at all about it. I thought a blog was like other short things, like essays for instance, which are polished and have a kind of history as to form and structure. I made the mistake of reading the comments on my first few blogs, and my feelings were hurt. And I was astonished that my blogs, whether they were good or bad, vanished after 24 hours. I was once in daily journalism, and I am not unused to publishing things that last for only a day, but for many years I’ve been writing for magazines and books, and it seemed to me shocking and tragic that my immortal words were anything but.




But then I saw. In fact, you might almost say the shades fell from my eyes. Blogs were different from whatever had gone before. They weren’t meant to be polished, like essays. They were informal, they were temporal. The comments they engendered weren’t comments at all, although they were logged and enumerated as comments; they were instead a conversation, and one of the reasons for blogging was to start the conversation and to create the community that comes together briefly to talk about things they might not be talking about if you hadn’t written your blog. The short lifespan wasn’t a detriment, it was the point: A blog was a soap bubble, meant to last just a moment or two. The medium is the message: The medium was high-speed and the message appeared quickly and vanished just as quickly. The odds on a blog being relevant or even comprehensible days later were remote; just as well that it lasted only a moment.




And a blog didn’t have to end, as essays do. It simply had to stop.
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