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Abstract

Blogs have become everyday acquaintances in digital life. Although personal,
political, and fashion blogs may be the best known, academics also engage in
blogging about research. With fast-expanding digital publishing of all kinds, we
may have to rethink the status of blogging in relation to our on-going research.
This article discusses the perception of science blogs, and their status as a genre.
It explores some blog threads talking about research blogging: are blogs a great
way to improve outreach, or just dumbing down? Should we use blogs for
publishing serious findings, or brush them aside as edutainment — preferably done
by somebody else? Research blogs are explored in the context of science
communication and research writing traditions, and their old and new features
discussed.

1. Introduction
Blogs haveonly been withus for abouta dozen year®r so, butin this
short time they have established themselves a permanentfeature of
digital life. Politicianshaveadopted theiuse, celebrities, businessmen,
and perfectlyordinary peopleset up their own. Bloggingis a regular
mode of public communication carried ouiy self-selectedndividuals.
Academicsalso blog— butthey have not been atthe forefront of this
development, mangtill appearingo harbourdeep-seated doub&bout
the whole business, asecently illustrated bya blogging course for
researchersat Cambridge University (Parr 2012). Meanwhile, blogs
proliferate, and their functions expand to new domains and topic areas.
The personalblog is undoubtedlythe best known, perhapshe
prototypical representative of the species in public awareness, and it has
also attracted themost research interesiThis may also influence the
common perception dflogsasa ‘non-academicactivity. Butsincethe
blog hasalso maddts way to the academicworld, it is worth acloser
look for linguists, especiallthosewho takean interestin academic
writing: in a world where information-seeking has moved almost entirely
to the web, where do new digital text types fit in, and how do they affect
academia?Academic writing has been thoroughlyanalysed in its
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prototypical forms, above all the research artiftem all angles (e.g.
Swales 1990; Berkenkotter and Huckin 1995; Flgtteimal. 2007).
Popularisations of science have also become aestdblished research
topic over the last few decades (Gunnarsson 1988gaBy and Miller
1998; Koskela 2002; Irwin and Michael 2003). Howevscience
blogging by researchers themselves does not fadl @ither of these
categories (see also Blanchard 2011), and is thrergforth attention.

Universities are increasingly encouraging theiffsia blog. Even
though much of university blogging is concernedhwsébmmenting on
university policies, blogs are increasingly recegdi as a means of
boosting outreach and visibility, both of vital @@nmn to universities in
times of economic austerity and widening debatesiapublic spending.
The London School of Economics boasts of being ang@r in this
activity, having launched its first blog in 2010rfies 2012). The central
mission of their European Politics and Policy blggstated as “to
increase the public understanding of social sciencthe contexts of
European governance and policy making” across Eurbfany other
universities have followed suit; for example the iNénsity of
Stockholm’s Rector in his university newsletterwoh (January 2012)
urged researchers to take up blogging to dissemittair findings.
Obviously, research is the flagship of universitiethe public eye — it is
what rouses curiosity and invites confidence irversities working for
the common good. It is also worth noting that thedbarometer on
Scientific Research in the Media (from 2007: htgz/europa.eu/public_
opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_282_en.pdf) indicates tife majority of
Europeans would rather receive scientific inforimatifrom scientists
than journalists (52% vs. 14%, respectively). Vdidjtal publishing now
mainstream, and increasing interest in ensurindipengagement with
science, potentially effective web genres shouldaleentral interest to
academia. Professional science journalists hawg feede their presence
felt on the web, but not so many active researclvete about science to
the wider population. In the light of public opiniothis situation is not
ideal.

Despite university encouragement, the scientifiencmnity has
been slow to warm to blogging. The question thesearwhy blogging
should be of interest to a linguist. The answerfaes:several reasons.
First of all, as a central domain of digital publizy, blogs provide
excellent data for exploring the effects and litnitas of the medium on
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writing. Second, blogs have been found to posssgister features with
systematic variation (Grieve, Biber, Friginal andcekrbsova 2011),
which shows traces of mixing features of more tradal spoken and
written registers. This register research also make linguistic
contribution to blog typologies otherwise basedcontent analyses (e.g.
Krishnamurthy 2002; Herring, Scheidt, Wright and nBs 2005).
Moreover, blogs develop specific discourse chareties (Myers 2010),
and since written text is typically accompaniedvigual and auditory
material on the web, blogs lend themselves wethidtimodal discourse
analysis. In addition, the web is multilingual, aatthough English
clearly dominates, it is used as a lingua francaemthan a native
language, which makes it interesting not only td~Echolarship, but to
language change more generally. Finally, for disspuand genre
analysts, the blog poses the question of its gematiure — is the blog a
genre, and if it is, on what basis can we idenitifgs one, and does it
challenge our conceptions of what determines geséaitus?

This paper is concerned with the research blogiduymed by active
researchers who write about their own work, anddbimment threads
that the blog entries generate. It is not concerméth science
journalism, even though science journalism probagounts for the
best part of popular writing on science. The pagues that the blog is
a cluster of genres, some of which are highly r@hévo present-day
academia, and that the research blog has long iogtsnres that relate
to the advancement of science and scholarshigsdt suggests that a
focus on blogs alters the established perceptiogeafes in relation to
communities. Finally, it is argued that research#ogging about their
own work may be heralding new communicative prastim academia,
simultaneously drawing on the very origins of scecommunication in
the process.

The paper focuses on two blog sites kept by reBeesckeenly
involved with some recent scientific controversiebere the discussion
also drifts to the topic of blogging itself. It sthe blog postings and the
comment threads to illustrate the genre changgzragress, and how
they are seen in the research blogosphere. Theviossections discuss
the common types and generic nature of blogs, aftech the example
blogs are shown to give rise to controversy overrdationship between
blogging and science. The final section illustraté® connection
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between blogging and early science communicati@gether with
novelties brought up by the research blog.

2. Blog preliminaries: Typology and the issue afinge

The origin of blogs dates back to the mid-1990senviwebsites with
commentaries and online diaries began to appearregular basis. They
were termedveblog by Jorn Barger in 1997 “to describe the dailydis
links that ‘logged’ his travels across the web” (@& 2007). A recent
definition delineates a blog succinctly like thigs blog, short for a
weblog, is a website containing an archive of radulupdated online
postings.” (Grieve et al. 2011: 303). Terms such “lsks” and
“postings” already reflect the openness of fornbliog texts, and terms
like “daily” and “regularly” point to the centrajit of the frequent
appearance of new items. Both features seem ratistant to the
traditional academic paper.

Early bloggers tended to be designers or prograsnier the
technology industry. It was only around 1999 witdsyto-use editing
tools appearing on the market that the larger puatlopted the blog
medium, and in the first wave of enthusiasm, blogggrew by over
600% from 2000 to 2001. Since then, continuing dcasionally
fluctuating expansion has given the blog a steadlitipn in digital
discourse. At the same time, blogs have diversited it is pertinent to
ask how far we can talk about one type of discowrs® genre — any
longer.

Previous research has identified types among bkigser based on
their content matter (Blood 2000; Krishnamurthy 206ierring et al.
2005), or, less commonly, their linguistic featuf€ieve et al 2011).
The first content-based division comes from thdyedays of blogging;
Blood (2000) was quick off the mark in weblog resbaand found two
major types. One that she recognised as the ofitype, the filter-
style’, which was link-driven, with usually the welger's comments on
the interesting links they had found and wantedaiovey to others. The
other, a later development, she called ‘blog-stylehich was more
varied, but basically an outlet for expressing ppbesonal experiences of
the writer. Slightly later, Krishnamurthy (2002)eitified two styles,
which he labelled ‘thematic’ and ‘personal’, anaraj similar lines,
Herring et al. (2005) distinguished the thematipety(with further
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subdivisions into ‘filter’ and ‘knowledge’ typesdnd the personal, diary-
like blog. In contrast to these content-based caisgtions, a more
recent study by Grieve et al. (2011) adopted a foased approach, and
carried out a multivariate analysis of the regiséatures of blogs. Their
analysis discovered two major types, and one mitleematic and
personal were the major ones, and a minor kindwves they termed an
‘expert blog’. A further blog type distinction wasiggested by Miller
and Shepherd (2009) between the personal blog rendpublic-affairs
blog’. While they did not put forward a completeptyogy, their
categorisation differed from the others in beingdshon typified social
action rather than content or linguistic featuss] the distinction they
drew includes two types, one of which, again, espkrsonal blog. In all,
despite different approaches, the ensuing types samprisingly
convergent: the principal distinction is drawn beén the ‘personal’ and
the ‘thematic’. Clearly, it is the ‘thematic’ — aon-personal — type that
bears the most relevance to science blogging.

Even though content-based and register-based asatydlude on a
broad typology of blogs, we may still wonder whetbégs constitute
one genre or many. Digital media have rekindledregst in the study of
genres, traditionally already a prominent field difcourse analysis.
Scholars have asked what happens to genres whgrnmigeate to the
web and assume new shapes, and whether the digitaés are really
new, not just new guises for established ones @amd Jacobs 2006;
Giltrow and Stein 2009; Rowley-Jolivet and Campag@al). Instead of
one genre, it might be more reasonable to talk abeveral blog genres
— maybe even an unlimited number, given that newlskiof blogs seem
to crop up sooner than anyone can really hope ¢p kg with. Would
the thematic blog be a genre? Or would some dfutscategories, say,
the political blog, or the science blog, be gemebeir own right?

2.1 Is the blog a genre?

A new medium of communication provides an excellgoportunity to
re-think our established analytical categories #adr basis — such as
genre. Among linguists and discourse analysts, ssci®lars (for
instance Stubbs 1996; Biber 1988) make no distncbetween genre
and register, but use the terms interchangeablig. dduld be taken as a
‘unificationist’ position. Others, again, see genas social action
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(Berkenkotter and Huckin 1995; Martin 1997; Milla®84; Swales
1990), which in principle opens up a possibility lobking at the
linguistic forms of texts separately from their isbéunctions. We might
call this a ‘dualist’ position. The more linguistiand discourse analysis
have moved away from analysing the surface ofdexttowards seeing
all text as embedded in social contexts (see,Hytand and Paltridge
2011; Belcher, Johns and Paltridge 2011), the bat@ualist approach
seems to correspond to their research interestss important to
recognise the correlations typically attested betwsituations and their
register features (see, e.g. Biber and Conrad 2@B@% we might do
well to talk about the co-evolution of typified sacaction and the
linguistic features that characteristically go wegrtain social situations.
Nevertheless, register features need not stay stensithroughout a
genre event (cf. Ventola 1987; Biber, Connor andodp2007), and
regarding the social and the linguistic as logicalldependent allows a
more nuanced perspective on their interrelatiorsn tlissuming an
axiomatic relationship.

Thus, we might start our inquiry into the genetiatiss of blogs by
taking a look at the social action they performtHis, we can follow the
lead of Miller's seminal paper (1984) and take getu be a type of
social action recognised in a speech communityootext. Community
recognition of a type of discourse is best in entdein the naming
practices attached to them. Clearly, ‘blog’ is aneathat is widely
recognised for a type of communicative action, eammong people who
never blog themselves. But what in this case wbelthe ‘community’?

Miller and Shepherd (2004) talk about “self-org@adzommunities
that support blogging”. Indeed it appears to bectse that certain blogs
or related (often interconnected) blogs attractvoets of like-minded
people around them. Blood (2000) already talkeduabtoggers in the
personal blog tradition referring to other blogs tteeir liking, and
conversations being carried out between groupslagsb People who
actively follow and contribute to a particular blaeg a set of related
blogs form a kind of self-selected, possibly alstf-erganised, group.
By this token, they would fit into Anderson’s (199limagined
communities’, with members who may never meet flacéace. They
would also fit in nicely with the notion of Commuyiof Practice, or as
Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (1992: 464) put it, ‘@aygregate of people
who come together around mutual engagement in ateasour”.
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However, the self-organised networks or groups ratoblogs are in
principle completely open, members often remain ngnwus, and
blogging does not really seem adse out of these communities. Blogs
in this reading would hardly count as genres in 188/51990) sense of
belonging to, or being possessions of, their dis®lcommunities —
rather, if we accept that a group of regular fokosvof a blog constitute
a community of some kind, then the relationship Mowther be the
other way around: it is the genre that determires dcommunity (as
suggested in Mauranen 1993). This possibility daa be detected in the
notion of ‘context’ or ‘situation’ that Miller (198 stressed, which seems
a far more suitable point of departure for an arouys network bundle
such as the Internet. The web is unmistakably anwamicative context,
even if not a community. Within that context, ‘bldg an identifiable
and widely recognised name for a type of commuivieactivity. Seen
in this way, the intuitive solution of the blog agienre is supported. At
the same time, adopting this view is compatiblehviiie notion that
social contexts spawn communities around them rathan being
necessarily embedded in the activities of pre-exgstommunities.

The question remains whether there is one genmmamy. Blogs
have diversified enormously during their dozen @mrysars of existence,
and despite sharing a generic name, their commiivécambitions can
take different directions, as suggested by theltgies based on content
and language (see Section 2 above). Miller and I&rd(2009) identify
the personal blog and the public-affairs blog gmeste genres, based on
essentially situational concerns — neverthelessvirlga open the
possibility of them being clusters of closely rethitgenres. In the end,
whether we call the blog a genre or a supergenrgeorre cluster
consisting of separate genres is a matter of tladyst's decision — in
folk terms, the blog is the prototypical genre named all the other
types discussed here result from applying the atialperspective.

3. Ancestry of blog genres

Starting with the working hypothesis that blogs geares, it is a good
idea to situate research blogs in the context loérogjenres. An apposite
point of departure is a historical one, and in this can benefit from
Miller and Shepherd’s excellent work (2004) on atice genres of the
blog. They drew up a large family tree for blog g where the major
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branches were (1) filtering and directory servig@y,commentary, and
(3) journal and diary. Of these, the journal anaryligenres, leading to
the personal blog, seem the least relevant todlemee blog, while the
filtering and directory services (such as the dligpservice and the
edited anthology), together with commentaries (fm@mphlet, the

editorial, and the opinion column) look more promgs | shall look at

the last two briefly, illustrating them with reselarblog examples. The
examples are drawn from one of the two blog siteslusing as data in
this paper (see further Section 4 below), namelymaso Dorigo’s blog

(hereafter TD) on issues relating to quantum plsyfittp://www.science
20.com/profiletommaso_dorigo).

3.1 Filtering and directory services

This set of genres is related to collecting andapizjng information,
such as the edited anthology and the clipping serthat make
information available to others. The edited antggloaccording to
Miller and Shepherd, has its roots in the mediapaakion for collecting
and commenting on texts. The clipping service ta&estep further,
selecting, reorganising and interpreting informatifor others. This
filtering service was also the original blog fuictiidentified by Blood
(2000) in the very early days of blogging, and lgacly constitutes a
major undertaking: the point is not to ‘make infation available’,
because information is already there. It is the émse quantity of
information available to anyone that tends to h@ablem. Thus, what
blogs seek to do is information management worleffact to sort out
information that is relevant for a given purposanirthat which is not, a
task of growing importance in a world where theuwoé of new
information is overwhelming. Information managemisnthereby also a
major source of influence, and possibly of power.

An example of links to related texts from a blote sexplaining
certain properties of the (then controversial amadiscovered’) Higgs
Boson from 2011 illustrates this well (Example The links are chosen
from among a vast range of possibilities by thegbly, and no doubt
provide relevant further enlightenment on the Bosbine selection is
nevertheless small and does not contain interpsatathat question the
existence of the Boson or the legitimacy of thede#or it.
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(1)

RELATED ARTICLES ON SCIENCE 2.0

Plot Of The Week: Improved Projections On ATLAS gtsgReach
The Plot Of The Week - The 327 GeV ZZ Anomaly

New ATLAS Limits On Higgs Mass

Five New Higgs Searches By CMS!

New CMS Limits On Higgs Mas§ D)

3.2 Commentary

The other major ancestral branch on Miller and &kegis tree is the
commentary, comprising genres such as the pampghé&gditorial, and
the opinion column Commentary is manifest not only in blogs
themselves, which typically provide reviews of mtcecience news or
findings, but also in the further comments theydietn this respect, the
great-great-grandchildren have reached far beybeil early ancestors,
as free commentary has become the landmark of widta Example
(2) illustrates a case of research commentary. Hereommentary is the
main purpose of the blog entry, and provides thérirnaext within
which object text is embedded (underlining outdlteweb links is mine
and refers to the language points taken up below).

)

Firm Evidence Of A Higgs Boson At Last!

By Tommaso Dorigd December 13th 2011 07:18 AM | 92 commdrigsint | E-

mail | Track Comment$weet

- Philip Gibbs does a great joas always, at combining -albeit approximatehe
results of different experiments in the Higgs skartle now has even a full
combination of LEP Il + Tevatron + CMS + ATLAS, wieethe signal strength, in
SM units, fits_absolutely bang dar a Higgs mass of about 125 GeV. Please see his
article at the link above; but | cannot resist fret@aling his most intriguing picture
(sorry Phill):




16

Best it aig™

Anna Maurane

vidm unofficial global Higgs sagnal plot LHC+ Tevamron=LEP - Dec 2011

108 110 14 148

Higgs bu.l:ﬁruu B
If Phil did his homework correci, the combination fits welthe signal hypothes
and is over three sigma away from the-Higgs hypothesis at that mass... T
reinforcesmy beliel that what we saw today does constitute "firm evi@énMy
opinion, sure.

[...]

Perhapghe most interesting pl by CMS is the following one, showing the k-fit
signal cross section from each individual chanocempared with the one expeci
for aHiggs boson of 124 GeV (blue line): therdull compatibility with the Higgs

B A

(TD)

The text abounds with evaluative language (cf. edmgnston &
Thompson 2000; Mauranen 2002), assessing the inppdine scientific
data @lbeit approximately absolutely bang arthe most interesting plo
full compatibility) the status of the assessmemy belief;my opiniol),
and people’s performancdoes a great job; if ... did his homew
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correctly; his most intriguing pictuje Some of the evaluation has a
hedging effect gpproximately, opinio some a boosting effect
(absolutely, bang on, gréat Punctuation with exclamation marks,
guotation marks, and sequences of three dots adtie strong appraisal
effect, distinguishing the interpretations from m@cientific passages
and diagram material.

Commentary from the readers on the blog, itsefaaly a comment,
is where blogs take a new departure compared fio @neestry. This
‘metacommentary’ is shown below (Example 3), a sega of four
consecutive comments selected simply for their ibretaken from the
first responses to the blog entry above:

3)
« This title will probably backfire.
Thanks for making some of the plots available. Wéeo broadcast was
unfortunately very difficult to follow.
Anonymous (not verified) | 12/13/11 | 09:40 AM

« I'd say things are still fairly inconclusivé&rom the 'looks' of things, we'll need
10fb-1 of data to be comfortable with any yes/naence._I'm disappointeih
your uncharacteristic optimism :)

Anonymous (not verified) | 12/13/11 | 09:50 AM

« Atlas has a Higgs signal at 100GeV in gamma-ganiraalboks equally strong
than that at 126. strange
chris (not verified) | 12/13/11 | 10:10 AM

« Put me in the remains to be convinced caWipen either Atlas or CMS gets well
over 4 sigma i'll be persuaded. | believe thereeha®en numerous 3 and even 4
sigma bumps over the decades which end up beingglmand and_I'm
uncomfortable witlthe combining of the two datasets. (TD)

The comments give a quite spontaneous feel, shere tis little in the
way of politeness conventions, and they are nofapeel by much
orienting material such as metadiscourse (aparn ffa say things

are...). It seems from larger samples, though, thabdialmetadiscourse
is used more when something unusual or sensitiygeap in the
situation, or around beginnings (Mauranen fortheai



18 Anna Mauranen

3.3 The conference talk
Besides the ancestral genres of blogs that Miher Shepherd identify, |
would like to add one that is specifically relevamtthe research blog,
namely the conference paper. In essence, manyrcbsbbogs follow
surprisingly closely the typical structure of a f@ence presentation
(Ventola, Shalom and Thompson 2002; Mauranen 2ah8)first stage
is the core element, a prepared presentation, lachext a discussion
section. The latter is optional, but as it indisadeidience interest in the
first part, it is vital to make the whole successfu

Presentations on blogs resemble those at conferetimy are short
and succinct, showing images and diagrams togetlittr associated
textual explanations (Example 4). Their registeliofes largely the
conventions of written academic prose.

(4)

SUSY/Higgs Workshop,
100; Higgs Sensitivity ('98-'99) 3
F Study ('03) ]
[ statistical power only
I (no systematics)

10f ;
/ 50 discovery
1k : 3 l (:;\f< 3
PRELIMINARY 95% CL exclusion]
80 100 120 140 160 180 200

my (GeV)

Let us considepnly the purple band: it shows, as a function igfgh mass, the
amount of data (in inverse femtobarns, on the sartixis) that, if collected by CDF
and DZERO, could be predicted to yield exclusion of the corresponding mass (on
the horizontal axis), at 95% confidence level: &4, @ limitR<1. We can take that
luminosity and compare it fihe luminosity used by CDF to obtain their latesgdsi
limits combination -that of November 2009, whictsimownbelow. [. . .]

As the discussion starts, there is a clear shiftegister towards less
formal features, closer to spoken dialogue (addrgssiterlocutors by
their first names, starting sentences veitit, and so on), with questions
from the audience and answers from the originademter, as below (5):
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®)
What aboutombining LHC and Tevatron results? Would that lgiye a chance of
discoveringa low-mass Higgs, say 120 GeV, before the LHC siwi®

Francis Bursa (not verified) | 02/08/10 | 05:0a A

| do not see that happening, Franaisless there is significant evidence on both
datasets._Andhis is highly improbable. There are also othegren“political"
reasons for not doing it.

Cheers

T.

Tommasso Dorigo| 02/08/10 | 05:29 AM (TD)

Blog moderators act as chairpersons of a kind -rof giving out
speaking turns, nevertheless monitoring the dwectf the discussion.
In the next example (6), the moderator passes atuaion on the
relevance of a comment in the thread, rather intthaner a chairperson
in an academic conference might act, even thoughwvtirding obviously
would be different in a conference. Both are unakiably instances of
interactional management talk.

(6)

Dear Leo, off-topic commenPlease no replids it, or | will have to take it down...
Cheers,

T.(TD)

Along with the similarities, there are obvious difnces between the
conference presentation and the research blogpfiheipal one is the
audience. Conference audiences consist of membkrtheo same
discourse community, they are presenters’ peetsitemselves experts
in the field. Blog comments can come from anyosec@nmentaries are
normally open to all users of the Internet. Althbugpmmentators on
science blogs seem generally to have some backgriouthe field, at
least an amateur’s interest, the nature of theudfgon is highly variable,
ranging from peer comments from fellow researcherguestions by
complete outsiders. Nevertheless, the affinitiesvben the conference
talk and the blog are clear enough to warrant alyamsemblance, even
though it would seem hard to try to fit them inbe tsame genre exactly.
But somewhere along the evolutionary line of a aede blog, traces of
the conference talk are detectable.
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3.4 In sum: Blogs and their generic ancestry

In all, then, blogs appear to have a long and tapk lineage, and
research blogs can readily be identified as destdadof the filtering
tradition as well as the commentary tradition. Mwer, as a relatively
recent (post-mediaeval in any case) predecessdmaehe conference
presentation. In contrast to the others, this las¢ is not written
discourse. That is, it is not the published confeegpaper that resembles
blogs; it is the live presentation and the enswlisgussion. This adds a
strand to the much-discussed mixing of spoken aritliew registers on
the Internet.

A fundamental feature of this digital medium is fhassibility — and
active use — of open commentary, as we saw inlibeeaexamples. This
is a genuinely new feature in scientific and schpl&raditions. While
peer commentary has been desirable, the scientifitmunity has been
open to members only, and consequently these disEarommunities
(Swales 1990) have been essentially closed, withvasiety of
gatekeeping practices in place. In blogs, audieacesnultifarious and
heterogeneous; they are not mere observers orveeseof scientific
communication, but active commentators and padidig This also sets
blogs apart from traditional popular science whementists’ and
scholars’ texts were edited with the general publianind (see, e.g.
Russell 2010). In terms of social action, this opgarticipatory
possibility implies a distinct change to the genevature of the blog in
comparison to its ancestry.

Apart from the analyst's perspective on researabgdyl it is of
interest, in the best traditions of genre analy$ss,try to capture
something of the actual communities or users’ paaisge, too. For this
study it seemed a good point of departure to lddk@g site comments
on research blogging itself. Therefore, to getimge of what might be
going on in bloggers’ own view, | turned to two @asch blog sites, and
looked for bloggers and their commentators tallkdbgut blogging as an
activity. At the outset, one might imagine that elgby exploring blogs,
as opposed to, say, interviewing people, thereiig lttle to go on in the
way of comments on blogging. But as it turns outiersce blog
discussions talk a good deal about blogging itgekddition to science.
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4. How do science blogs talk about blogging?
| followed two blogs, both of some duration (two fiee years), and
concerned with well-publicised recent scientifiaitoversies. The main
criterion for selecting these was that they botld ba active scientist
blogging on his or her own on-going research. Thegeblogs were a
pilot for a larger study on research blogging thvals at a preliminary
planning stage in 2011. | wanted to explore thdiaracteristics and
wanted them to be different: they came from différelisciplines,
included a non-native speaker of English as wel aative speaker, and
both genders. The larger research corpus that was planned is
currently being compiled (www.helsinki.fi/fenglaetia/wrelfa.html),
and will enable more extensive investigations mgsearch blogs. | thus
ended up with one blog in theoretical physics (Fi@m which the
examples in the previous section were taken), andthar in
microbiology. The first (Tommasso Dorigo’s blog ‘@uantum Diaries’
Survivor” in Science 2.0), was concerned with tearsh for the Higgs
Boson, engaging in lengthy disputes around itstem¢e. The second
(Rosie Redfield’'s “RRResearch”, hereafter RRR) waacerned with
arsenic-consuming bacteria, a widely publiciseccgief science news
since the publication of a paper on the discovenguxh bacteria in
Sciencein 2010 (Wolfe-Simon et al). Both blogs are keptrbsearcher
scientists involved with the empirical work thenvas, writing about
their own and related research in their fields.tingi therefore represent
more conventional science journalism, where prides$ journalists
report on findings originating in the work of sdists and scholars.
There is a difference, then, between first-han@rs®@ reporting as in
these blogs, and the second-hand reporting of ciovel science
journalism, which is a well-established field ofitimg, and extends from
dedicated newspaper sections to specialised jauarad, increasingly,
websites, podcasts, and other social media channels

Both blogs still continue, focusing on the same egldted topics,
after dramatic turns in the debates. It seems ttleatHiggs Boson has
been getting the most headlines after the deaterati its ‘discovery’ by
the heads of the research communities working oralihough the
arsenic-eating bacteria were a major media eventywars earlier. The
acceptance of the arsenic blogger’s paper on e for publication in
Science took place almost simultaneously with thblip confirmation
of the Higgs Boson, but did not cause an equalirstine public media.
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Although at the time of writing this article (JUA012) both topic threads
thus seem to have enjoyed remarkable triumphssgtttee controversies
are by no means over. No final truths have beetiedebn, but
uncertainties in findings and their interpretatiane claimed, despite the
substantial amount of new evidence that has beanradated — in brief,
a strong resemblance can be seen to how we aretassdierstanding
cyclical progress in science: by research, resgiisstioning, and more
research.

In the following, | focus on the comments that ageed in the blog
threads on the relationship between science arghinlg. | sampled the
blog sites over about two years on these topiaswant on to categorise
the data items according to their stance towardgdohg (whether they
evaluated it positively or negatively in relation $cience), and with
regard to the finer distinctions among science blibgt participants also
made. | show examples to illustrate these categdnen the discussion
threads as well as the actual blog postings, $o eapture the topics that
any active participants in addition to blog writemnsider worth talking
about.

One notable feature in both blog threads is thal tangage in
discussion about science — what it should or shaotdbe, and what it
contrasts with (see (7). Every now and then lowearst for blogs comes
out, as in (8) but also its invigorating potentad an alternative to
traditions that are perceived as having seen baesit days, as in (9).

(7) What bothers me most about that episode is ttiatdiscussion was mostly
about politic§funding, who owns data, ettand not about physi¢3 D)

(8) Yes, | realize that this is just a bldut... (TD)

(9) | concur with your bottom line. | think that mferences have become a rather
sterile ground latetypeople are afraid to speak up, lively discussinaser
arise because the agendas are too tight, and ntodecat out anything that
seems controversial. Fortunately, there is the WERD)

Writers do not shun strongly evaluative, even eamati expressions in
discussing controversies over scientific issues dhbates concerning
the relationship of blogging and science can bectwated, as web
discussions tend to, but conference discussionse marely. The

! My own clarifications or deletions are marked wstjuare brackets.
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following comment, within which an earlier one imteedded, illustrates
the attitude and the tone (10):

(10)

L.M. said...

S. M. saysThis whole thing is grossly inappropriatéou should have sent this to
the journal of record FIRST, where it can be propasviewed. You're not some
advanced hobbyist laymawith a good idea but no standing. You'd almostaiely
be given a full hearing in the appropriate forum.

What planet are you from?

We're talking about a major press conference desligo promote a study funded by
[xx]. Blogs are the appropriate place to countetsbiehavior. The science in the
published paper doesn't get a free pass whenré&epted as a major news story.
(Or even if it isn't.) Your advice is tantamount sappressing criticism on the
grounds that peer review in science journals isothlg way to counter bad science.
That's_absurdRRR)

The views aired here also show some other typieatufes of the
discussion threads. Highlighting devices (such g®eu case lettering),
extreme evaluative expressiongrdssly inappropriate; absujd or
dramatic counterswhat planet are you from?all remind us of open
public debates on the web, but are rather distamh fusual academic
writing practices. On the other hand, it is comnpoactice in academic
discourse to cite the target of criticism if it dagot immediately precede
the comment. The major dividing line among the cantaries is also
well illustrated in Example (10): blogs tend to &ither constructed as
disrupting best scientific traditions, or as repigcstale practices with
aptly contemporary means. We can discern two opgogiscourses in
the discussions, one that might be termed ‘tradktist’, and the other
‘radical’.

4.1 Blogs are harmful to science

The core of the traditionalist message could bensedhup as ‘blogs are
not real science’ (Extracts in 11): essentiallysthiiew holds that

scientific issues should not be addressed on phatfdike blogs, because
such fora are not serious enough. Bloggers asptdngublish science
should instead resort to mainstream routes foripatibn, go through

peer review and address their findings and questimnthe proper

audience, which consists of their peers, othensisis.
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(11)
(@)

(b)
(©
(d)
(e)

you refute work with your own worlor your_published criticiswhich gets
reviewed, not with a blogRRR)

This is what needs to be debatkbugh the peer reviewed procésstead of
on a blog (RRR)

... I'd like to respectfully voice my opinion thacience by bloyis simply not
a good idea. (RRR)

I think you are equally guilty of premature chrsionsand using the media to
create a circu§RRR)

Given that reality, expert public discoursetltd type seen on this blog (with
recklessspeculationson scientific agendas and suppression of data)ois
merely unhelpfylit may actually be dangerous and irresponsifit&kR)

The views thus range from comparatively mild redsttsimply not a
good ided to warnings about perildangerous and irresponsih)leand
some also direct bloggers towards the right patgeds to be debated
through..).

4.2 Blogs are beneficial to science

In contrast, the opposing, radical view holds tBdbgs are at the heart
of science’ (Examples 12-13). These comments poirit that free

criticism is at the core of what science is abang that publishing and
publicising new results as fast and widely as fbsss in everybody's

interest.

(12)

(13)

Blogs are just making this process more puldid that's good thing.
It's the way science has always operafBRR)

The problem is we are in a transitjperiod.

The way it has been for as long as anyone caend® is: Scientist collects
data, analyses data, discovers something, theishablone definitive account.
The end. That made sense when we were workingperpand ink. Now we
work in digital formats and have a ability to staeery draft, every dead end,
every misstep for posterity.

So what does that mean? Scientist collects datgshin it get's feedback,
analyses data, blogs about it, gets more feed liiskpvers something and
publishes about it (with a pre print on arxiv t@ghthe trackbacks) then people
blog about the finished product. The way thingsdoee now are more akin to
an open source projetttan say the Manhattan project. (TD)

The much-debated flaws in the peer reviewing sysiteme also brought
up, sometimes with intense emotion (14), but atsceimer terms (15).
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(14) ...tantamount to suppressing criticison the grounds that peer review in
science journals is the only way to counter badrsm. That's absurRRR)

(15) If we are looking for a viable alternatit@the current system of peer reviewed
publications, which_often screens IN bad sciemrel screens OUT good
sciencewith null findings,_I think we've found.i{RRR)

(16) I had argued that a number of research firglarg fundamentally flaweeven
though they were approved by peer-reviewed prodeshigh timethat some
of the practices in scienceed to be checked and scrutinizZg@RR)

Concern with the quality and ethics of research alas often voiced,
and the danger that attention might be directegamr quality science
rather than high quality science. In the next eXanip7), this was linked
to the need for the general public to get firstehamformation about
what is going on in science.

(17) Since this story has been so widely reporteéhadhe media (with all the hype
that NASA might have been aiming for), we as ségmtnow have a moral
obligation to voice our concerns and criticisms in_a publiggcessible
medium, such as this blo(RRR)

The notions that find expression in these commémis range from

claiming normality for blogging in scientific practe (12 and 13 above)
to the opening up of new possibilities for remedyihe perceived evils
that have set in within the world of science, sastihe problems of peer-
reviewing (15 and 16). Peer reviewing systems haeeived a fair

amount of criticism on many scientific fora, ane tlast couple of years
have seen a revival in the critique again. In thi®, the blog issues
reflect debates very much alive in the scientiionenunity.

4.3 Genre awareness: Making finer distinctions

Comments and blogs from both camps showed a higl Ief genre
awareness (see, e.g. Johns 2002): whether theswiitze for or against
blogging as a form of research writing, they caftamanifested staunch
views of what blogs are. Moreover, many commenso ahowed
sensitivity to finer divisions, making referencesthe ‘typical science
blog’ and contrasting it to other kinds, as in Eypéen(18). Similar
distinctions were extended to people: qualified inera of the scientific
discourse community were differentiated from justy aenthusiastic
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layperson You're not some advanced hobbyist layman with al giea

but no standing RRR), and a serious blogger from ‘some anonymous
physicist blogging’ (19). In this way, writers ihe blogosphere were
discerning fine distinctions not only among blofst even within the
sphere of science blogs. Such commentary suggests gtatus for the
research blog, but not necessarily a unified ofoum genre.

(18) Na your typical science blodout an_‘open science' research bMéatch me
fumbling my way towards understanding how and whgtéria take up DNA,
and getting distracted by other cool questions. (RRR)

(29) | think, [...] society recognizes after morertadecade of blogging that there
are varying levels of that also - ydnlogging is_not the same as some
anonymous physicist bloggingy some physics amateur on the Internet. [. . .]
(TD)

As a further indication of genre sensitivity, dragiithe line between
journalism and research blogging was raised, andéhe two examples
show. Both the commentator in (20) and ‘Armonyouns(21) make a
clear distinction between journalism and scienagding. The writer of
(20) also seeks a differentiating term or conceptlistinguish science
blogging from journalism on the basis of “knowledgdgity” and from
‘just blogging’ on the basis of credibility.

(20) There needs to be an easier distinction betwearnalism, press releases,
blogging and what yogand we- actual blogging is a tiny 4% of our content)
do, because your work is a lot more knowledgedtwm journalismand way
beyond blogging in credibilityWhat is that term? Science 2.0 doesn't work
because you it can't end in -ism or -ing but someewill come up with
something. (TD)

In (21) the commentator indicates disagreement thiéhblogger about
two things: his cavalier disregard of the distiontibetween journalism
and sciencejg@urnalists checking out your blog; journals...wjitey
using ‘catchy’ expression, and the lack of veraoityis messagesimply
not true. The blogger counters this by equating blogginghw
journalism, thus justifying ‘catchiness’, and drawgithe distinction
between his blog and ‘other magazines’ on the wssperior content.

(21) You should be very cautious with titles lilkeat, specially when you know you
have_journalistehecking out your blog.
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What you say is simply not trugut it sure_sounds catchipon't complain
afterward when journals (even as serious as Thedfuist) write carelessly
about the LHC.

Verified Armonyous (not verified) | 04/12/10 |:35 PM

Armonyous,

maybe you fail to realize it, but this is alrealyorm of journalism. And as
such, sometimes it uses catchy titlésprefer my articles to those of new
scientist or other magazines, which have catchgstitand__ incorrect content.
Cheers,

T. | 04/13/10 | 02:30 AM (TD)

Clearly, then, there is awareness about the uedetthture of the
research blog as a genre, and controversy about thisaentails. More
importantly, these deliberations around the genstdtus seem to arise
from spontaneous commentators who are interestdleirtopic areas,
but only some of whom appear under their own nammeshow other
marks of community affiliation, such as referent@egach others’ blogs,
or being known to each other outside the blogosph@aherefore,
discussion of the above kind contributes a comnmentwhat might
define genres: it would seem, again, that genres canstructed in
contextualised discourse, not necessarily in agigting community.

5. Unique features of the science blog

We saw above that the research blog is firmly rbdtea long ancestry
of respectable genres, and that despite its matigital guise, it follows
in the footsteps of its progenitors fairly faitHful But that is not all:
blogging also brings about new practices. In anigning way, doing
science by blogging realises some of the idealsldpim 17" century
debates around the foundation of the Royal Sociatyg rising
experimentalism (Shapin and Schaffer 1985), withghsuing modes of
scientific rhetoric (Gotti 1996, 2003; Gross et 2002; Valle 1999).
Blogs involve the collective witness, a group opests or lay spectators
who observe the experiment with their own eyes anedthereby able to
agree on what constitutes Boyle’s “matters of fd&fiapin and Schaffer
1985:22). We can see a web-mediated version otdkiag place in the
examples below (22- 23), where the on-line immedigoves blog
followers a sense of seeing how the experiments pékce step by step,
and how the results gradually come into view.
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Example (22) sets the scene, with the blogger @xpta what the
current state of the research Bny day now | hope to receive some
preliminary results..). The reporting adopts a narrative styléhought |
should...; | got sidetracked;

(22) Any day nowl hope to receive some preliminary resultem the mass
spectrometry test for arsenic in GFAJ-1 DNA. Ingamation_| though | should
at least attempt to understand the control dadhthe grad student doing the
work sent me a couple of weeks ago. But | got sid&trdby the easier task of
understanding some control CsCl-gradient data he sd¢st. This is a pre-
analysis step, used to further purify the DNA beftire analysis (RRR)

In (23) the narrative moves into free indirect speeas if it were the
writer's stream of consciousned3d we need to also consider). A
passage of consulting Wikipedia&Vbat does Wikipedia say? Nothing
about other ionghas an air of spontaneity, with the bracketedesare
(Ah, the correct term is..) conveying a particularly powerful sense of
immediacy.

(23) [. . .] Do we need to also considmmtaminants that might have banded at a
specific density in the gradient? The centrifugaii® powerful enough to cause
the heavy Cs+ ions to move down in the tube, mighalso affect the
distribution of other ions? What does Wikipediazé4h, the correct ternis
‘isopycnic centrifugation’.) Nothing about othernga CsCl gradients have
typically been used to separate DNAs with differbase compositions from
each other (e.g. nuclear DNA from mitochondrialpdastid DNA); | don't
know if anyone ever used them to separate DNA femtnble contaminants.
Bottom line: If the LC-MS _data showarsenic in the DNA, we can polish up
these DNA purification steps. If it doesmte won't need to bother. (RRR)

The reporting here seems to simulate the kind efvweyness experience
that was sought by early experimentalists like Bowlith collective
observation: groups of experts saw experimentsopegd and were
therefore convinced of the veracity of the resultkearly, the Internet
community is not physically present at the expentnbut the usual gap
between the actual experiment and the written te@w in research
articles, is much narrowed. Moreover, accompanyidgo material adds
to the sense of participation in many cases.

On-line reporting of experiments is akin to the plreability’
tradition, which has become a firmly establishedtdes of scientific
articles. This was also keenly advocated by Bogegn though he
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already saw it was not going to be easy. The fmadis maintained in

research papers to satisfy the academic commuh#y &cceptable
procedures have been followed and in principleetkgeriment could be
carried out by someone else. Actual replicationeeixpents tend to be
rare, and performed only when findings are exceplig controversial,

as in the Cold Fusion case from 1989, or a recas¢ of neutrinos that
were claimed to be faster than light in 2011. Oxangple comes from
one such debate, where the experiments reporte&i are being run in
order to test the claim put forward by Wolfe-Simenal (2010) that
some bacteria can use arsenic instead of phosphsmsutrient.

Internet reporters, with their spontaneous stylaplgs and video
clips, leave out much technical detail, backgropneparations, earlier
mistakes, and so on, just like any report of aneexment. They
nevertheless show, demonstrate, and reflect on dhegoing work in a
way that lets spectators into the process beyogtheng that a finished
product in the form of a published article canragé

Shapin and Schaffer (1985) talked about the utitiga of
‘knowledge-producing technologies’. One was therdity technology,
by means of which the experimental events were nkade/n to those
not directly witnessing them. Here we can see thed \&s a technology
that enables a hybrid to develop between the atitwaperformance of
an experiment on the one hand and writing it ughenother, with the
inevitable distance of the latter from the dematgin. What is specific
to the Internet is that the audiences are poténteiormous, and not
restricted to a locality as in the case of eye-esges, or to a community
of experts as in the case of research articles.

Equally importantly, the audiences are not confitedhe role of
spectators: one of the signature features of thagatlimedium is open
commentary, and this is genuinely new. It has menbpart of scientific
discourse traditions before. The heterogeneousencés are not only
permitted to observe, but they are also invitedaimment, ask questions,
express doubt, criticise, and make suggestionsedims that science
blogs have features that take us back to the twesy science journals
were only about to start: the desire to bring tlvdence right to
interested audiences, almost performing the dexiekperiments under
their own eyes. At the same time, they make usdigifal technologies
in distributing this knowledge-production mechanignwide audiences,
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who can also participate in establishing the pregsenmatter as
knowledge — or rejecting it.

6. Conclusion

This paper has been looking at research bloggimgw-it relates to other
blogs, how it relates to its generic ancestry, hod its traditional and
new features intermingle to produce a recognisdbl¢ type. The
guestion was raised whether the research blog dlmmikeen as a genre
of its own, a subgenre of the ‘blog’ genre, or astégr of genres.
Exploring the generic nature of blogs, it becameacl that the
relationship of community and context needs todmmsidered in order
to settle the question: the new medium does alber terms of
determining genre. It is the context that seemsraate genres, and
communities emerge around them. The concept ofémee-regulating,
pre-existing community does not apply to web-bagmtres.

With regard to the generic status of blogs, it wloskem that the
blog is more like a genre cluster than one genriéseif. The different
purposes and contexts blogs are used in do noamtaar single generic
category. At the next level down the scale, howeitevould seem more
appropriate to take the research blog to constautaasic level’ genre.
Blogs have introduced new practices in academiguage and academic
reporting. As Gilbert and Mulkay (1984) observedheir classic study
of scientists’ repertoires, researchers talk aloeir investigations (the
‘contingent’ repertoire) in ways that differ in imggant ways from the
ways in which the work gets written up (the ‘em@st’ repertoire).
While constructivist analyses of scientific rhetofé.g. Bazerman 1994)
already narrowed the gap between spoken and writfmesentations by
looking at the written report as rhetoric, blogsfgadher. In blogs we see
researchers’ comments on their procedures, raflextiand intentions,
together with reports of what went wrong or did natrk. This is a new
practice, in making the ‘contingent’ public alongtiwthe ‘empiricist’.
Linguistically there is much of the informality asgontaneity of spoken
language.

The unforeseen practice of involving audiencespenocommentary
means that unknown, heterogeneous, and varied raxgdie may
participate in co-constructing research debateis iy not always be a
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blessing (Blanchard 2011), but it provides a neywoofunity of direct
involvement for anyone who is so inclined.

In terms of science publication, the emergencehefdcience blog
reflects tensions in the face of dramatic changesotably between
traditions established to uphold standards, anddfe@mist enthusiasm
to tear down old edifices in the interests of theas that originally
inspired scientific publishing. It also reflectswnehallenges to science
communication when the Internet has become a pamece for all
information seeking: to reach the desired audienedmt is the best
policy for publication? The answer can be ‘boths, @ane possibility
already in use is releasing drafts and rough ideaa blog or on a
personal website first, and then developing theto ia publishable
version submitted to a traditional scientific othslarly journal. We
already discussed one such example above, andsiondctices can be
observed for instance in the humanities (see, f@mple http://tar.
weatherson.org/; http://experimentalphilosophy.pggecom/). One of
the intriguing consequences is that the audienarsbe very mixed, as
we already saw in the examples. Some commentaterpeers, others
interested laypersons.

The blog discourses in this paper reflect manyiomsscurrently in
the air: the growing demand for outreach does itoedsily with all
traditions of expert-based research communitiesl, publicity is not
easily reconciled with the confidentiality that easch ethics today
require. Peer-reviewing traditions to uphold staddare not compatible
with the critique that arises from releasing firgnon the Web. Much
research requires long-term investment of resousoéseffort, which is
at odds with producing reportable findings at shotérvals. Moving
towards blog-type publicity also alters the praetid releasing findings
only when they are ascertained and accepted ajtag ghrough several
stages, shifting the balance towards publicising«im progress.

Researchers offering their own work and findings the web
constitute a fresh alternative not only to academagearch publication,
but also to established science journalism. Sciejoegnalists are
professional mediators, often with an educationatkground in the
disciplinary area they write in; however, they ddnge an extra step
between the research and the wider audience. Thxis, clips, and
programmes can be of high quality and interesteyabut they inevitably
lack some of the immediacy of direct contact betwessearch and the
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interested reader. Even if they invite comments disdussion, it is all
distanced from the primary research.

Scientists are increasingly calling on the wideblmuto engage in
crowdsourcing to help out with data collection aathlysis. Citizen
scientists want to participate as well as satis@rtcuriosity; non-experts
want to hear about new findings from researchetBerathan from
mediators. The ivory tower has long been crumbliagd research
blogging could be one way of building new bridgestween the
interested layman and the professional expert.
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