
DOI: 10.4018/IJANTTI.2017040101

International Journal of Actor-Network Theory and Technological Innovation
Volume 9 • Issue 2 • April-June 2017


Copyright©2017,IGIGlobal.CopyingordistributinginprintorelectronicformswithoutwrittenpermissionofIGIGlobalisprohibited.



The Weblog Genre:
An Actor-Network Perspective
Hassen Rabhi, University of Gafsa, Gafsa, Tunisia

ABSTRACT

This article aims at exploring the process of digital genre formation in general and weblogs in
particular.Whilegenretheorybasicallydelimitsgenrefeatures,itcannothandletheirconstruction
procedures.ApproachingthewebloggenrethroughthelensofActorNetworkTheory(henceforth,
ANT)providespracticaltoolsfornotonlyconductingagenericanalysisofthebloggingphenomenon
butalsofollowingthenetworkrelationsthatshapetheprocessofitsconstruction.Theresultsofa
quantitativeandqualitativeanalysisofacorpusof497blogentriesby39A-listAmericanpolitical
bloggers revealed that thekeyfeaturesof thewebloggenreare relationaleffectsofaprocessof
interactionbetweenanetworkofhumansandnon-humanactors.Tracingallformsofnegotiations
andtheireffectsshowshowtheactorsinvolvedintheformationofthewebloggenreareassembliesor
gatheringsofmyriadthingsbroughttogetherandlinkedthroughprocessesoftranslation.Therefore,
foregrounding associations does not only deepen the exploration of the weblog genre but also
furthersunderstandingofrelated,yetunexaminedinternet-basedgenre.Italsodrawsattentionto
theaffordancesoftheweblogtechnologyandtheireffectsinconnectionwithanetworkofhuman
andnon-humanentities.
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1. INTRodUCTIoN

ThestrikingevolutionofcyberspacesandthecurrentpopularityofInformationandCommunication
Technologieshaveremarkablybeenmatchedbyasimilargrowthofweb-mediatedgenres(Shepherd
&Watters,1998).Thisgrowthhasraisedinterestindigitalgenresasemergentphenomena.However,
identifyingallpracticesasdigitalgenresisnotstraightforward.Infact,webgenresshowvarious
degreesofdigitization.CrowstonandWilliams(2000)claimthatsomeweb-mediatedgenreshave
merelyreproducedtheirprintcounterparts(e.g.,onlineacademicpapers).Othertypeshaveadapted
to thewebmedium(e.g.,electronicdictionariesandencyclopedias).Yet,someothers labeledas
emergentaredesignedspecificallytotheweb(e.g.,wikis,socialnetworkingsitesandweblogs).

Thewebloggenre is themainfocusof thepresentstudy. It isselectedmainlyfor twomain
reasons.First,theyhavearelativelylongerhistoryofdevelopment.AccordingtoBlood(2000),they
datedbacktothelate1990’scomparedwithothertypesofonlineinteractivemediasuchassocial
networkingsites,wikisandfolksonomies.Second,withahistoryofarchiveddata,weblogsprovide

1



International Journal of Actor-Network Theory and Technological Innovation
Volume 9 • Issue 2 • April-June 2017

2

anaturalenvironmentforin-depthinvestigationofthewaytheytakeform.Inanonlinemediated
context,genretheorycanidentifythecharacteristicsofweb-mediatedgenres.Thesecharacteristics
rangefromformandcontent(Yates&Orlikowski,1992), tofunctionality(Shepherd&Watters,
1998).Yet,thetheorycannothandletheprocesswherebyonlinedigitalgenresareconstituted.Their
dynamicqualitymakesthemtransgressallboundariesofregularities.Therefore,amoreflexible
paradigmtocatchuponthesenewlyemergentphenomenais,thus,needed.

InsightsfromActorNetworkTheory(henceforth,ANT)ingeneralandfromLatourˈsmoves
(2005)inparticularcaninteractwithdigitalgenreconceptstobetterunderstandthedriversshaping
theprocessofformationofthewebloggenre.Forthispurpose,twomainrelatedquestionswillprovide
aplatformforbuildinganunderstandingoftheprocessbywhichweblogsareformed.Whilethe
firstconcernsthegenericstructureofthephenomenonunderstudy,thesecondstipulatesthatsuch
astructureisanetworkeffectbroughtforththroughconnections,negotiationsandtranslationsof
interests.Foregroundingtheconnectionsbetweentheinvolvedactorscouldbeachievedbyfollowing
thetracesofactantsratherthanapplyingprioriframeworks.Actantsneedtobeallowedtousetheirown
languageinordertocomeoutwithadefinitionaboutthemselvesandtheiruniverse.Understanding
thewayavirtualcommunity-asthecommunityofbloggersisformedandorganized-mayenlighten
theunderstandingofsimilaronlinecommunitiesaswellastheirpractices.

Thefollowingsectionreviewstheliteratureonthebloggingpracticeandintroducesthetheoretical
paradigmoptedfor.Sectionthreedescribestheweblogsample,theselectioncriteriaandtheunitsof
analysis.Itfurtherdescribes,andjustifies,themethodsemployedfordatacollectionandanalysis.
SectionfourpresentsthefindingsofANTanalysisofthecorpusofthewebloggenre.InANT-ish
terms,thewebloggenrewillbeapproachedasarelationalandperformativepracticeheldtogether
throughongoingnegotiationsandinteractions.Foregroundinginteractivity,madepossiblebythe
weblogfunctionalities,putsforththepotentialsANToffersnotonlyfordigitalcommunicationbut
alsoforeducation.

2. WeBLoGS

Weblogsconstituteoneofthefrequentlycitedcasesofonlineinteractivetechnologies.Itmustbe
notedthatthereisadifficultyindealingwiththesetechnologiesastheyareflexibleanddynamic.
Beerargues(2008)thatoneofthekeyproblemsfacingresearchintowhatarequiterapidlyshifting
contemporaryonlineculturesconcerns“…the typesofdefinitionsweuse tounderstandwhat is
happeningandtoclassifydifferenttypesofwebapplications…”(p.4).Indeed,comingupwitha
clearviewand,thus,auniquedefinitionofweblogsremainsachallengeduetotheirevolvingdesigns.

Eversincetheiremergence,weblogshaveevolvedandoverlappedwithsimilarformsofonline
publishing. In their original form, weblogs were linked to internet users who offered personal
reflectionsonexternaleventsorissues.Bauschetal.(2002)statethatweblogsarewebpagescontaining
severalpoststhatareusuallyorganizedinreversechronologyfromtherecentpostatthetoptothe
oldestoneatthebottom.DreznerandFarrell(2004)addthecommentingaspecttoBauschetal.’s
(2002)conceptualization.Inthissense,blogsbecomeanonlinecommentary,periodicallyupdated,
withhyperlinkstootheronlinesources.

Fromasocio-pragmaticperspective,weblogsareanauthor-driven,asynchronousandinformal
genreofmediatedcommunication(Lomborg,2009).Suchaviewpresupposesadegreeofcomplexity
intheconfigurationofcommunicativefunctionsactualizedinthevarioussocialuses.Weblogsare
dynamicandconstantlynegotiatedinthebloggingpractice.Theyareatonceinscribedintothegeneral
dynamicsoftheblogosphereand,thus,adheretosocially-definedpracticesaboutblogginganda
subjectiveinterpretationproducedbythebloggerandhisorherreaders(Lomberg,2009).Identifying
the communicative functionalitiesofweblogs sheds lightson the socialpractices that shape the
bloggingactivity.Weblogsmakepossibleself-expressionandcommunitydevelopmentastheymatch
verywelltheintrinsicandextrinsicfunctionsofself-disclosure.ForMillerandShepherd(2004),
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