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1) Introduction

Weblogs, 'blogs' from now on, appeared in their actual shape three or four years

ago. Since then, there's been a 'blog boom', and they've become a pretty usual presence in

internet users' bookmarks list all around the world. This essay pretends to introduce the reader

to the basic aspects of blogs: their creation, features, uses, and to explain the "how's" and

"why's" of their success.

"A  weblog,  web  log or  simply  a  blog,  is  a web  application which  contains

periodic time-stamped posts on a common webpage. These posts are often but not necessarily

in reverse chronological order. Such a website would typically be accessible to any Internet

user. "Weblog" is a portmanteau of "web" and "log"" [WIKIPEDIA].  As we will see later,

every subject has it's space in blogs. Limits are stablished only by the users' imagination.

“But any webpage, if  properly designed, can be used for that” is the common

answer to what is stated before. The main advantage of blogs is that they are usually premade

and ready to use: user gets registered in a weblog server, chooses some features, and begins

posting. So, there's no need of coding HTML, XML, PHP or SQL, or dealing with CSS to get

your blog working. Also, an experienced user can create his blog from scratch, in order to

control every aspect of it, if he feels like that, for there are tools to make it easier.

2) Blogs "How-To"

First, let's take a look to how blogs work. Blogs are dynamic pages, so there are

two main components: a database, where all  the information is stored, and a "front-page",

which interacts with the database extracting data from it, following users' preferences, and

displays that data. This may sound scary for those who are not used to deal with computers,

but  fortunately, all  that  internal job is  made,  without  the user noticing it,  by the Content
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Management  System (CMS).  These  are  programs  created  to  manage the  blog's  database,

control the front-page access to it, offering options to manage the appearance of the frotn-

page, and most important, giving authors a tool to publish. Most times, CMS offer hosting for

weblogs, with or without charge for authors. Some popular CMS are: Blogger, WordPress,

Movable Type and Bitácoras.

Other way to create blogs is, to put it easy, to create your own CMS. This means

that the database, the front-page, its style and the publishing tool must be 'hand made', and

finally, the entire system needs a good server to be hosted in the internet, and that's expensive

most times. This  essay pretends to show blogs in a user-friendly way, so it  will  focus on

already developed CMSs and how they work.

Having your blog working takes few time. First, user must register in the CMS

server, which will provide him with his very own blog and some disk space in the server to

host their pictures, songs, files, etc. Then comes the blog customization stage: it consists on

giving  the  blog  a  name,  which  will  define  the  URL of  the  blog.  Choosing  a  pre-made

template,  which  will  define  the  apect  of  the  front-page, and  creating some categories,  if

desired,  to  have  published  information  easily  stored,  which  is  in  fact  the  "database

customization  stage",  but  "easy  made",  for  average  users.  After  that,  the  blog  is  fully

functional, and ready to use.

Also, deeper customization may be allowed by the CMS. There are some common

features, like the number of posts shown in the front page, or giving readers the possiblity to

post comments, which are very easy to set up. There are many possibilities for the front-page:

every detail can be edited, elements' positions, colours, fonts, adding vistits counters, and so

on, but they usually require a higher skill editing raw code.

Now, let's move to the most important tool of the CMS, the publishing tool, which

allows authors to  publish  in  their  blog.  It's usually a "What  You See Is  What  You Get"
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(WYSIWYG) editor, as the ones used for sending e-mails, or common text processors. This

implies the existence of buttons used for editing text and its format, and these changes are

shown in real-time. This tool will provide authors with ways to put images in their posts, links

to other documents in the internet, specify a date and hour for posts to be shown in the blog,

save them as drafts, categorize entries, and of course, edit already published posts. There are

also other features oriented to the blog community, but this will be discussed later.

3) Types of blogs:

Took from Jack Vinson's blog (see bibliography), there's a brief and simplified

classification of blogs:

"Main Types:

1. Basic:  link  to  something  interesting,  frequently  with  a  comment  as  to  why  it  is

interesting.

2. Exposition: primary focus is writing, rather than linking to other interesting material.

Subcategories:

1. Topic: writing about a specific set of topics of interest to the author(s), such as politics,

news, education, etc. Once the community of topic-bloggers gets big enough, they begin to

self-identify (blogging lawyers are "blawgers").

2. Linkblog: simplest variant of the basic blog with only links and no commentary.

3. Group: variant of the basic blog with multiple authors.

4. Journals (diaries): generally of interest to friends and family, usually expository.

5. Family & friends: group + journal blogs set up to keep people in touch.

6. Photo: Graphic-centric blogs, frequently with photos posted directly from picture phones

(moblog = mobile phone blog). Can also be based on artwork, cartoons, etc.

7. Audio (Podcasting): owner posts frequent audio files of their commentary.

8. Event: Conference blog to build a community and deliver information.
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9. Book: Advertise and/or collaborate on an upcoming book.

10.PR: Public relations blogs, better than traditional press release spam.

11.K-logs: geared towards finding and sharing Knowledge within a community. Discussion of

this type of blog seems to have waned in the last year or so. Maybe the term was getting too

obscure."

4) Blogosphere, the blog community

A simple definition for this term can be found in the Wikipedia: "Blogosphere is

the collective term encompassing all weblogs or blogs; blogs as a community, blogs as a

social  network.  Weblogs  are densely interconnected; bloggers  read other's  blogs,  link to

them, reference them in their own writing, and post comments on each other's blogs. Because

of this, the interconnected blogs have grown their own culture."

How does this community work? As stated in that definition, there are three main

ways:

1) Adding links to blogs you like in your own blog: this activity is also known as 'blogrolling':

user reads a blog, then clicks in one link, which takes him to another blog, and so on.

2) Reference blogs in your writing (trackback): sometimes different authors write about the

same subject, and they want to show readers different points of view. This can be done

adding a reference to the desired post in your own post. Then each blogs' CMS create a link

to the other post. So, it works as a link, but in both directions.

3) Posting comments on other blogs: this is usually the first way to make contact with other

bloggers, usually made to express opinions on the topic posted, or just to say "hello" to the

author(s) and show their 'respect' to them.

But  there  are  also  two interesting  and  poweful  features  that  help  making  the

blogosphere a strong and dynamic community: pingbacks and rss feeds.

1) Pingback: It is like a trackback, but works only in one direction. It can be made from blog
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to blog, but its main use is to make CMS server front page update its list of most recently

updated blogs. So, pingback is a powerful tool to spread a blog, for appearing in this list is

a effective way to get new visits. There are also websites dedicated to have different lists of

most recently updated blogs sorted by many different criteria, which can be "pingbacked"

too. So it's easy to spread the word about your blog.

2) RSS feeds: RSS (Really Simple Sindication) is not exclusively used by blogs, but became

more popular and sophisticated thanks, in part,  to blogs' development.  "RSS is used to

provide items containing short descriptions of web content together with a link to the full

version  of  the  content.  This  information  is  delivered  as  an  XML  file  called  RSS

feed"[WIKIPEDIA]. The main advantage of using RSS is that "saves users from having to

repeatedly visit favorite websites to check for new content or be notified of updates via

email."[WIKIPEDIA]. So, having readers comfortable and up-to-date is easy, too.

All  these  features  and  connectivity  turn  blogosphere  into  a  place  where

information and opinions on almost every subject can be easily found and shared, and result in

blogs being supported by other blogs, creating closer bonds between blogs and bloggers.

5) Mass Media and Blogs

During the last year, the blog phenomenon has grown so much and so fast that it

was unavoidable to attract the big press firms upon it. So, blogs appearing in the mainstream

resulted in blogs becoming more popular, and began to be considered a 'real' and 'serious' way

of expression. As a result,  famous journalists and writers (as Eduardo Haro Tecglen), and

even some politicians started to create their  own blogs, in order to  get in  touch with the

blogosphere and profit from it.

Also, press is called 'the fourth power', and those who have control over press may

not agree with information and opinions flowing freely in the blogosphere, as they do now. So
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it's very probable that we'll see future actions intended to cut off (or model) this situation.

6) Software patents and Blogs

As  everything  relating  the  internet  and  computers,  blogs  are  not  safe  from

software patents,  and the  blogosphere would  be seriously menaced by their  implantation,

because one of its main pillars is that having a blog is, in most cases, free, and this situation

would drastically change. A very good example of this is that Oracle, a leader firm dedicated

to  develop  database  systems,  has  claimed  patent  over  "self  service  system  for  web  site

publishing"[CMSWATCH], precisely the widest and most basic definition of what a CMS is.

7) Conclusions

To sum up, we have that blogs are a way to share opinions and information that

anyone can use,  due  to  it's  easy management and the  possibility of  using them whithout

charge. Also, we have a wide and robust  community where information and opinions are

distributed freely. But in the other hand, we find press and software firms trying to get control

and profit from it.

For my part,  I must  say that  I'm a blogger myself,  and I find blogging a very

interesting way of self-expression,  an  easy way to  have a  functional  website,  and a  very

suitable tool to "scream at the world" and pour your opinions somewhere where they can be

read. Also, I think it helps developing your writing skills, and you count on another way to

know people with something to say, share knowledge, and, why not, have fun with them.

Finally, I'm worried about the long and grim shadow of patents menacing CMSs,  because my

blog is hosted in a free CMS, and I seriously doubt if I would go on with it if I had to pay.
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Glossary:

1. Weblog or Blog: defined in text, suitable spanish translation: bitácora.

2. Portmanteau: a new word formed by joining two others and combining their meanings. 

3. CSS: Cascade Style Sheet: document used to define the aspect of html documents.

4. Wane: The act or process of gradually declining or diminishing. 

5. Trackback: defined in text, suitable translation: referencia.

6. Blogosphere: defined in text, translation: blogosfera.

7. RSS  feed  and  Pingback:  defined  in  text,  both  them  do  not  have  a  proper  and

contextualized translation
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