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Anonymity, authorship, 
and blogger ethics 

Amardeep Singh 

We know now that a text is not a line of words releasing a single 
"theological" meaning (the "message" of the Author-God) but a 
multi-dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them 
original, blend and clash. 

-Roland Barthes (1977) 

A weblog, or blog, is a public diary that is written and published 
electronically. As a kind of reinvention of early modern diary form, 
blogs trade heavily on the conventions of diary writing, including 
especially the rhetorics of sincerity and immediacy. As public texts, 
however, blogs resemble other important modes of expression 
characteristic of modern print-culture, including the eighteenth-century 
broadsheets like the Tatler and The Spectator. Just as with the early 
broadsheets, many blogs are published anonymously, or more 
specifically, pseudonymously. Blogging pseudonyms are generally not 
fleeting aliases but fixed public identities, which are strongly associated 
with a particular author's style and ethos. The impressive proliferation 
of blogging as a form of writing has disseminated the category of 
"author" to an unprecedented level of true mass-culture participation,1 
though the prevalence of pseudonymity in blogging suggests that 
"authorship" may be at once more influential and more disposable than 
ever before. Though blogging certainly does little to restore the old 
image, widely attacked by poststructuralist theory, of the "Author-God," 
here I will argue that the strong emphasis on originality, collective ethics, 
and the authorial persona, all of which are prevalent in the blog culture,2 

irThe tracking website Technorati.com states that it is currently tracking 71 million 
blogs, of which a sizeable proportion are published in English. 

The term "blog culture" is admittedly an approximate term. In any field so vast and 
heterogeneous, there is no one behavioral norm, and it is readily admitted that different 
blogging cultures will be found in segments of the "blogosphere." Here I am referring to 
the ethical precepts dominant amongst bloggers with an intellectual orientation, who have 
aimed, in one way or another, to have broad influence over the formation of public opinion 

®symplokë Vol. 16, Nos. 1-2 (2008) ISSN 1069-0697, 21-35. 
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22 Amardeep Singh Anonymity, Authorship, and Blogger Ethics 

reinforces the ethical association of writing with authorial "signature." 
Blogging thus forces a réévaluation of the poststructuralist critique of 
authorship on grounds substantially different from those articulated by 
humanist critics during the height of the "theory wars" era of the 1980s 
and 90s. Blogs revitalize the concept of authorship, not because they 
restore a more conventional, pre-modernist vision of authorial 
sovereignty, but because the culture of this emerging, technologically 
driven writing form has been dominated by author-oriented ethical 
precepts that provide the basis for public debate in the era of the 
Internet. 

Sincerity and Authenticity: Blogs and Diaries 

Similar in some ways to the diary form, a blog is a personal work in 
the sense that the daily activities and thoughts of its author often 
constitute its central subject matter. Both blogs and conventional diaries 
are iterative assertions of the writing self in its most intimate and 
mundane form. Insofar as we are interested in blogs and diaries in 
general, we are interested in Authors and Authorship, though especially 
with the diary form the image of Author as transcendental creator seems 
less relevant than the narrower concept of the Author as thinking, feeling 
human subject. More formally, as chronological records, both blogs and 
diaries are written without strong point-to-point continuity, though both 
textual forms are, nevertheless, clearly forms of narrative, which can 
require a reader to keep track of a large array of names and reference 
points. Admittedly, the ideal reader of many private diaries may well be 
their authors; Samuel Pepys, for instance, wrote his diary in a kind of 
shorthand code that made it unreadable to his wife and others in his 
household. But Pepys, whose diaries were finally published in 1825, 
more than one-hundred-and-fifty years after they were first written, also 
conveniently recorded the key to that code after his failing sight caused 
him to give up the diary, suggesting that he hoped his diary would be 
discovered and published at some point. And Pepys' hope is a relatively 
common one in the history of the diary, especially the diaries written by 
people who were either published authors or public figures. As Susan 
Sontag wrote in her own, recently published diaries, "One of the main 
(social) functions of a journal or diary is precisely to be read furtively by 
other people, the people (like parents + lovers) about whom one has 

on the Internet. Though the number of individuals involved is much smaller than the 
number of individuals who maintain blogs, it still includes a surprisingly large number of 
people. A helpful introduction to the social and historical context of blogging is Laura 
Gurak, Smiljana Antonijevic, Laurie Johnson, Clancy Ratliff, and Jessica Rey man' s 
"Introduction: Weblogs, Rhetoric, Community, and Culture" (2004). 
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been cruelly honest only in the journal" (para. 13). 3 In short, diarists are 
often in some sense planning for their ostensibly private writing to be 
discovered and read by others, indicating an unconsciously desired 
readership. 

The specific rhetorical and formal conventions commonly found 
within diaries support the idea of the diary as a public literary form, 
where the writer of the diary is in effect flirting with the concept of 
authorship. In particular, literary critics who have considered the diary 
form have underlined the centrality of sincerity,4 though in much 
poststructuralist thought, the concept has been found to be problematic. 
Roland Barthes elaborates his particular problems with diary writing in a 
brilliant 1979 essay called " Deliberation," originally published in Tel 
Quel. The essay is written in a first-person account of Barthes' own 
various attempts to keep a diary, which fail because of a seeming flaw in 
the diary form itself. The irony here is, of course, that Barthes' own 
discontent with diary writing is largely built around his personal 
experience - and the essay as a whole is not so far removed from a rather 
extensive diary entry. 

Barthes' initial dissatisfaction with his attempts at diary writing is 
aesthetic: "I note with discouragement the artifice of 'sincerity/ the 
artistic mediocrity of the 'spontaneous' ... I is a poseur: a matter of 
effect, not of intention, the whole difficulty of literature is here" (1984, 
479-80). Barthes' frustrated comment that "the whole difficulty of 
literature is here" marks his transition from the seemingly personal and 
subjective displeasure with what he had written to a more abstract, 
theoretical point: that diaries (or in French, journals intimes) are 
inherently literary, which is presumably to say that they are bound by a 
set of established, publicly accepted conventions, irrespective of the 
"pose" of subjective sincerity and spontaneity. Barthes later echoes 
Sontag when he writes, "Should I keep a journal with a view to 
publication?" (480), clearly indicating his strong sense that the journal is 
always oriented to a future reader, here not just the friends and lovers 
named in the diary text, but the broader world. Sincerity, according to 
Barthes, is "merely a second-degree Image-repertoire [imaginaire]" (481), 
at best a pose or an effect, as diarists are always writing with a 
motivation - either psychic or ideological - and are, therefore, never 
entirely "open." Again, despite these strong notes of disapproval, it is 
striking that Barthes' voice in this essay is so personal and 
autobiographical (if not diaristic), and also that he chooses to incorporate 
several entries from his own aborted diaries into the text of the essay. It is 

3Excerpts of these diaries were published in The New York Times (Sontag 2006). The 
specific entry quoted above was written on 31 December 1958. 

4A helpful starting point on "diary theory" is Steven Rendali' s 1986 essay, "On 
Diaries." 
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a "deliberation" against the diary that itself deploys many of the 
conventions of diaristic writing, including, especially, the somewhat 
confessional tone and the strong authenticating force of personal history. 
In essence, it seems that Barthes is drawn to the diary form even as he 
recognizes the limits of diaristic "sincerity." 

"Sincerity" in Barthes' essay can be fruitfully contrasted to a concept 
of authenticity developed along more historical lines in Lionel Trilling's 
1972 work, Sincerity and Authenticity. "Sincerity," for Trilling, is a 
Renaissance concept of self-presentation (epitomized by Shakespeare's 
"To thine own self be true"), which seemingly declined in status around 
the advent of Romanticism - and Trilling cites Hegel and Rousseau's 
Emile to that effect. In contrast, Trilling posits a concept of "authenticity," 
which requires "a more strenuous moral experience than 'sincerity' does, 
a more exigent conception of the self and of what being true to it consists 
in, a wider reference to the universe and man's place in it, and a less 
acceptant and genial view of the social circumstances of life" (11). 
Authenticity, in short, is a certain ethical way of being, while sincerity is 
primarily a way of saying, a rhetorical posture. For Trilling, the 
emergence of Authenticity is strongly tied to the rise to dominance of the 
Romantic discourse of subjectivity at the end of the eighteenth century. 
As the terms have evolved in contemporary literary history, Trilling 
notes the way both "sincerity" and "authenticity" have been devalued, 
especially in the twentieth century, and he makes numerous references 
to writers and literary texts that appear to denigrate both terms, though 
as with Barthes, the denunciations of sincerity and authenticity are often 
self-contradictory. Along these lines, Trilling is quick to point out the 
paradox of, for instance, T.S. Eliot insisting on poetic "deperson- 
alization" even as he helped to invent a literary movement (modernism) 
that strove to achieve a new level of psychic and subjective 
"authenticity" - the very status that depersonalization would seem to 
negate (7). 

Alongside "sincerity," diaries are - both formally and thematically - 
defined by a sense of immediacy, as they are generally written with 
times and dates as reference points for each entry. But just as "sincerity" 
may be a pose, "immediacy" may not be an entirely reliable category 
either, especially when considerable evidence exists that diarists such as 
Pepys did not always write "to the moment." As Steven Rendali puts it 
in his discussion of Pepys: 

In fact, as the example of Pepys shows, these effects [of 
sincerity and immediacy] may themselves be the product of 
art. Recent scholarship has demonstrated that the much 
admired spontaneity of Pepys' s diary is artfully contrived. 
Pepys appears to have written his daily entries from notes and 
rough drafts, and not always on the day which they record; yet 
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he manages to give the impression that in composing any 
particular entry he is ignorant of what transpired on the 
following day, and successfully maintains the illusion of 
nonretrospective immediacy. The same can obviously be said 
of a diarist like Boswell, who also made notes and drafts for his 
diary, and carefully preserved the suspense of his account of 
his career by adhering to the conventions of a daily record 
while 'catching up7 on his writing after a lapse of days or even 
weeks. (58) 

What is striking here is not so much that Pepys or Boswell might have 
falsified the immediacy of their diaries, but that they both worked 
carefully to ensure that the effect of immediacy remained a defining 
feature of their respective texts. Date and time - which are as essential in 
blogging (where it is called "timestamping") as they are in diary writing - must be marked in order for the diary to retain its formal consistency, 
even if the same marker is somehow falsified. Immediacy, like sincerity, 
is an essential attribute of diaries and blogs, but it must always be 
understood as a rhetorical effect that is either falsifiable or perhaps 
simply false. 

In Sincerity and Authenticity, Trilling does not mention diary writing 
(or, needless to say, blogging) in his exploration of these two concepts, 
but the effects of sincerity and authenticity have been among the 
defining attributes of diary writing since Pepys' own diary was first 
published.5 These rubrics are, moreover, almost exactly reproduced in 
the emerging contemporary blogging culture, where great emphasis is 
placed on bloggers' veracity of self-representation (even behind the mask 
of pseudonymity), an authenticity that extends even to the comments 
written in response to individual blog posts. Bloggers who have made 
statements that are perceived as irresponsible or unfair are generally 
held to account by others and discredited where appropriate. One 
blogger, Stephen Edward Streight, has gone so far as to start a blog 
dedicated specifically to the propagation of what he sees as Hogging's 
"revolutionary" ethical values, and has given his blog the title "Blog 
Core Values." In a January 2007 post, entitled "How to Detect 
Authenticity," Streight condemns the intrusion of inauthentic 
participants in the blogosphere, highlighting for special condemnation 
the "spam" commenters and blogs created by advertisers. But he also 
criticizes various species of inauthenticity amongst human participants 
and states quite directly his core value: "Authenticity means you do 
what you say" (para. 7). Other blogs have posted their own ethical 

5Lord Braybrooke's 1825 preface to the first published version of Pepys' diary states, 
"The Journal contains the most unquestionable evidences of veracity . . . perhaps there 
never was a publication more implicitly to be relied upon for the authenticity of its 
statements and the exactness with which every fact is detailed." 
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frameworks, of which the best might be the fully-developed "Bloggers' 
Code of Ethics" posted at Jonathan Dube at Cyberjournalist.net.6 

Blogs and Broadsheets: Eidolons and the Ethics of Signature 

The role played by ethics in a culture of pseudonymity will need 
further explanation, and here again, there is great value in considering a 
major historical precedent, specifically the London broadsheets of the 
early eighteenth century. In making the association between blogs and 
magazines like the original the Tatler, I am following the work of Tedra 
Osell, who at a recent talk at MLA, drew links between her own 
experience as a popular pseudonymous blogger known as Bitch Ph.D., 
and the tradition of pseudonymous publication in eighteenth-century 
broadsheets such as the Female Tatler.7 Separately, in an essay on the 
"rhetorical femininity" of many of these early publications published in 
Eighteenth-Century Studies, Osell argues that the markedly feminine 
competitors to the Tatler, especially the Female Tatler, complicates the 
conventional picture of an early eighteenth-century public sphere as an 
entirely masculine space. Providing a helpful segué from our 
comparison of blogs to diaries above, Osell alludes to recent scholarship 
that has shown that some of the early broadsheets used diary-like 
conventions: 

Their combination of periodicity and opinion was central, as 
Stuart Sherman has pointed out: regular publication of 
personal essays trained readers not only to consume news but 
to engage in ongoing reflection and argument about matters of 
public and private importance. Mr. Spectator's daily papers 
modeled the internalization of clock time and the habit of daily 
journal-keeping for his audience, thereby making time a 
crucial vector for reconciling public and private experiences. 
(284) 

For the new public journals like The Spectator and the Tatler, the concept 
of time was as important as the advent of the pseudonymous personae 
that identified those broadsheets. The fact that these writers, early 
pioneers in an emerging public sphere, were using conventions from a 
form previously understood as "private," might be yet another 
instantiation of Barthes' and Sontag's arguments about the 

6This "bloggers' code of ethics" is closely based on codes of ethics prevalent in the 
field of journalism. 

7Osell has posted the text of the talk, "I'm Nobody. Who are You?" at both Bitch Ph.D. 
and The Long Eighteenth. It can be accessed online at http://longl8th.word 
press.com/ 2007/ 02/ 01 / tedra-osell-aka-bitch-phd-on-the-uses-of-pseudonyms. 
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non-privateness of the diary form. But it might also be more than that: 
that is to say, the eighteenth-century broadsheet appears to be a moment 
at which several different textual forms appear to blur into one another,8 
and this genre-bending quality has also arguably resurfaced, in the early 
twenty-first century, in blogging. But of course, Stuart Sherman's point 
here is that the defining feature of this new form of publication is its 
emphasis on the temporal, which is partly structural (the broadsheets are 
published regularly, several times a week) and partly thematic (the 
writing itself often calls attention to the temporality of writing). It 
should be added that temporality is also one of the defining features of 
today's blog writing, though if The Spectator marked an innovation by its 
daily publication, today's blogs reflect the growing movement towards a 
mass-media culture defined by instantaneity - publication on a moment- 
to-moment, rather than day-to-day, basis. 

The crossing between public and private forms of expression Osell 
describes above is also an important part of her analysis of the 
pseudonyms used by the broadsheet authors. Osell argues that 
"eidolon" is actually better than "pseudonym" at describing the 
dynamics of the nom de plume. The pseudonyms are not simply masks, 
but fully developed personas: 

The Tatler's first imitators bear clear formal resemblances to 
their predecessor, most strikingly in their use of authorial/ 
editorial eidolons. These may be fully-developed personae, 
mere pseudonyms, or eponyms .... An eidolon is also a kind 
of ghost or, recalling Plato's eidos, an ideal; as the modern 
meaning of eidos suggests, the eidolon tends to be less 
individuated than a persona, expressing instead a broader 
sense of cultural or social identity. The essay periodical 
eidolon recalls the "death" of Joseph Partridge in Swift's 
Bicker staff Papers (the original of the Tatler's Bicker staff) and 
brings to mind that the private and unknown - or, at least, 
nominally anonymous - writer and the public published 
author are distinct, yet connected. Like Partridge's blasted 
reputation, the immaterial eidolon is, in a sense, more "real" 
than the transient author, who may change from issue to issue. 
The eidolon links private identity to publication, though the 
precise nature of the relationship varies. (2005, 284-85) 

8Maurice Blanchot writes about the journal as the most flexible of literary forms and 
returns to a formulation about the centrality of the temporal marker that echoes what Osell 
and Sherman are describing here with the eighteenth-century broadsheets: "The journal 
intime, which seems so free of forms, so pliable in following the movement of life and 
capable of taking all sorts of liberties - since thoughts, dreams, fictions, commentaries on 
itself, important as well as insignificant events, everything is compatible with it, in 
whatever order or disorder one wishes - is subject to a restriction which seems trivial but is 
in fact redoubtable: it must respect the calendar" (qtd. in Rendali 1986, 59). 
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What might be especially important here is the idea that the eidolon, as 
Osell uses the term, is a clear marker of the relationship between private 
and public spaces at the very moment at which the concept of a public 
sphere is in fact coming into being. It is not simply the case that these 
writers are using pseudonyms (or eidolons) to protect themselves from 
prosecution (or, for that matter, honor "challenges" and duels). Rather, 
the eidolon always draws attention to the imagined private author 
writing behind the veil of a public persona. This is important, because it 
reflects a shift in emphasis away from a strictly legal explanation 
"anonymity," where the main job of the literary critic is to simply 
determine who the "real" author might have been. Osell's concept of 
"rhetorical femininity" forces the critic to consider the work performed 
by the pseudonyms themselves. 

Though Osell flags her concept of "rhetorical femininity" as an 
example of Michel Foucault' s "author-function" in action, the centrality 
of authorship to the various textual forms under discussion challenges 
certain aspects of Foucault's argument in "What Is an Author?" For 
Foucault, literary criticism's traditional biographicism has led it to 
overvalue the discovery of the identity of the author: 

At the same time, however, 'literary' discourse was acceptable 
only if it carried an author's name; every text of poetry or 
fiction was obliged to state its author and the date, place, and 
circumstance of its writing. The meaning and value attributed 
to the text depended on this information. If by accident or 
design a text was presented anonymously, every effort was 
made to locate its author. Literary anonymity was of interest 
only as a puzzle to be solved as, in our day, literary works are 
totally dominated by the sovereignty of the author. (126) 

Foucault argues that the transition from "sovereignty" to a more 
discursive and textualist framework will correct the overemphasis on the 
name of the author in the earlier system. The author's name is best 
understood not as a kind of ontological signified, but rather as 
"functional in that it serves as a means of classification. A name can 
group together a number of texts and thus differentiate them from 
others. A name also establishes different forms of relationships among 
texts" (121). In Foucault's system, the pseudonym and the proper legal 
name can have roughly the same status; "Bitch Ph.D." is equivalent to 
"Foucault." This is a powerful way of reshaping Barthes' manifesto-like 
assault on the "Author-God" into a principally classificatory framework 
- though it should, nevertheless, be pointed out that Foucault's aim is, 
like Barthes', the diminishment of the category of authorship into an 
effectively negative placeholder (the author's name "groups together a 
number of texts and thus differentiates them from others" [123]). And 
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Foucault' s anti-authorial trajectory is even more directly evident in the 
very last sentence of the essay, which echoes Beckett: "What matter 
who's speaking?" (138). 

One can find many ways to be uneasy with Foucault's "author- 
function," one of which might be his apparent dismissal of the idea of 
personal style - the idiolect, or the subjective traits that make a given 
writer's voice distinctive and recognizable. Importantly, these traits can 
be understood and textually analyzed without the critic's subjecting her 
or himself to the "sovereignty" of the author - without repeating, in 
short, what Wimsatt and Beardsley might have called the "authorial 
fallacy." Another omission in "What Is an Author?" has been pointed 
out by Molly Nesbit. Nesbit, in her essay, "What Was an Author?" 
discusses the history and contemporary transformation of modern 
copyright law in France and chastens Foucault for not recognizing that 
one of the defining features of authorship since about the time of the 
French Revolution is the exclusive right to use a name to sell books.9 

But a much bigger complication with Foucault's argument might 
derive directly from his statements on anonymity and the status of the 
author's name. Here I am following the argument made by the critic 
Sean Burke, in a short essay called "The Ethics of Signature." Burke, 
writing in the early 1990s, cites three well-known controversies where 
the category of authorship was rendered central - Martin Heidegger, 
Paul de Man, and Salman Rushdie. In the first two controversies, the 
authors were compromised by what they had written during World War 
II, and some critics, clinging to a reductive kind of ad hominem approach, 
had discredited their other works as a result of these wartime writings. 
With Rushdie, the figure of the author as a demonized individual shows, 
indirectly, the force of this category, both within and outside of the West. 
For it was not enough for the Ayatollah Khomeini to merely ban 
Rushdie's book; the author himself was to be punished for his crime. For 
Burke, these three controversies are telling: "Societies retain a passionate, 
sincere and sometimes savage interest in retracing a discourse to its 
author or producer though the principles governing this procedure are 
still largely unformulated" (Burke 1995b, 285). This is a social 
phenomenon that is still very intensely active, and the forces that drive it 
are not well understood. Burke cites Plato's Phaedrus - a text that has 
been cited along quite different lines in poststructuralist theory - as a 
philosophical work that provides a kind of foundational account of the 
role played by the graphic signature in written texts. Burke suggests that 

9As Nesbit puts it, "And when Foucault described the circulation and operation of 
discourses, he neglected to explain that this takes place within a market economy even 
though this economic condition, we have seen, defined the author in the first place. But the 
economy is Foucault's blind spot. His author had to exist in a disembodied, non-reflecting, 
dispersed state" (qtd. in Burke 1995a, 255-56). 
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the arguments against the signature (and against authorship) are in effect 
"protective": "in the first instance, to protect the signature from the 
effects of the text; in the second, to protect the texts against the effects of 
the signature" (286-87). 

Foucault' s "What Is an Author?" at various points considers the 
status of anonymous publication as a response to the threat of legal 
prosecution or political repression. In authoritarian societies, writing 
under one's real name carries with it significant risks, and Foucault 
points out that "Speeches and books were assigned real authors . . . only 
when the author became subject to punishment and to the extent that his 
discourse was considered transgressive" (124). According to Burke, 
Foucault' s seeming valorization of the status of anonymity misses the 
point of this history, which is that the ideal must be the possibility of 
writing onymously, without the threat of repression: 

Indeed, the higher ethical demand in the case of persecuted 
authors is not for a rearguard policy of anonymity but to 
ensure that an individual may write onymously within the 
grasp of most authors, the freedom to identify oneself as the 
author of a particular discourse is commonly assumed as a 
right of citizenship. To recommend anonymity per se is 
complicit with or at least acquiescent before the very totali- 
tarian forces that provoke such a consideration in the first 
place. Anonymity and pseudonymity therefore recommend 
themselves not as ethical demands in themselves but as 
measures provisional upon the development of society 
towards a more enlightened perspective, just as the events of a 
comedy anticipate an ethical resolution in which justice is 
established and the proper name can disclose itself. One could 
as easily argue for onymity on the basis of Foucauldian 
reasoning: in a society where it did not matter who was 
speaking, the proper name could be appended without risk. 
Certainly, in any case, the right to sign is the a fortiori ethical 
assertion here. (287) 

For Burke, Foucault's suspicion of the authorial signature leads him to 
privilege subversive anonymity. By contrast, if a non-suspicious attitude 
to authorship is in effect, the goal becomes the construction of a society 
that is free enough that "the proper name could be appended without 
risk." In short, it is far more important to envision the creation of a 
society where appending a signature does not pose a risk to the body of 
the author than it is to celebrate the transgressive possibilities of 
anonymity under repression. 

Burke' s second substantive defense of the ethics of signature comes 
into play with reference to the ad hominem associations of an author with 
his or her text, such as one sees in the Paul de Man controversy. 
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For Burke, it is possible to explore the relationship between authors and 
their texts in "responsible ethical terms." 

As with the case of a putative discursive anonymity, to close 
off the domain of ethical enquiry simply to avoid ad hominem 
arguments is as unnecessary in its own terms as it is 
unintelligible in those of an ethical criticism: it amounts to little 
more than a confusion of means and ends in that it installs 
strategies of questionable efficacy in place of the ethical aims to 
whose service they have been subalterned. (288) 

Burke is responding to the controversy over the war-time writings of de 
Man, which were, after their discovery in the 1980s, unfairly used to 
discredit de Man's later works. But occasional abuse does not necessitate 
the abandonment of the authorial signature, an attribute of modern 
textuality that is so ingrained it borders on essential. For Burke, the 
attachment of the author's name to the text is not merely compatible 
with ethical criticism; it is in fact the basis for any ethical textual efficacy. 
Without the figure of the author, written texts signify in a kind of 
vacuum, devoid of social context and perhaps even of significance. 

What we might have to add to the criticisms Burke and Nesbit have 
made of Foucault' s "author-function" is an awareness of how the status 
and the concept of authorship might be changing as we enter the digital 
age. Here, it might be helpful to note that the intensification of interest 
in authorship is not just an issue raised by the recent popularization of 
blogging. In 2006, it was also a front-page story with numerous 
plagiarism and authorial identity scandals, including Kaavya 
Viswanathan, James Frey, JT Leroy, Dan Brown, and Ian McEwan, to 
name just five. At least in Viswanathan's case, it is undeniable that the 
ability to digitally compare her work to others using Amazon's "Search 
Inside the Book" and Google's Book Search played a part in the 
discovery of her multiple borrowings. One blog post, by a blogger at 
Sepia Mutiny, was quoted in The New York Times after a blogger used 
precisely those tools to discover that the scope of Viswanathan's 
plagiarism extended far beyond what the Harvard Crimson had 
originally uncovered.10 The bloggers at Language Log also quite 
pointedly used those tools in their analysis of "Kaavyagate." Bloggers 
are often particularly hard on both print authors and fellow bloggers 
who break the rules, and this militancy on plagiarism seems to have 
intensified, ironically, in a medium where text is so easy to copy. 
Another interesting example of an anti-plagiarist blogger on a mission is 
Jonathan Bailey, who runs plagiarismtoday.com. After the trauma of 

10See Manish Vij's post "The Structure of a Classical Tragedy." Also see The New York 
Times, "In an Internet Age, Writers Face Frontier Justice." 
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discovering that the poetry he had published on the Internet was being 
plagiarized,11 he became obsessed with plagiarism, and now devotes 
considerable energy to discovering, discussing, and denouncing 
instances of plagiarism wherever they can be found. 

Blogger outrage over plagiarism and identity concealment in the real 
world brings up an interesting paradox related to authorship, and that is 
the simultaneous emphasis on a commitment to authorial authenticity 
seems untroubled by an equally prevalent dependence on intertextual 
links, citations, and embedded media. Though bloggers are generally 
very concerned about giving credit where credit is due (the "Bloggers' 
Code of Ethics" cited above lists "Never plagiarize" as its very first 
precept), for many bloggers - especially those who have an interest in 
commenting on current events - the ability to cut and paste bits of text, 
images, and video means that one incorporates an unprecedented 
amount of material by other authors into one's own writing. Most blogs 
are at least partially collage texts, bound together by a blogger7 s name, 
but heavily dependent on citations and excerpts that are effectively 
intertextual. 

In short, the culture of blogging, as one among many epiphenomena 
in the post-printing-press era, shows that the socially determined value 
of Authorship is evolving and even growing, contrary to the trajectory 
predicted by poststructuralist thought. Contemporary Authorship 
cannot be a transcendent status, not because modernist writing always 
entails the "evaporation," as Barthes puts it, of subjecthood in the act of 
writing, but because the concept of Authorship is inextricably tied to the 
particular technology in which published texts are created, owned, and 
distributed. What the contemporary theorists of Authorship haven't 
fully addressed yet is the way a technology that allows mass 
participation in the category of Authorship at an unprecedented level 
also puts in place the means to supersede in some ways the limitations of 
individualized ownership of texts. 

Conclusion 

The medium of blogging, as well as a number of the themes 
characteristic of the blogging culture, are strongly reminiscent of the 
structural conditions that enabled the appearance of a "public sphere" in 
the early eighteenth century, as described by Jürgen Habermas. In The 
Structural Transformations of the Public Sphere, Habermas describes how 
the circulation of newspapers and broadsheets described above occurred 
in tandem with an explosion of public coffeehouses across London, 

nBailey recounts his story here: http://www.plagiarismtoday.com/2005/08/12/my- 
story-my-first-plagiarism-battle/. 
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where rational debates on matters of "public opinion" were conducted 
(the equivalent in France was of course the Salon) (42). Though such 
spaces for debate have seemingly dwindled (or at least, declined in 
significance) in the latter half of the twentieth century, it now appears 
that blogs may act as virtual spaces where vibrant forms of rational 
public debate can be carried out, with potentially serious impact on the 
political realm. Major blog-driven political events, including most 
recently the controversy over the politically motivated firings of eight US 
attorneys by the Bush administration,12 might be signs that the culture of 
blogging might help to counteract the apparent decline in the 
significance of the public sphere that began to occur as corporatized 
media became more dominant in the twentieth century. 

Currently, even pseudonymous bloggers tend to assume certain 
responsibilities traditionally associated with the category of Authorship. 
Chief amongst them is the rhetoric of sincerity, discussed above in the 
context of the diary. But sincerity may be much more than a mere 
rhetorical pose - it may in fact be a fundamental feature of rational 
discourse in the public sphere. As Amanda Anderson has recently 
argued in her book The Way We Argue Now: A Study in the Cultures of 
Theory, the concept of sincerity is especially important in the 
establishment of a realm of public debate characterized by Habermas' 
"communicative action" - through which the process of argument can 
lead to tangible effects. As Anderson puts it, 

Whether construed as one of the four 'Validity claims'7 of 
communicative action (Habermas) - in this case it goes by the 
name of "truthfulness" - or simply presupposed as a necessary 
condition of the public use of reason (Rawls), sincerity is a 
central value of proceduralism. In full accord with Trilling's 
schema, moreover, theories of proceduralism also make appeal 
to the importance of the public sphere, the value of critique as 
a transformative social force, and the desirability of fostering a 
democratic culture of debate. (167) 

Anderson is well aware of criticisms that could be made (and indeed, 
have been made) of Trilling's concept of "sincerity" (or Habermas' 
"truthfulness"), but suggests that the concept remains a fundamental 
building block in the attempt to build and sustain a public sphere 
characterized by a "democratic culture of debate." In effect, sincerity 
may often be a pose (as Barthes suggests), but the presumption of 
sincerity provides the best and only basis for an ethos of debate among 
equals. 

12See the Los Angeles Times " Blogs Can Top the Presses," (April 2, 2007) for an account 
of how blogger Josh Marshall helped to identify a pattern in the firings that occurred in 
December 2006. 
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Insofar as sincerity and authenticity (both, in slightly different ways) 
are important aspects of the culture of blogging, the blogosphere can 
provide an ideal medium for the kind of public sphere Anderson 
describes. At its best, the blogosphere can be a space that encourages 
open debate and argument to achieve understanding, rather than as an 
instrumental extension of institutional power. There are, admittedly, 
many limitations in place, one of which being the structural question of 
access to the Internet, and another being the tendency amongst many 
established bloggers (many of whom happen to be white, male, and 
American) to refer heavily to other established bloggers - suggesting that 
the ideal of broad inclusivity in the process of debate may be somewhat 
illusionary.13 That said, bloggers who adhere to the culture's preference 
for authorial accountability do regularly contend with direct criticism 
and disagreement from their peers in ways that are otherwise quite rare 
elsewhere in both academia and the established media. But what is 
perhaps most surprising about the current efflorescence of public debate 
that is transpiring in the blogosphere is the way the conventions of 
private expression (especially the diary form) have continued to play a 
central part in the way blogs are written and read. Moreover, the 
prevalence of pseudonyms amidst even the most widely read blogs both 
suggests the continuing presence of an element of personal risk in 
publishing in this medium - though this risk is usually less state 
repression than it is the threat of identity theft or the loss of a job. Blogs, 
in short, are a powerful venue for public debate, but they continually 
remind us of the porous boundaries between public and private, and 
suggest the rebirth of an author-figure asserting a desire to write, and be, 
in both worlds at once. 

LEHIGH UNIVERSITY 

13 A version of this point is made by Andrew Ó Baoill in his essay "Weblogs and the 
Public Sphere." 
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