











Kerstin McGaughey

post is labeled with one or more grey and
white circular icon that corresponds with
her ten post categories (from “recipes:
savory” to “discoveries”). Above the
title, Stich also has a welcome message:

“delicious:days is our playground and
will let you take a peek into our steamy
kitchen, mouthwatering recipes and
delightful nibbles included, all served
on a tasty plate. Can you say yum?”

On the far left she has an icon advertising
one of her blog’s awards: in February
2009 she was listed fourth in UK’s Time’s
Online “50 of the world’s best food blogs.”
In the center of her banner she regularly
updates a food news feed, and on the
far right she rotates advertising her new
eponymously titled cookbook, as well as
the recently-launched beta version of her
recipe organizing software “RecipeShelf”
(complete with iPhone application).

Figure 2: Homepage of Nichole Stich’s “Delicious:Days” blog:

http:/ /www.deliciousdays.com/

Using Herring’s WebCA paradigm
and Goffman’s metaphors for social
engagement, these blogs can be examined
in order to discuss how bloggers Stich
and Nathalie portray themselves and

interact with others through the medium
of the blog. Specific components of the
blog (Herring’s images, themes, features,
links, language use, and exchanges)
support the two research questions,
which provide a contextual framework
for Herring’s analysis methodology.
Goffman’s  metaphors  for  social
participation are used to supplement this
analysis.

Identity: The Portrayal of Self Through
Food and Internet

The first research question addresses the
identity of the blog and blogger, which
can be analyzed using all of Herring’s
analysiscomponents, aswellasGoffman’s
metaphors for self-portrayal in a society.
Practically, this analysis looks at elements
of blogging such as its features — the title
of the blog, the “about” section, and the
design of the blog, as well as its language,
and images. As Hine
mentions, identity is
a difficult category
to address on the
Internet, since users
create their identities
online, picking and
choosing, and most
often filtering, from
their offline identities
how they want to
expose themselves to
the virtual world.®
This is precisely
where Goffman'’s use
of the mask and the
mask wearer come into play — users of
the Internet are picking which mask they
choose to portray to their online friends.
The analysis of a blogger’s identity is
not an attempt to decipher her offline
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identity (what Goffman would call the
“self-as-performer”), but rather precisely
her creation of self as she projects it
through her blog (Goffman’s “self-as-
character”).*

When it is next to impossible to verify
someone’s identity, as is usually the case
onthelnternet, itisnecessary toregard the
Internet as its own culture and people’s
identities on it as their authentic Internet
characters—even if they may differ from
people’s identities offline. This does not
mean that identities should be assumed,
but more that identity formation should
be looked at as an indicator of who the
authoris, and (perhaps moreimportantly)
who she wants to be seen as.

Identity is created in almost every
component of the blog. For food blogs,
perhaps the most important form of
identity creation is the foods themselves
the bloggers choose to write about. This
will be discussed in more detail, but
foodways play a large role in a person’s
identity in a larger group. Foodways
include the entire cultural, economic, and
political food system: what we eat, how,
when, and with whom are all ways that a
person can claim allegiance to, or distance
from, a group of people (be it a group
of blogs or a nation). Identifying with a
particular group’s food is empowering,
and simultaneously limiting: it dictates
our exposure to various types of foods.
However, blogs offer a safe exposure to
food to a large and diverse readership.

Nathalie’s blog is an example of what
Lucy Long would describe as culinary
tourism: she allows her readers to
become armchair travelers by viewing
her vacation photos, as well as recipes
venturing from the daily pasta dinner
to the festive homemade duck pate or
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vegetable terrine®. The foods she writes
about define her experiences abroad and
at home. For her readers, her posts and
photographs show them a world many
can relate to: on a post about a trip to the
Amalfi Coast in Italy, one commenter
responded,*

“Oh I love Amalfi! I visited it last
February for the first time and was
completely fascinated by the colorful
ceramics, lemons the size of my fist, the
blue ocean... and the food in exactly
the same restaurant [as the one you ate
in]. T had pasta alla limone :)"#

The food Nathalie eats abroad acts as
a statement of Nathalie’s identity, and
extends into her home kitchen as well.
She cooks with high-end ingredients,
emphasizing the fresh and homemade.
She has labeled some of her posts with the
category “Dinner for One,” in which she
demonstrates thatalthough sheis cooking
for herself, she makes herself meals such
as veal cutlet with brussels sprouts, and
sausage with potato salad. Even when no
one is physically joining her to eat, her
readers are virtually looking over her
shoulder at her food choices. This is an
interesting phenomenon, and represents
how the online identity that is shaped by
offline experiences in turn influences the
offline identity as well.

An analysis of a blog's features also
displays its author’s identity. From the
title, which is the first glimpse a reader has
of the blogger, to the layout, which shows
what the blogger finds important to put
where, the way a blog looks and reads is
arguably just as important as its content.
The title “Delicious:Days” invokes a
sense of a rich cache of food, but also
accompanies Stich and Seidel’s stylish
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sense of design and mouth-watering
photographs.  “Cucina  Casalinga”
references the Italian influences in
Nathalie’s food, and her professed love
of vacation south of the Alps.

food news

fresh catches & other goodies

WILL TURNING VEGETARIAN SAVE THE
PLANET?

Even committed carnivores can't dodge the
facts: we're going to have to cut down on the
red stuff,

Tor 10

GORDON RAMSAY CUTS OFF HIS
FINGERMAIL

on Ellen.

BETTER BREAD WITH LESS KNEADING
Baking the same loaves daily — firm and wet,
kneaded and not — to find out whether less
work .

NO BROWNIES AT BAKE SALES
but

FOOD FOR THOUGHT
What's on Your Plate?

Figure 3: Stich’s “Food News”
section on “Delicious:Days”

Stich’s blog presents information in
a multimodal format: her food news
feed (see Fig. 3) at the top of her site is
updated more regularly than her posts,
and this gives her readers a reason to
return to her site while she prepares her
next update. Stich also includes lists on
the right-hand side of her website, next
to her posting section, which include her
favorite cookbooks, music, and literature
(each linked to Amazon where readers
can purchase copies). Her tastes range
from the strange and slightly disturbing
singer-songwriter Devendra Banhart
to “Plates and Dishes,” a book that
chronicles the author Stephan Schacher’s

visits to roadside diners around the
United States and Canada.

Stich’s posts are similarly eclectic.
Updates have included recipes for a
variation on Marcella Hazan’s arance
fruit  dessert*® homemade coffee
liqueur,” and a cold remedy she named
Thylehogichi after its ingredients (thyme,
lemon, honey, ginger, and chili).” These
all reflect her welcome statement in her
banner, that she is giving her readers a
glimpse into her kitchen, but she is also
sharing her eye for design.

Nathalie’s design features are less
multimodal than Stich’s. The focus of
her blog is entirely on her posts. While
she has categorized her posts, lists
an archive, and links to a couple of
blog events and blog monitoring sites,
Nathalie does not post information such
as her favorite music or books outside of
her entries. In order for her to maintain
the vacation feel of her blog, she saves
posts from her travels for later dates, so
that every week or two there is a post
on Pompei or Ravenna, even if she is in
Munich at the time. Most interestingly,
she recently blogged a list of facts about
herself, including facts about celebrity
crushes (George Clooney) as well as her
preferred drinks (room temperature flat
water, wine and beer, tea, or drip coffee).
At the end of the post, she mentions as an
aside:

“And by the way — I write here more
or less anonymously, because I don't
want professional acquaintances who
Google my name to discover my blog
right away. However, I will disclose
my identity when asked.”*!

It is not uncommon for bloggers to
maintain a sense of anonymity on their
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blogs. While most bloggers do not
worry about their blogs affecting their
jobs or other parts of their offline life
negatively, many simply prefer to keep
the two separate.”> Nevertheless, and
Nathalie admits this herself, her posts are
scattered with bits and pieces of personal
information. In the comments section of
the above-mentioned post, she says

“In reality we read others’ blogs not
because of the recipes, but because
of the ‘homestories,” or rather the
introductions to the recipes. There is a
small voyeur in each of us. ;-)”%

This statement complements Goffman’s
metaphor that the self that is expressed
in society, or here online, is the mask
that one wears, and the self that is the
internal, or here offline, personality is the
performer. Readers always want to know
more about the person behind the blog,
whether she likes the same music or art as
they do, or what she does besides cooking
in her spare time. The act of writing a food
blog is very much a constant negotiation
of how much the online identity reflects
the offline identity. A blogger creates her
identity not only through the foods she
chooses to write about, but the other
information about herself that ends up in
her posts. Very few bloggers post just a
recipe; most add in a short introduction
of why they cooked the food, or (at least)
edits they have made to the recipe.
Identifying the virtual self is not just
about how a blogger writes and presents
herself online. In choosing to cook,
consume, and write about food, these
bloggers are performing an identity
on multiple levels. Not only is identity
performedintheprocessofphotographing
and writing a post, but it is performed
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in the kitchen and at the dinner table as
well. The very act of eating is performing
an identity; for example, two different
associations are made in choosing to eat
chocolate ice cream or a mango. Both are
luxuries, but while the former suggests
a childish indulgence, the latter suggests
a sophisticated snack. Susan Kalcik ties
performance to food choice by pointing
out that people choose the foods they eat
because of who they are, but also because
of who they wish to be’ A person
eating blood sausage defines herself in
different cultures differently — in many
parts of Germany, someone eating
blood sausage is identified as having a
developed palate and being part of the
knowledgeable who can value the taste
and texture of what is considered there
to be a delicacy. However, in the United
States the consumption of blood sausage
was rejected from the German-American
community, because other cultures
considered it a taboo food.® Thus, in
choosing to post about the recipes they
cook, the foods they enjoy, and the stores
they shop in, food bloggers are constantly
negotiating not only their own culture’s
foodways, but their readership’s as well.
They are engaging in a performance,
a sculpting of an identity online that is
defined by the foods that end up on their
websites.

While one might think then that the
process of negotiating so many cultures
would create a very bland blogging
community of watered-down cultural
foods that are agreeable to the masses,
this is far from the case. In her article on
food as an expression of national identity,
Anne Murcott takes the stance that
nations are negotiated and imagined by a
group, not entities separate from a group.
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Furthermore, she argues that print media
is a form in which this national identity is
discussed, transformed, transported, and
deciphered.*Itislogical here to argue that
the Internet plays the same role as print
media. Murcott continues by asserting
that food as a means of communication is
another way of transporting the concept
of a national identity. Thus, blogs are a
platform on which national foodways
are expressed and discussed. Moreover,
they are a space where people can safely,
without leaving their living rooms,
cross over their own traditional cultural
boundaries and engage with other
foodways. In a restaurant, people have to
consume the food they encounter (for a
discussion of the aversions to consuming
foods from other cultures that challenge
one’s own, see Douglas, Murcott, and
Parasecoli),” whereas in a blog, readers
can safely be exposed to new foodways
without having to challenge their own
personal eating culture. Blogs here play
a role similar to a magazine or book, but
the potential readership is much larger
than that of traditional print media.

The medium of the blog offers many
features for creating identity aside from
its design features and content. The
most direct expression of a blogger’s
identity is in the “about” section. This
section is usually a separate page, not a

Nathalie

Age: 41

Gender: Female
Astrological Sign: Agquarius
Zodiac Year: Monkey

Industry: Banking
Location: Miinchen : Bayern : Germany

Figure 4: Blogger Profile
for Nathalie of “Cucina
Casalinga”

blog post, in which the blogger describes
a bit about herself, as well as what the
blog is about. Of course, this may or may
not be the case for every blog. Nathalie
links halfway down her homepage to her
“Blogger” profile, which is the only part
of her blog that is in English:

Despite its brevity, the profile gives
the reader certain information. Nathalie
has an established career that does not
involve her culinary skills, so cooking
is a hobby. She is not too interested in
astrology, as it is only mentioned in her
profile and not the rest of the blog. She
most likely has money at her disposal,
as she lives in Munich (one of the most
expensive cities to live in Germany),
works in banking, and cooks with high-
end ingredients from shops like the
Hofbrauhaus-Kunstmiihle and Kaifer,
two gourmet specialty food shops in
downtown Munich.*®

Stich’s blog “Delicious:Days” offers a
foil to Nathalie’s “about” section. Hers
is accessible on the top left corner of
her homepage and takes the reader to a
section with the same layout as the rest
of the blog. Scrolling down there are
three paragraphs in which she introduces
herself and her partner, Seidel (who
manages the technical aspects of the blog),
which are followed by black-and-white
pictures of the two. Below this is a series
of the dozens of mentions in print media,
as well as awards the blog has received.
Lastly, there is a series of questions and
answers about the technical aspects of
the blog, such as what camera they use
and how to advertise on the blog.

Stich creates an initial informal feel
in her “about” section by focusing on
why she started her blog and what her
inspirations are. She gives readers an
idea of her offline life with phrases such
as:
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“I'm not a professional cook, my day
job revolves around design and the
internet business as such, which is
my other passion [...] Co-author and
technical genius behind this site is
Oliver, we've been living together in
Munich/Haidhausen since 2000 [...]
Long story short, given you like it here
on d:d [Delicious:Days], please do
come by every now and then to check
on new posts - we’'d love to see you
around.”®

While Stich’s “about” section is much
more descriptive than Nathalie’s,
it ends on a more commercial note:
blog advertising. Stich and Seidel run
Delicous:Days as a brand, and they
are clearly making money out of their
“passion,” as Stich infers on her blog. In
addition to her use of advertisements and
awards, Nicky has made and completed
a book deal, the process of which
she blogged about,® which is being
published by one of Germany’s largest
cookbook publishers, Grédfe und Unzer.
Although it is a contested subject and
some bloggers refuse to advertise on their
sites, making money off of blog ads is not
necessarily a bad thing; in fact, according
to Technorati, the majority of blogs do.
European bloggers who advertise make
an average of 9,040 USD a year, but most
blogs make less than 200 USD. Stich
and Seidel sell ad space on their blog for
790 USD a month.® Calculating two ad
spaces available at a time on the website
(which is the current status), they are
grossing about 20,000 USD a year. From a
financial viewpoint, “Delicious:Days” is
a very successful venture, and this does
not include revenue from their cookbook,
nor from their new recipe software they
are soon to debut, that have come out of
the blog.

Food in Binary

“Delicious:Days” is an example of a
blog written more like a branded column
of the kind that other English-language
blogs such as Adam Roberts’ and
Clotilde Dusoulier’s engage in, whereas
Nathalie’s blogging style represents one
that is more indicative of the diary-writer
type. She does not post any advertising,
and as such it appears that she makes
no money off of her blog. As can be seen
in the next section, Nathalie is focusing
her blogging on the interactive, hobby
aspects of the medium.

The differences between these two
blogs can also be seen upon looking more
closely at the images these bloggers use,
and their subsequent posting themes.
When Nicky posts on her blog, she seems
to be focused on how it will look on her
blog, how it fits together with what she’s
posted before, and what she’ll be posting
aboutnext. While Nathalie pays attention
to this as well, she mostly just posts what
she is having for dinner, or what she
decided to try out that afternoon. There
are positive aspects to both of these
approaches: while the former offers a
polished view of the modern German
cuisine, the latter shows what is being
cooked on a daily basis in the middle class
German (or more specifically Bavarian)
home.

Much of Stich’s posts are written
around her incredible photography. The
photos of her food set the theme for her
writing: a post on roasted bell pepper
and chorizo risotto starts with a photo
of five impeccable, colorful bell peppers
atop a stainless steel workbench (see Fig.
5) and ends with a bowl of risotto that is
as nice as a picture of risotto can be.*® Her
post describes how she stumbled upon
an easy method for peeling the peppers
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Roasted bell pepper risotto dating

chorizo cubes

Maybe the weather could have been slightly better. Outside of that, our
rather spontaneous trip to meet dear friends and do some Christmas
shopping in NYC couldn’t have been any better. It came down to one great
meal after another, we discovered fancy hidden bars, left with a bag more
than we initially came to the city and brought back a notebook bursting of

as on giving her readers a
glimpse into her kitchen, and
how she relates to the food
she eats. The frequency of
posting plays a role here too:
Nathalie posts almost daily,
whereas Stich posts only a few
times a month. While Stich’s

ideas and inspiration. ‘Gotta love NY. How often can | repeat that?

Figure 5: Nichole Stich “Roasted bell pepper risotto

dating chorizo cubes” Delicious:Days

and how to cook her recipe, with step-
by-step pictures along the way. While
her posts do not have a thematic trend
necessarily — her risotto is followed by
squid-ink-dyed grissini — it seems that
the colors of her blog and her posts are
just as important as the content. This
makes for a very stylish, polished blog;
her attention to detail in content and
design is paramount.

Nathalie, on “Cucina Casalinga,” also
has many photos on her blog. However,
they are not done in a home photo studio,
they are shot as she goes about preparing
her evening dinner. She intersperses
posts on her dinners with posts about her
favorite wines, vacations, as well as other
kitchen and food-related comments.
Nathalie focuses not on style as much

photographs are beautiful, it
is hard to know what exactly
she’s eating for dinner. For
Nathalie, it is quite simple to
figure out: she eats her posts.
This is not to say that Nicky
does not do the same, but it is
hard to imagine she is making
pink ravioli desserts*® and
black grissini®® every night.
Nathalie posts about her
weeknight fish® dinners, but
also about her potato puree
topped with caviar and lime
sauce dish for guests.”

From this brief analysis,
one can conclude that
Nathalie performs herself through her
blog by giving her readers a sense of
her offline self — in this case not her
internal (unmasked) self, but her offline
performed self. One could thus argue that
there is the internal self, the performed
self, and the digital self. This tiered
reflection of identity is seen also in Stich’s
blog; however, she focuses much more
on the digital self as a unique identity,
rather than the digital self as a reflection
of the performed or internal self. This
is not to say “Delicious:Days” does not
reflect Stich’s offline personality, but she
shapes and crafts it to reflect perhaps an
idealized, designed self online.
This difference in how bloggers
navigate the performance of self,
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especially in reference to recipe choices
and advertising, does not seem to
create too much tension in the general
blogosphere. Each blogger tends to
understand that her blog identity is
unique, and that there are countless ways
to blog. Both blogs use different features
of the medium to shape their virtual
identity for the reader, and give glimpses
of their offline identities as well.

Interaction: Meaningful Community-
Building Online

The second research question is how
these two bloggers interact with other
bloggers and readers. Herring’s six
components again can be used in this
case, most specifically looking at links,
exchanges, and language use. Specifically,
interaction can be measured by looking
at blogrolls, comments, and blogging
memes. Because of the complexity of
blogging, and the inability to know
exactly who reads the blog and therefore
who is in the blogging community, it is
hard to pin down interaction. However,
by looking at blogrolls, how and under
what circumstances bloggers link to each
other, and the kinds of blog memes they
participate in, it is possible to come up
with general conclusions.

To begin with, one easy way to know
what interests a blogger is by looking at
her blogroll. The blogroll is a list of blogs
that the blogger finds interesting and
posts somewhere on her site. In addition
to being able to hop and jump from blog
to blog all afternoon, it is a great way to
study the intricate web of interaction.
Nathalie lists seventy-seven food blogs
on her site. Separately, she lists seven
blogs on other topics. Of the food blogs
listed there are six written in Italian,
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three in French, and one in English.
“Delicious:Days” is not included in her
blogroll (neither is “Cucina Casalinga”
listed on Stich’s blog). Overall, it can be
deduced from Nathalie’s blog that her
priority in creating connections with
people is to interact with people who are
interested in similar topics as she is. Most
of the blogs she links to use blog hosts
like Blogger, TypePad, or WordPress and
thus have similar aesthetics to her own
blog. Many of the bloggers she links to
also comment on her posts and vice versa
(as will be discussed later on).

Many bloggers maintain that the best
way to get on their blogroll is to put
them on your own. However, this does
not hold up on more popular blogs like
“Delicious:Days.” While this might be
considered a snub in most situations,
when a blog attains a certain level of
popularity, it is considered common
sense for the blogger not to post all blogs
that are linked to her because otherwise
the blogroll would take up the whole
blog. Stich lists twenty food blogs on her
website and, in a separate list, twenty
blogs on other topics. She directly
addresses how blogs are listed on her site
in the FAQ section of her “about” page:

“Neither threats work nor tons of
chocolate, wait, chocolate may actually
work. In other words, delicious:days is
my playground and thelinks displayed
in the blog roll are in fact part of my
regular reading routine. As it changes,
so will the links.”¢®

For Stich, her blogroll is organic, and
reflects her tastes and interests, not a
desire to connect with other bloggers.
“Delicious:Days” is writing for an
audience, and expressing her own
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identity through her interactions with
others.

The comment sections for both of
these blogs are quite active, but in
different ways. Over ten consecutive
posts, 32 people posted comments (some
multiple times) on “Cucina Casalinga.”
Nathalie’s posts received an average of
5.5 comments, almost a third of those
who commented posted more than
once, and 20% of commenting readers
(6 people) posted four or more times.
In comparison, 162 individuals left
comments on ten consecutive posts on
“Delicious:Days”. Each post received
on average 19.6 comments, with 16%
returning commenters, and only 0.02% (3
readers) posting four ormore times. While
initially one would conclude that because
Stich receives, on average, almost four
times as many comments as Nathalie, that
her community is more significant, but
this is not necessarily true. Here again,
Herring provides a useful framework
from which to approach looking at
these comments in terms of community:
she argues that an online community
includes  measurable participation,
a shared history, solidarity, criticism
and conflict, a group’s self-awareness,
and a set of roles and hierarchy.” Both
comment sections of “Cucina Casalinga”
and “Delicious:Days” exhibit all of
these behaviors, but they build into two
different kinds of online communities.

Nathalie’scommentersshareatangible
history through reading and commenting
on her blog, but also because Nathalie
does the same on her readers’ blogs.
Those who comment most frequently
on Nathalie’s blogs are bloggers who
Nathalie reads regularly herself, and
who she links to on her blogroll (and

vice versa). This shows solidarity on
the part of both people involved (reader
and blogger), in addition to a set of roles
and norms. When Nathalie comments in
her own comment section, she usually
responds to all who have commented”
and has the final say on the topic.
Nathalie’s discussion of the element
of voyeurism involved in reading and
writing blogs is an example of the group’s
self-awareness: an open discussion and
agreement of why participants in the
group blog and read blogs.

In Stich’s blog, participation can be
measured by the number of comments
posted, but the shared history is more
often one in which a commenter who has
been a long-time reader will post for the
first time. Stich’s posts, not the individual
interactions with or amongst her readers,
become the shared historical foundation.
Conflicts occur, such as the reader who
questioned the ethics of Stich’s weekend
paid getaway, but overall solidarity
is displayed through comments like
“kaltmamsell’s” in response to Stich’s
cold-remedy: “Please consider it a iron
proof [sic] of the trust I have in you that
I will actually try this. Appetizing is not
exactly what it sounds. But if you say
so. Erm — thanks.”” Through these same
interactions, roles and hierarchies are
established: Stich not only is an authority
figure as the blogger, but her readers’
comments displaying trust, or thanking
her for a new recipe, solidify her status
as a knowledgeable and helpful person.
Just as Nathalie has the final say in her
blog, so does Stich when she responds to
comments (she does not respond to each
comment, but does answer questions).

Not only do Nathalie and Stich’s
interactions fall into Herring’s definition
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of communal behavior, but they also fit
into Goffman’s concepts for the portrayal
of the self. Rituals are established in
the blogosphere and followed: spoken
and unspoken rules such as “respond
to all comments within reason,” “blog
regularly,” “cite your sources.” Identities
are performed and confirmed on these
blogs through comments as well. In
fact, an example is one in which the two
bloggers in question are interacting:
Nathalie posted a comment on Stich’s
blog regarding finding a rare fruit
mentioned in Stich’s post in a local
Munich specialty food store, Kéfer. This
high-end store stocks expensive, hard-
to-find, high-quality meats, produce,
and grocery items. To shop there is to
perform the part of a member of the more
affluent, food-conscious sector of society.
Stich returned Nathalie’s comment by
confirming that she, too, had found the
ingredient at Kafer.”

In addition to blogrolls and comments
sections,blogeventsplayanimportantand
unique role in interaction on food blogs.
Blog memes, in a chain mail format such
as surveys, questionnaires, or quizzes,
exist in blogs with other themes as well
as other Internet media such as email. In
some cases these blog events are called
“blog carnivals;””® however, blog memes
in food blogs are usually referred to as
“blog events.” Blog events are something
that initially derived (in the food blog
world, that is ) out of some early events
that bloggers put together as a way of
playing around with this new form of
community. Events are theme posts,
organized by one blogger, to which other
bloggers submit their own posts around
the theme. In the food blogosphere, the
first blog event on record was called “Is
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My Blog Burning?” (IMBB for short).
It first started with Alberto of the blog
Il Forno, and a post of his in which he
explained how interesting it would be to
harness the power of creativity among
food bloggers into a

“[...] day where, just for the fun [sic],
bloggers take up a certain theme and
come up with a recipe (original or not)
for it. It would be really interesting
to see what people from different
backgrounds come up with and a great
chance to get new ideas.”™

This seems like a normal segue today,
but in the 2004 food blog world it was
quite revolutionary: an Italian’s soup
recipe was posted side-by-side with a
German'’s and they could be tried out and
compared simultaneously. Not only was
this a new form of expression, but it was
popular precisely because it exploited
what already made blogging popular: it
was yet another way to use the medium
to give voice to an individual, and to
hear other individuals’ voices in return.
Bloggers jumped at the chance, and
the inaugural event included thirteen
participants blogging about soup. By the
time IMBB was phased out, the last event
on cooking with tea had over ninety
participants. Another event that still
continues today is Sugar High Friday,
which began later in 2004 but is one of
the longest-running food blog events on
the web. Some bloggers who typically
blog in other languages (including
“Cucina Casalinga” among other
German bloggers) have participated
in these events by blogging in English,
while others write their additions in their
own languages. However, blog events
by no means have to be held in English,
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and German food bloggers have created
countless fascinating blog events. Today,
IMBB has turned into a website of its
own,” run by other food bloggers than
the original Alberto, and tracks blog
memes all over the Internet.

Notably, of the two blogs being
analyzed here, only “Cucina Casalinga”
regularly participates in these events.
“Delicious:Days” does not, with the
exception of Sugar High Friday, one of
which she has hosted on her own blog.
Hosts and creators of blog events will
often make banners that participants
can post on their websites like ads™,
not only to notify their readers of their
participation, but also to spread the
word about the event so other bloggers
can submit their own posts. At one point
in spring 2009, “Cucina Casalinga”
advertised thefollowing: “DeinKochbuch
das wunbekannte Wesen” (DKduW),
“Fremdkochen,” and “rauchern
gestattet.” The first is a monthly event in
which bloggers post about a recipe out of
one of their cookbooks (the title references
the fact that bloggers tend to have many
neglected cookbooks); the second is in its
second month and is an event in which
bloggers cook a recipe from another
blog that conforms to the month’s theme
and cook it, which culminates in the
host creating a PDF cookbook of all the
recipes;”” and the third is a reaction to a
law passed in Germany to ban smoking
in restaurants and is a meme on smoking
different foods.”

All of these blog events serve to
encourage the virtual community,
precisely as bloggers intended them to.
Not only do participants get to see what
others are cooking, but it is a sure-fire
way to get hits to their blogs, thereby

increasing their own involvement in and
exposure to the community. Whether or
not a blogger wants to use the blog as a
medium for profit, almost all bloggers
want to be seen and read regularly.
To become involved with blogging
events is one way of being a part of the
conversation. Furthermore, blog events
represent a way in which bloggers
participate in Goffman’s theory that
individuals perform an identity in social
settings. Which blog event, how often,
and on what topic bloggers participate in
are all ways in which bloggers choose to
perform certain roles and rituals in this
virtual social setting.

One very interesting blog event that
occurred four times is “Deutsche schicken
sich gegenseitig Fresspackete” (freely
translated by Rosa from the English:
German Blogging By Post),” which came
out of a European-wide event called
Euro Blogging By Post.* This event
steps out of the virtual realm and into
the bloggers’ physical kitchens: bloggers
sign up for the meme, the host creates an
elaborate scheme “Secret Santa” style,
and bloggers have a certain amount of
time to put together and send packages
(preferably reflecting their gastronomic
region of Germany) by regular postal
service to their assigned blogger. In
return, they receive a package from a
different blogger, which they photograph
and blog about, posting their reactions
and, in some cases, recipes in which they
cooked with received ingredients.

This kind of interaction is Jenkins’
“convergence culture” at its core:
using virtual and offline modes of
communication to create a community
of bloggers that transcends one singular
medium. While in some ways, this offline
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communicationcanbeseenasestablishing
the blogging community (it is “finally”
becoming something “real”), it is in fact
just another way of taking advantage of
all the forms of communication available
today. Subsequently bloggers have used
other media such as Twitter,! mobile
phone cameras,® Facebook,* and so forth
to communicate in multiple ways with
each other and the reading audience.

Whatever the medium wused to
communicate, the food blogosphere
is vast and intricate, and interaction
within it deserves a much closer look.
Even within the much smaller German
food blogosphere, it is the many ways in
which members can interact that makes
the community viable, not to mention
vibrant.

Conclusion
Although the history of food blogs is
very short, they have evolved into a
valid medium from which to study how
an individual creates an identity and
interacts with others through their food
and the Internet. “Delicious:Days” and
“Cucina Casalinga” are two different
examplesofhow foodbloggersshapetheir
identities within a virtual community.
Using Herring’s Web Content Analysis
framework, as well as Goffman’s social
theories on the performance of self, one
can see that these bloggers are shaping
their identities and involving themselves
in communities online in ways that they
otherwise could not have done offline.
In “Delicious:Days”, Stich represents
a digital self that she has shaped from
her offline self to portray an idealized
world with her partner in her Munich/
Haidhausen apartment. Stich’s posts and
her responses to comments are in the
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mannerofaknowledgeableacquaintance,
not as much someone who is writing for
peers. A traditional reference for this
would be someone who is a newspaper
columnist: Stich is a person readers can
identify with, but also someone who has
perfected the lifestyle and community
she represents on her blog.

Nathalie’s “Cucina Casalinga” is an
example of the diary-writer blog. She
posts daily about her meals, wines, and
travels, and, as a consequence, Nathalie
shares much of her offline self. Her focus
online is to connect with peers who have
similar interests and hobbies as she does,
and she seeks out Internet conversations
with others. Her participation in blog
events, and her back-and-forth comments
with other bloggers suggest that she
is involving herself fully in all of the
communicative aspects food blogging
has to offer.

Both of these bloggers work hard
to shape their identities and their
involvement with their readers. It cannot
be argued that one expression is superior
to the other, nor should it be. These are
simply two different ways in which to
engage with the same medium. These
two blogs in themselves provide a rich
treasure chest to study how people can
shape and share their identities online
in different ways through writing,
photography, and design.
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Response

Lucy M. Long
Bowling Green State University

logs are a new form of expression
Bthat to those not versed in them

may seem to be a perplexing use of
one’s time—sort of like writing in a diary
and leaving it open, hoping someone will
read it. To those involved with blogging,
this form opens new ways of interacting
with the world, of representing the self,
and constructing community. Food,
perhaps because of the universality of
eating, is a particularly popular topic of
blogs, some of which have turned into
books, writing careers, and even films
(for example, the award winning, Julie
and Julia).

McGaughey, in this essay, explores
the world of food blogs, explaining
how they do more than simply relate
experiences about food. She argues that
they bring together physical and virtual
realities into a convergence culture
that is unique both to and within the
blogosphere. Her discussion centers
on two facets of blogging: the ways
in which a personal identify can be
constructed and expressed through blogs
and the interactions surrounding blogs
as constituting communities. She also
asserts that food blogs are unique as a
blog genre in that they both draw from
and “overflow” into real life as well as
other cultural forms, such as cookbooks,
films, and published memoirs. Her
observations are insightful and useful. I
add to them here some perspectives from
folkloristics on representation of self and
notions of community that may further
help us understand the popularity of this
phenomenon.

First, blogs in general allow for
representations of self that appear to be
freed from the usual constraints of race,
class, gender, or other external forces.
The blogger can be whoever they want
to be, focusing their identity on their
relationship to food and their ability to
write about it in an engaging way. They
can disguise their personal attributes and
craft an imagined persona. In a sense, this
is not unique to blogs—we all do this to a
certain extent in social spaces in which we
are new or in public. McGaughey draws
from Goffman’s “front and back stages”
concept here, applying them to virtual
space. One feature that is distinctive to
the new media is that, while the “stage”
offers physical distance between bloggers
and readers, it oftentimes offers ways for
readers to discover more about those
bloggers. Various search engines can be
used to fill out their identity, finding their
location, theiroccupational oreducational
background, and more personal social
networking sites. Ironically, too, as a
blogger develops more of their own
voice, their on-line personality becomes
more multi-dimensional, with off-line
activities and identities referenced. An
intimacy can then develop on-line that
seems to cut through the usual mediators
of appearance, personality style, or social
skill leading to feelings of experiencing
the authentic self more in on-line than
face-to-face interactions. This feeling of
authenticity can be powerful enough
to draw individuals back to the virtual
reality found in the blogosphere.

McGaughey recognizes that there are
different approaches to blogs. One of the
points of her paper is that two bloggers
she analyzes as case studies demonstrate
very different expectations for how
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readers will respond to and use their
writings. One is more informational;
the other is more personable and invites
interaction. Not all bloggers are seeking
a virtual intimacy, but may be seeking
creative outlets, or, even possible markets
for their writing or ideas. The power of
blogs, though, is that they allow us to
speak for ourselves, not through someone
else’s translation of our voice.

Another way of looking at blogging
that I suggest is an adaption of Barbara
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’snotion of “objects
of memory.” Like arranging souvenirs
into a collage, photos in an album, or
knickknacks on a shelf, blogging offers
a way to select from our experiences to
construct a logical narrative of our lives,
to make sense of our personal histories;
we are here now because of things that
happened in the past. They help us
recognize the significance of past events,
people, places, or even objects that
may have at the time seemed mundane
or trivial. They also help us hold on
to feelings experienced at particular
times in our pasts, letting us remember
things that were special. Although this
may sound like an overstatement, such
objects of memory offer a way to affirm
the fact that we exist and that our lives
might hold some meaning. This gives
deep psychological reasons for why we
hold onto seemingly useless or worthless
items. Blogs are similar. We can look back
over them to see what we were feeling in
the past, to find ways that we have grown,
to see how networks have developed.

The second major theme McGaughey
addresses is the idea of a community
developing around blogging. We
should perhaps ask here why the word
“community” is being used—is this
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a “native genre” used by bloggers
themselves or is it an academic construct
imposed upon this group of people
by the writer? Why not use sociologist
George Simmel’s phrase “affinity group”
that describes groups that form around a
single common interest and then develop
into dense social relationships?

In the popular imagination, the
word “community” tends to be a
vague concept referencing “warm

and fuzzy” relationships. It can be a
concrete, physical entity—a bounded,
defined geographic area, such as a
neighborhood--but community implies
a welcoming atmosphere, a friendly
neighborliness that goes beyond simply
co-existence to caring for one another
and a sense of mutual responsibility.
Ideally, community provides the feeling
that one has a place in life and matters
to others, that one can expect acceptance
and understanding when interacting
with other members of that community.
Using “community” to refer to groups of
individuals, who read the same blog and
respond to it, might seem to be stretching
the concept, but I hear people talk about
their online communities as places where
they feel they can relax with friends. The
fact that the virtual community is totally
voluntary and can also be turned off and
on according to the individual’s own
needs and interests makes it even more
appealing than the “real” world in which
the individual may have much less
control. They can be part of it according
to their own level of interest.

This voluntariness raises questions
about the accuracy of the term as a
scholarly concept. Folklorists Paul Jordan-
Smith and Laurel Horton, in an analysis
of music and dance groups, observed
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that the participants themselves self-
identified as part of a “community” when
they felt a strong emotional connection
between their own identity and the other
participants  (2001:103). The authors
also borrow from Etienne Wenger to
describe these groups as then becoming
“communities of practice” (1998) with
“a stable network of interpersonal
relationships and a common body of
semantically important resources for
interpreting meaning” (2001: 105). The
last idea expressed may be particularly
relevant to McCaughey’s descriptions of
food blogs. Perhaps, readers are drawn
to them because they feel they share a
way of looking at the world—food is
important enough to write about, read
about, and even argue about. The fact
that online discussions intersect with and
overflow into “real life” by individuals
cooking and tasting foods included in
the blog is even more affirmation of a
common lens for evaluating the world
outside the virtual one.

McGaughey’s article sheds much
needed light on a phenomenon that is
increasingly becoming a significant part
of people’s personal and social lives.
She also demonstrates ways in which
food blogs offer opportunities for new
ways of interacting around food, ways
that will perhaps become increasingly
important as the world continues to
become fractured yet connected through
globalization.
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