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Abstract
This paper looks at blogs as dialogic action games characterized by specific communicative purposes and corresponding language use, as described in the MGM. The hypothesis is that web-mediated communication is particularly apt to developing simultaneous conversations within and without the scientific community. Using a small-scale study of blog threads originated by well known economists who write for the academia as well as for the media, I look at how they establish dialogicity and intertextuality in the post and at how they develop interwoven polylogues in comments, thus engaging participants in parallel conversations, some of which are more clearly oriented to sharing views, while others aim at knowledge dissemination and others still at knowledge construction proper. 
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1. Introduction: blogs
Early studies on web texts focused on the impact of the medium on the hybridization of spoken and written language use (e.g. Boardmann 2005). More recently, scholars have started to look more closely into the extended participatory framework of the Web (Herring et al. 2013), focusing on how this could influence both language choice and communicative practices by increasing the range of interactive patterns and discursive identities construed in each text. Virtual communities are rapidly created, extended and maintained through shared knowledge and forms of communal bonding (Yus 2011: 110), thus becoming the focus of increasing attention in discourse studies (Garzone et al 2007) and discourse pragmatics in particular (cfr. Herring et al 2013).
Blogs have been in existence in the cyberspace community since 1997-8. Termed “weblogs” by Jorn Barger to describe the daily list of links that ‘logged’ his travels across the web (see e.g. Siles 2011: 781), over the past 20 years they have become increasingly popular, virtual arenas where information is produced, shared and – crucially - commented on evaluatively. 
The nature of blogs’ posts and comments (Baron 2008; Herring et al. 2005; Myers 2010) makes them ideal for an analysis of the language of evaluation (Bondi and Seidenari 2012; Bondi and Diani 2015; Luzón 2011, 2012, 2013), providing evidence for blogs to be seen as virtual places for “you to have your say” (Baron 2008: 99). The pervasiveness and significantly high frequency of 1st person pronouns and adjectives reflects the high degree of subjectivity of blogs (Bondi and Seidenari 2012) and can be taken as an indication of the significant role that the writer’s self plays in the phraseological realizations of evaluative meanings that favour explicit subjectivity, even if with linguaculture-specific phraseology (Bondi and Diani 2015). Interactivity also becomes prominent, with concessive patterns (Bondi and Diani 2015) suggesting that blogs become arenas for persuasion and exchange of opinions. Their nature is particularly interesting for the study of writer/reader interaction (cf. Gil-Salmon and Soler-Monreal 2014).
Puschmann (2013: 87-101) highlights a range of language features that become pragmatically relevant in the study of blogs. Starting from deixis, i. e. contextual reference to a deictic centre, defined in time and person (even if probably less defined in space), he mentions addressivity and audience design, i.e. “the way bloggers integrate their conceptualization of the readership into their style”, relative freedom from politeness minimizing face-theatening acts, and different stylistic approaches of bloggers (author-centric vs topic-centric blogging, one more prone to narration/ stream of consciousness and the other to exposition and argumentation). 
Within the wide range of web-based genres, blogs can be identified by the fact that they “are not like personal home pages, because they are regularly updated, and they are not like diaries, because they are built around links, and they are not like wikis, which involve many authors collaborating on one text” (Myers 2010: 2-7). According to Herring et al. (2005), blogs fill an intermediary role about midway between standard HTML documents, such as personal home pages, and asynchronous computer-mediated communication (CMC), such as newsgroups, bulletin boards, or e-mail discussion lists: they are  more frequently updated, include more exchange among people, and have a higher percentage of text (as opposed to multimedia) than standard Web pages. On the other hand, they are also more asymmetric (i.e., dominated by main authors) and less frequently updated than CMC sites such as newsgroups. And yet, ”[b]logging, with its viral spreading of messages, dense remixing of words, and sharp give and take both within and across sites, appears to be a perfect example of dialogic interaction” (Warschauer and Grimes 2007: 16).
The Web is increasingly becoming an important space for scholarly communication, a tool for information but also for identity and relationship management (Schmidt 2007). Scholars use them to construct their identity as members of a disciplinary group, to highlight their authority and expertise and to enhance their visibility (Luzón 2012: 162). The effectiveness of the materials posted may influence the scholar’s reputation and this in turn may emphasize the credibility of the information provided. Academic blogs can become sites where research is developed as well as disseminated, i.e. real “research blogs” (Kuteeva 2016:432), where “unknown, heterogeneous, and varied audiences may participate in co-constructing research debates” (Mauranen 2013: 30-31).
What happens to academic discourse on blogs? Yus (2015) outlines the specificity of the online environment: the difficulty of predicting ideal readers and of establishing room for negotiations and predictions, as well as the reader’s possibility to comment, engage in conversations and foster a higher sense of community. It is ultimately a new form of academic writing, influenced by its conditions of “context collapse”, “the loss of a definitive separation between audiences and discussants” (Puschmann 2015:32). The community involved may include both experts and lay spectators or commenters. It is defined by the “community of blogging practice” (Schmidt 2007), rather than by a “genre regulating, pre-existing community”(Mauranen 2013: 30).
Building on descriptive work presented elsewhere (e.g. Bondi in press a and b), the present paper aims to explore academic blogs in the light of Edda Weigand’s Mixed Game Model (MGM) (2010), where a “Mixed game” is “ a game which is primarily shaped by the interest of individuals and institutions and the interactive purpose of the game” (Weigand 2009: 256). Banking on the assumption that language use is a complex object and that dialogue is integrated in language use - an assumption that is also shared by Harris’ (1998) ‘integrational linguistics’- the study looks at the complexity of blogs as action games. Having chosen to focus on writing and on expert blogging in particular, it is important to acknowledge Harris’ contribution to a “reintroduction of writing as a central focus of linguistic theorizing”(Hutton et al 2011: 478). Harris’ work (1986,1989, 2000) has repeatedly drawn attention to the influence of writing on second-order understandings of language and on ideas about forms of reasoning: writing facilitates “a variety of forms of autoglottic inquiry”(Harris 1989: 103) and contributes to the transmission and production of ideas and of knowledge (see also Camarero 2011: 665). Harris has also been particularly attentive to the impact of technologies (see also Hutton 2011: 509):
“When future generations are quite accustomed to sitting at a keyboard and ‘typing’ an audiovisual product that incorporates sounds, letter forms and pictures systematically interrelated, they will have acquired a new concept of language (Harris 2000:242
On the other hand, my perspective here is applied and phenomenological rather than ontological. Having chosen blogs for my case study, based on observation of real instances of language in use, my focus is not on communication in general or on “the creativity at work in language, the constant making of language by its speakers” (Hutton 2011: 508), but on how language is used to carry out communicative action and what kind of communicative action is most relevant in expert blogs.
Starting from the awareness that blogs somehow blur the distinction between science and public science, between internal communication and external communication, I want to explore the nature of blogs as “interwoven polylogues” involving interaction with different audiences, at different levels. The hypothesis is that web-mediated communication is particularly apt in developing simultaneous conversations within and without the scientific community.
The next section introduces the methodological framework of the study: the materials used and the types of analysis adopted. Section 3 first identifies the blog thread as the site of the action game and then looks at the language resources that characterize the two main sections of a blog thread (the post and its comments) in the light of the dialogic principle, looking at the single communicative actions as dialogic and dependent on each other. The conclusions look at the implications of the description of blogs as action games and at the advantages of integrating a focus on language use with a focus on communicative purposes.

1. Materials and methodology
1.1. The corpus
The case study chosen is that of economics blogs. Economists have long engaged in various forms of knowledge dissemination and blogs represent an important tool. Questions of policy (especially macro-economic policy) probably represent the key factor determining the interest of many economists for blogging (Quiggin 2011: 437), with economists re-entering public debate and often bringing policy relevance back to the centre of theoretical concerns. 
Economics blogs can be either more impersonal and informativeThese are “expert blogs” (Grieve et al. 2011) or,  more personal and conversationalboth personal and thematic blogs(Krishnamurthy 2002). T, where the specialist addresses an unspecified audience and is involved both in the co-construction of research and in the dissemination of results or theories, or at least in dialogue with the whole range of potential readers.
The corpus used for the present study is taken from what is often recognized as the most popular economics blog in the US: “Marginal Revolution” ( http://marginalrevolution.com/), held by Tyler Cowen,  Economics Professor at George Mason University. The corpus comprises 100 posts (43,740 tokens) published over the 12 months of the year 2012, selected from a total of about 140 posts per month to cover key economic policy matters also dealt by Cowen in his academic publications and in his journalistic writing. For each of the posts selected I have also analyzed the first 15-20 comments (for a total of about 121,212 words), to study how the different conversations ensue from the post. Examples identify texts by their number.
2.1. The methodological framework
The study explores the nature of blogs in the light of Weigand’s notion of dialogic action game (Weigand 2009, 2010), looking in particular at the complexity and nature of the action game. This is interpreted as basically representative, i.e.”based on a claim to truth” and aiming at acceptance (Weigand 2010: 153). Weigand’s approach is based on the Action Principle: 

Every speech act is dialogically related, be it forwards as initiative speech act or backwards as reactive speech act.[…] Initiative speech acts make a claim, reactive speech acts fulfil this very claim. The minimal dialogically autonomous unit thus consists of action and reaction. (Weigand 2009: 327)
The dialogic speech act taxonomy developed by Weigand is based essentially on action types which create a world (declaratives), change the world (directives), express the world (representatives) and  ask questions about the world (exploratives) (Weigand 2010: 154). Representatives are also further subdivided into:
1. Simple claims: Assertives, expressing a claim to truth which need to be proved is requested; Identifiers, providing a definition; Informatives, providing new information; Constatives, referring to a truth that can be obvious (empirically perceivable); Emotives, announcing emotions and aiming at empathy(2010:162-167).
2. Modal claims: Conditional, dependent on another non-existent state of affairs; Deliberative, expressing the possibility of a state of affairs; Desiderative, expressing a desire and including emotional involvement; Normative, expressing a norm (directives) (2010:168-172).

I take it as a starting point that even formally monologic acts like the post itself are dialogically directed (“i.e. they make a dialogic claim with the initiative act which is taken up by the reactive act”, Weigand 2010: 154) and that representative claims to truth can be the starting point for multiple games of argumentation. This means exploring on the one hand the dialogicity of the post, and on the other the role played by an argumentative action game in the dialogic development of comments. If acceptance is the intended aim of any representative action, in actual language use non-acceptance will involve other arguments meant to challenge the first claim (objections) in the process of rejection (Weigand 2009: 139) and each claim in turn will create possibilities of acceptance or non acceptance, correction, concession etc.
Weigand also highlights the key role played by evaluation in argument and persuasion (2009: 254-257) by studying rhetorical principles in the game of political speeches, such as: “ bring in the counter position in order to weaken it”, “Present arguments and opinions favourable for your position as apparent facts”, “Dismiss counter-opinions”, etc. If politics is clearly a domain where argumentation easily becomes “an evaluative and persuasive game of negotiation and power (2009: 256), economic debates on policy can hardly escape the notion that “evaluation is dependent on ideology, i.e. on human beings’ affinity with certain beliefs, moral attitudes and religion” (2009: 257).  
Argumentation itself is seen as “as a mixed game that combines rationality and persuasion” (Weigand 2009: 360), where the “voice of rationality” involves “indicating the structure of our discourse” “ to facilitate understanding and avoid misunderstanding” (365) “to underline the points we want to focus on and to make clear the position these points have in the sequencing of our argumentative steps”, whereas the “voice of persuasion” will make use of a range of strategies, from the call to rationality to cultural associations, appeals to emotions, non-falsifiable predications, confrontational strategies and politeness strategies (366-372)
With this framework in mind, the analysis focused on the specific features of the two main phases of a blog thread: posts and comments. The analysis of each phase started with a quantitative study of the modules in the corpus, using keywords as calculated by Wordsmith Toools 6.0 (Scott 2012). The software identifies as keywords word forms with frequencies that are higher or lower than an expected standard in statistically significant ways. Contrasting the wordlists obtained from the two subcorpora (posts and comments), we identified the distinctive features of each action phase, i.e. those that vary in statistically significant ways across posts and comments. The analysis centred on general words, on the assumption that they can qualify the nature of the action game. Concordances were studied to identify the effective role played by selected items. Attention was paid to collocation (the tendency of the word to co-occur regularly with other words), “semantic preference” (the tendency of a word form to co-occur with lexical elements characterized by specific semantic traits) and “semantic prosody” (its tendency to associate with other pragmatic features, such as speech act function or features of language use (Sinclair 2004).
The second part of the analysis involved an exploratory, qualitative study of the dialogic nature of blogs. This meant looking at blog posts and comments in terms of their speech acts and their initiative and reactive function, while also looking at the structure of the whole blog threads originating from the posts. The close reading of the blog threads focused on identifying both the pragmatic function and the argumentative role of the different contributions to the ongoing conversation. The analysis was meant to explore the multiplicity of lexico-grammatical resources that characterize blog posts and comments and the ways in which the polylogue develops the position of participants in relation to the issue under investigation, the ideological positions involved and the argumentative procedures adopted.
Before focusing on communicative action and language resources, it might be useful to consider the communicative situation and its socio-cultural influences. Both Harris and Weigand offer suggestions for elements to be considered. First of all, there might be factors that influence perception and cognition (integral to Weigand’s model of communication): Harris (1998:29) talks of “biomechanical factors” (organic and neurophysiological). Sociocultural influences (Harris’ “macrosocial factors”, imposing culture-specific patterns) are also relevant. All of these are integrated into a specific communicative situation (“circumstantial factors”), contributing to a definition of the characteristics of language use in expert blogs. Along these lines, I first look at elements of the communicative situation that can guide our understanding of the action game: the technological affordances of the medium and the context of debates on economic policy (involving academics, professionals and ordinary citizens).

2. Dialogic action in blog threads
The very first question we should ask when looking at blogs as action games is where exactly the action resides. The digital environment has affordances that contribute to determining the type of action but does not in itself constitute the action. It determines the participatory mechanism: someone acts as moderator/author of the blog by posting entries called posts; others respond and interact around each entry. The action game seems to belong to each entry of the blog, to each blog “thread”, including the post published by the blog owner and the comments posted by other participants to the virtual community.
The blog as site – the web space destined to a blog – is the most immediate contextual environment in which the action takes place: it sets the framework and the rules of the game. This framework can be a highly influential primary contextual element: if the technical affordances determine the participatory mechanisms and constitute the virtual community, the blog site influences the discursive identity and the public image of the individuals or the institutions that own and moderate the blog, as well as that of other participants. Along similar lines, participants tend to perceive the blog itself as the site in which they have an interest and to which they want to contribute, even when participating only in individual blog threads (specific debates originating from a single post). The structure of interaction is organized around the single entry, but the context of the blog itself is there to define the field and the basic positions. It is a first-order context that mediates a view of the second-order context (the “real world”). The Marginal Revolution (MR), for example, is inextricably linked to the public image of Tyler Cowen and to his theoretical and political orientations and positions, often contrasted to those of another well know American blogger-economist, Paul Krugman.
The blog site somehow represents an interesting feature of communication: on the one hand, it reminds us that communication takes place in the world and that participants are there as individuals with their interests and purposes; on the other hand, by allowing participants to choose a role (and an identity) that might be very different from their own ordinary one, it reminds us that roles and identities are always constructed (and reconstructed) in dialogic interaction. The choice of nicknames is often symbolic of this role play; MR participants include: the original D, some random economists, master of none, lemmy caution,  really curious, FYI, Marked to Market, dead serious, no need, attorney at flaw, somuchforsubtlety etc.
Within the framework of the blog site, each thread develops according to the expected sequence of post and comment. Bloggers publish their posts regularly and other participants contribute with comments of different kinds, usually showing agreement or disagreement with the post or with other comments, occasionally also adding other references and well developed argument. Bloggers are allowed to intervene in the comments sections, but they do not often do so, unless they need to clarify or rectify what has been said. In our corpus of about 1700 comments, for example, Tyler Cowen intervenes 18 times. The blogger is in charge of the post and normally uses the post to develop his position and to stimulate debate.

2.1.  The language of posts: a quantitative overview
The preliminary quantitative analysis of the subcorpora highlighted a set of general words that seemed to characterize posts . These are reported in Table 1, with their frequencies, normalized frequencies (per thousand words, i.e. ptw) and keyness index.

	Word form
	Frequency (posts)
	Normalized frequency
Ptw
	N. of posts
	Frequency (comments)
	Normalized frequency
Ptw
	N. of comment threads
	Keyness index

	Including
	25
	0,6
	17
	14
	0,1
	12
	24,08

	Picture
	16
	0,4
	8
	3
	<0,1
	3
	27,75

	The
	2.277
	52,1
	100
	5.533
	45,6
	100
	28,73

	Paper
	34
	0,8
	17
	21
	0,2
	13
	30,07

	In
	776
	17,7
	99
	1.686
	13,9
	100
	30,96

	On
	344
	7,9
	89
	624
	5,1
	98
	38,24

	Percent
	34
	0,8
	21
	15
	0,1
	10
	39,16

	Some
	166
	3,8
	71
	236
	1,9
	85
	41,19

	More
	252
	5,8
	80
	412
	3,4
	92
	41,51

	Will
	221
	5,1
	71
	327
	2,7
	84
	49,34

	View
	58
	1,3
	37
	31
	0,3
	22
	58,06

	Of
	1.221
	27,9
	99
	2.570
	21,2
	100
	61,95

	And
	1.028
	23,5
	100
	2.086
	17,2
	100
	65,66

	Here
	138
	3,2
	66
	97
	0,8
	63
	107,72


Table 1. Keywords characterizing posts

The list includes extremely common words found in most texts (as in, on, the,of,and): while acknowledging that a careful study could lead to interesting descriptions of the specific features of language use at play (see Groom 2010), it will suffice to say that they all contribute to a more marked complexity of syntactic structure in blog posts, where we often find complex noun and prepositional phrases (corruption and the history of development economics, a good historical source on changes in public housing, in per capita terms etc). 
The word form picture, on the other hand, is markedly related to a single text (containing 9 of the 16 occurrences) contrasting two visuals produced by different analysists. Words like here and paper, which are much more regularly used, manifest the same primary characteristic of blogs: they allow bloggers to introduce links to arguments, data or publications that are made available to the reader to illustrate issues of moment.

Here is a good WSJ piece on labor market hysteresis, a topic also of recent interest to Bernanke, Summers, DeLong, and others.  I’ve been trying to learn more about that literature, and here is what I came up with.
Pissarides has a seminal 1992 paper on the loss of skill during unemployment.
This very good paper (pdf) looks at women who take time off to care for their elderly parents, [...]  Here is a much earlier 1980s paper on how intermittent labor force attachment lowers women’s wages. (T33)

Posts often involve an impressive number of sources through quotes, links to other sites and links to pdf versions of papers or data. Comments can do that too, but the conditions of production of a post and a comment are quite different and the intensity of intertextual reference that is constitutive of a post is hardly ever equalled by other participants. Similarly, one might think of the frequency of percent as a signal that posts are often more carefully structured around data and can actually include a lot more references to statistics.
Another important feature of blogs is their evaluative nature (Weigand’s ”voice of persuasion”). We are not dealing here with merely informative sites but rather with discussion blogs, characterized by assertive action, that is often assessed in terms of the soundness of its argument or the implications that can be derived. Sources are quoted and commented upon evaluatively, as in example 1 above: a good WSJ piece, a seminal 1992 paper, this very good paper. 
Another keyword that is easily related to this aspect of blogging is view, used both as verb and as noun to report positions (2), but above all to assert the author’s view (3):

Here is a common view, not incorrect as far as it goes: ... (T28)
I view political polarization as another manifestation of lack of trust.(T62)

Other language features are related to the sequencing of steps in the structure of the post (Weigand’s ”voice of rationality”). Cataphoric here is often used by Cowen to introduce a number of factors or reasons to be considered, as an organizational unit pointing to the logical structure of the argument, usually in combination with labelling nouns (points):

Travel commitments limit me from offering anything close to a full treatment, but here are a few points:
1. Is the complaint that workers aren’t getting enough of the pie?[...].
2. It would be nice to see an estimate of how much the workers cared about the issues raised in this post, .... (T73)

Another element that can be explained in the same way is including, typically introducing exemplification, in the form of lists (5) or prototypical exemplary cases(6) :

Acemoglu and Autor present a few non-controversial stylized facts about labor markets, including falling wages of low-skill workers, flattening of the wage premium for workers with less education than college completion, non-monotone shifts in inequality, polarization of employment in advanced economies, and skill-replacing technologies....(T2)
Murder rates have stabilized or fallen in some key northern cities, including Juarez.(T41)

Modal will, on the other hand, represents the most typical kind of assertive used in economics: prediction. Predictions, referring to a future state of affairs which has not clearly shown up yet in the speech situation (Weigand 2010: 193),  occupy a major role in economic theory (Sen 1986). Economic reasoning in posts is no exception, with its sequences of predictions clustering around the specific hypothetical scenario explored:

The equilibrium which obtains will depend upon the Spanish response to the crisis, [...].  The institutional quality and level of trust in Spain will receive a semi-permanent downgrade, most of all in the eyes of Spaniards, and it will look very much like an output gap but will not be remediable through traditional macro remedies. (T55)

The presence of some (166 occurrences) is probably attributable to a mixture of factors, variously involving hypertextuality and the disciplinary context. Approximate quantities and identities are not unusual in economic reasoning: a typical form would be the phrase frame some N of N (some level of understanding, some kind of unfairness, some form of capital etc.) (24 occurrences), referring to an approximate quantity or an indefinite type. Clusters of indefinites are regularly found in argument based on hypothetical reasoning (8) (typical of instructional economic discourse, see Bondi 2016), which unsurprisingly finds more easily room in posts than in comments.

Say gdp is 100 and government spending is 100.  A negative real shock lowers real gdp and creates some price inflation.  Nominal government spending stays the same but in real terms it falls and that is quite possibly contractionary.  In that case the “adjustment for inflation” makes more sense, because the boost in prices is not producing some other positive, expansionary pressure. (T52)

Other occurrences can also be related to the intertextual dimension of posts. Formulae like here are some (7 occurrences) can be used to introduce external sources, evidence or data: here are some data/interesting observations/good tax visuals/ (related) comments/ choice words/debates. The combination of indefinites in the running text and detailed argument in the sources found in links is an important feature of hypertextuality and one which allows different readings of the same text: readers may be satisfied with the (factual or ideological) orientation provided by the main claims (and actually skip much of the analytical detail in the links) or they may want to study all the related materials to check data and source to take more active part in the expert debate.
More is used for very similar purposes, i.e. referring to (increasing) trends in the examples examined and directing the reader to further materials, as exemplified in a single excerpt:

The complexity of the exercise will increase manifold as more of India is covered in the other two stages, in April 2013 and April 2014. This will also increase as more programmes are added, especially food, oil, fertiliser and employment. [...]  
You can read much more at the link.  (T100)

3.2 The post as initiative and reactive action
The introduction to the post often sets the scene by presenting the post as a reactive turn in an ongoing conversation, showing for example that the post responds to an explorative act on the part of the audience (10) or to another assertive (11), or even to a debate originated by a different post (12):

A few of you have asked what I make of the pending Greek default.(T4)
Everyone is talking about the Goldman guy who quit, he wrote this (reactions here):...(T32)
A bit more on workplace freedom. You’ll find two responses from John Holbo and Henry Farrell to my initial post.  I recall also reading good posts from Modeled Behavior, Matt Yglesias, and here, and Miles Kimball, among others, on the topic. In a sense, I don’t think Holbo and Farrell realize how “fundamental” my initial response was. (T70)

While representing the blog thread as part of an ongoing conversation, openings of this kind also satisfy the most obvious needs of introductions: claiming relevance for the topic.
Another feature that characterizes the argumentative development of posts is the presence of different forms of reader’s engagement. Tyler Cowen, for example, often provides his readers with explicit instructions about their tasks, i.e. reading and discussing, typically at the beginning and at the end of the post, as in excerpt 134. Readers are invited to help (145), to answer questions (156) and evn to behave in a required manner in the debate (167):

Read every sentence of the abstract carefully because each one matters!: [...] 
Of course we will see, but if you wish to be ahead of the game, spend your time pondering those propositions.  Ungated copies are here. The truly clever will solve this model for some analogous propositions about robots. (T98)
 Here is a good paper on the overall topic (pdf).  I have never seen a good paper on why the Swiss unemployment rate rose somewhat in the early 1990s, falling again in 1996 or so I believe, but MR readers can help us out here. (T15)
Let’s also think about a longer-term consolidation of various aid programs into some form of guaranteed annual income. What else can you think of? (T96)
I expect your comments on this post will be awful, try to prove me wrong. (T3)

3.3. Comments: quantitative analysis of language in use
The keywords that characterize comments (once we exclude all the elements that identify each turn,  or refer to specific topics) are shown in Table 2:

	Word form
	Occurrences in comments
	Normalized frequency
Ptw
	N. of  comment threads
	Occurrences in posts
	Normalized frequency
Ptw
	N. of posts
	Keyness index

	Tyler
	104
	0,9
	49
	5
	0,1
	4
	36,79

	Your
	167
	1,8
	82
	33
	0,8
	25
	27,28

	Just
	204
	2,1
	86
	42
	1,0
	36
	26,93


Table 2. Keywords characterizing comments

The most marked item is Tyler, the name by which most participants address Tyler Cowen. A good 16 of the 104 occurrences of the name are direct addresses to the blogger. As turns are represented in strict temporal succession on the screen, participants in the comments section will often want to signal whose turn they are addressing. When referring to individual comments, this is often conventionally signaled by @, as in the following example
- Scott B. January 19, 2012 at 3:11 pm
Wage rigidity is not about the unemployed but the employed. […].
- anon […]
@Scott B.: As a small biz employer, I agree with this. (T8) 

The vast majority of turns going back to the post do not need to specify the addressee, but direct addresses are not infrequent. These do not only point to the post: they also aim for a more direct involvement of the blogger, often introducing a challenge to a specific claim, putting forwarding an objection or pointing out a fallacy, or leading to one’s own line of argument and linking to other sources where this is fully explained:
Tyler, people have been doing this for a very long time. I remember the first time I had to go dumpster diving for my uncle. To my surprise people were hauling massive amounts of metal onto the back of a truck, and simply proceeded to the next construction site. This is not a new phenomenon and please don’t act like it is. (T8)
Tyler: You went from no currency to special currency taxes and then began to talk about that. […]If you don’t think negative nominal interest rates are sufficient to get people to spend now rather than try to spend later, I think you need to explain why rather than talk about currency taxes. (T83)
Tyler, You and I approached this question from different angles, but I think we agree. At the end of the day, this is a supply shock. We have to be making some heroic assumptions about monetary accommodation, the response of the US dollar to a global risk-off, the response of domestic investment to an increase in the sovereign risk premium, etc. It would be sharply contractionary. (My full post, with a model of my argument, is here: http://bit.ly/RVnba0.) (T89)

Another typical function of the turns introduced by a direct address is that of assessing the argument or its style in (positive or negative) evaluative terms:
Excellent stuff, Tyler. (T34)
Hey Tyler, there’s something wrong with your introtext. (T93)

Tyler is often part of a genitive construction (Tyler’s, 31 occurrences), where it typically collocates with labeling nouns encapsulating elements of Cowen’s argument. Table 3 illustrates the distribution of these collocate nouns.

	Noun
	Occurrences
	Noun
	Occurrences
	Noun
	Occurrences

	Approach
	2
	Numbers
	1
	Question(s)
	3

	Argument
	6
	Point
	6
	Reasoning
	1

	Assertion
	1
	Position
	1
	Speech
	1

	Blog
	1
	Post
	4
	Statement
	1

	Language
	1
	Postulate
	1
	Thesis
	1


Table 3. Tyler: collocate nouns
The collocates witness the importance of metacommunication in argumentative debates, as they all introduce reformulations of Cowen’s text or position. Comments often just consist in an explanation of the post. The nominal constructions above can be used to introduce a positive or negative evaluation of the arguments provided in the post (for praise or criticism). As we have already seen, assessment can be the only function of a comment (see 213 and 242 above), but it can also lead to comparative contrast or introduce an objection:

Tyler’s approach is a sound one for the situation. I think Krugman is unlikely to influence anyone not already inclined to lean his way, while Tyler’s less partisan approach is liable to influence a lot of people across the ideological spectrum. (T53)
I think Tyler’s reasoning is bizarre. A farmer may want to market the Lemons in its harvest as Strawberries and sure this might make an average Strawberry a little cheaper but what of all those Lemons that got sold at essentially Strawberry prices? (T94)

As for possessive your, the difference in use between posts and comments is qualitative as well as quantitative: while posts make extensive use of “impersonal you” for generalized reference to hypothetical cases (example 25), comments tend to have a much higher frequency of personal use of your, referring to the blogger or to other posters, typically used to assess arguments (26 and 27):

Let’s say you had 10k a year, net, to live in either India or Mexico.  How high would your standard of living be?  What kind of health insurance could you buy?  How would your level of happiness compare to working at a job you don’t like for 80k a year for twenty more years? (T36)
It’s not clear to me what your first paragraph means. Your second paragraph is very vague. (T1)
Your comment is embarrassingly poorly argued (T29)

The third element that stands out as statistically frequent is just. As a discourse marker, this has often attracted the attention of linguists for its many different readings (e.g. Traugott 1988; Nevalainen 1991; Aijmer 2005; Molina and Romano 2011). For the present paper it will suffice to say that the function that characterizes comments (because it is found in comments only) is the one that Craig and Sanusi (2000) call “standpoint continuity”: used in combination with verbs of saying (I’m just saying, so what you’re saying is etc.) the marker is used “to display continuity, deflect counterarguments, and acknowledge the force of counterarguments while preserving continuity” (2000: 425). In the following example, for instance, mvdc produces data to support his/her claim, which are corrected by Swissie (but also balanced with “the downside”); while acknowledging the correction, mvdc restates the point and preserves continuity in the line of argument:
12 mvdc January 12, 2012 at 5:43 am  […] I would also like to note, that the swiss unemployment benefit system is actually quite generous. You get 70% of your last wage (after some deductions, up to a maximum of 6500 CHF) for a year. Afterwards you can get (lifelong, as in all other european countries) social assistance of around 1000 CHF + rent.
	13 Swissie […]  Actually, if you have children under 25, you get up to a max of 100’000 USD for one year. Pretty generous indeed. The downside, not evident in these numbers, is the strong pressure exerted on the recipients to accept the first job available.
	14 mvdc […]  Absolutely. I just wanted to show some numbers, as I know from experience, that American (and British) audiences often underestimate how much assistance you actually get in Europe and that nobody will be left hanging in the air after unemployment benefits run out, finally. (T15)

3.4. Comments and their sequences
An overall analysis of comments shows that their key communicative functions can indeed be related to the acceptance or non acceptance of representative claims (whether expressed in the post or in any of the comments). This is mostly realized by outright positive or negative evaluation (29 and 30) or critical analysis of  posts and external sources (31), including questioning other participants’ readings (32):
Very good post. (T67)
Honestly, I consider Cowen’s assertion hogwash, and buying very dishonest partisan spin. (T57)
The argument in the second paragraph seems misspecified, or at least incomplete. (T52)
How did you read that into Cowen’s post? (T8)

The interplay of positions and issues often leads to complex turns that do not simply express disagreement or agreement with the previous turn, but may go back to the post or to other comments and often combine the expression of a position on the issue with an assessment of the line of argument of any previous participant. This may lead to careful study of the text (post or comment) in the form of detailed critical explanation or interpretation. The following is an example of a complex turn, showing rational disagreement with the previous comment: quotations from the comment are followed by a critical interpretation of the quoted text in the light of (and in defense of) the original post, ultimately leading to the writer taking position (however ambivalently):

“Why define the gold standard era as 1815-1913? It feels like your just cherrypicking the Industrial Revolution. Why not define it as ~1000BC-1913?”
Likely he chose the 1815 (1816?) starting point because it’s when the UK adopted a formal gold specie standard. He’s not the first or only person to choose this period.[…]
”I get your point that economic activity is dependent on a lot more than just price levels, but humanity’s been on some sort of metal standard for most of its entire history and choosing one of the those periods for one group of people as an illustrative example just seems intellectually dishonest.”
If I understand Tyler’s point here, he’s simply addressing the critique that the gold standard restrains growth, hobbles finance, exerts harmful deflationary pressure that depresses the economy, etc. If that’s the case, a single good illustrative example showing sustained economic growth under a gold standard regime is sufficient […].
Personally, I’m rather ambivalent about returning to the gold standard, but feel it is often rather hastily judged an anachronism without a full account of its costs and benefits. (T82)

The sequence of comments is far from linear. The following comments address different contextual elements from different points of view. Doc merlin quotes the post and criticises Cowen’s position on the notion of “sticky wages” (wages resisting decrease when unemployment rises), while Claudia criticizes the presuppositions of Doc’s argument. Allen produces a general comment on the debate itself, with an allusion to the impossibility of economists to reach a conclusion. Bill goes back to the implications of the post, followed by Cliff who deals with the same issue, but addressing the previous speaker or general audience, and Jared, who explicitly agrees with Cliff.
4Doc Merlin September 26, 2012 at 8:38 am  “This matters when we consider sticky nominal wages.” Its been 4 years and you are still talking about sticky wages? Shouldn’t that be evidence enough that this was a supply side effect?
5Claudia […]  Doc, you do realize this is not an “either-or” case. Showing that wages/prices have largely adjusted does NOT prove that any shortfall is structural/supply side. Prices/wages are key drivers of demand but NOT the only ones.
6allen […]  Oh, has economics evolved to the point that the old joke about laying all the world’s economists end to end is no longer the literal truth?
7Bill […]  So, you support CEO compensation dropping 14 percent. If you look at total compensation the low hanging fruit is the top 1%.
8Cliff[…]  I’m sure he wouldn’t have any objection to it, but that would have no impact on the labor market
9Jared […] Exactly. The companies with expensive CEO’s are the ones sitting on cash with no idea how to spend it in the face of weak demand.(T

Comments can thus address any element of the post: position, data, interpretation of data, methodology adopted and the arguments used to support the main claim, theoretical implications, ideological positions and relevant policies. They can also respond to other contiguous or non-contiguous comments. Discourse markers, metacommunicative statements and forms of address often act as pointers for the reader, showing what elements of the co-text become relevant for the interpretation of the comment.
The degree of rational argumentation and the kind of arguments produced also manifest another interesting aspect of blogs. Participants show different interests in the debate and different degrees and types of expertise. Some participants only seem to be interested in taking sides and basically limit themselves to forms of agreement and disagreement that are not accompanied by any significant argumentation of their position. Others are interested in drawing the practical implications of what they see: they may therefore as citizens relate the debate to political positions and policy issues or as business actors refer to their own context and to the current situation. A significant number of participants are professional economists (often lecturers) and want to discuss the methodology and relate the debate to their own work.
The limits to this participatory framework should also be mentioned: if it is true that participants can have different types of expertise, their line of action seems to be influenced (and somewhat restricted) by this: fellow economists interact on matters of economic theory and methodology and relate the debate to their own work, while citizens and business actors either limit themselves to just taking sides (agreement and disagreement) or contribute to drawing the practical implications of the debate, relating it to issues of politics, policy and strategy. 
On the whole this creates the effect of interwoven discourse planes in the polylogue: each participant chooses a topic, a perspective, and one or more addressees, thus creating room for different types of recontextualization and engaging other participants in parallel conversations, some of which are more clearly oriented to sharing views, while others aim at knowledge dissemination and others still – usually involving other professional economists - at knowledge construction proper

4. Conclusions
The present study has focused on blogs as dialogic action games. If the affordance of the digital environment partly determines the participatory mechanism (the roles of those who produce posts and comments), the action game of blogging seems to take place in threads, sequences of post (by the blogger) and comments by other participants to the virtual community. The blog site itself acts as a first-order context for the interpretation of the verbal action, with its network of related posts and linked documents. 
The analysis has highlighted distinctive features of posts and comments. Posts are longer and more structured and are characterized by: a) hypertextuality, with links to sources and data supporting the position of the blogger; b) argumentation, with evaluative language manifesting positions and assertions typically supported with reference to factors, reasons and data. Their disciplinary specificity is reflected in predictions typically based on hypothetical reasoning. Posts are also characterized by a clear foregrounding of their dialogic nature, always presented as both initiative and reactive turns in an ongoing debate involving the blogger and other participants in matters of economic theory and policy. 
Comments are shorter turns in the context of an open participation framework. Their distinguishing features can be related to the need to identify what participants and what elements of a rapidly evolving debate they address. Rather than independent argument, they often manifest agreement and disagreement in different forms, ranging from mere agreement to objections, criticism, well-structured claims backed by arguments. The argument often evolves around different interpretations of the post or of any intervening comment, thus creating both complex turns and complex patterns of acceptance and non-acceptance. Participants select the elements of the debate they want to address, in the light of their own personal ideological positions and professional interests: claim, data, interpretation of data, methodology adopted, arguments used to support the main claim, theoretical implications, ideological positions and relevant policies.
The analysis has also highlighted the intense metacommunicative activity of blogs, which is inextricably linked to their written substance. The technical affordances of blogs, combining the permanence of written text and the open participatory mechanisms of conversation, influence both the action that takes place and the choice of lexico-grammatical resources.
The open participation framework of blogs typically attracts participants with different backgrounds, but provides no further regulation for turn-taking. The turn sequence is temporal and participants often have to clarify what sub-thread of the ongoing debate they are addressing. Different degrees of expertise allow participants different ranges of verbal action. This often creates the impression of interwoven polylogues, addressing the interests of different types of participants on separate planes.
More generally, the analysis has confirmed the importance of Weigand’s MGM. Purposes are a key concept in explaining how people use language to negotiate their positions and interests. The action game is determined by interactive purposes and undoubtedly shows that people bring to communication “their own cognitive horizons, preferences and emotions” (Weigand 2009: 147), that communicative actions are mutually dependent on each other and that the link between initiative and reactive speech act can be made explicit but is given above all by the interlocutors.
Finally, as MGM represents a complex theory of dialogue, in which every component, including language use, finds its place, I believe the analysis has also shown the need to integrate different levels of analysis, from lexico-grammar to functional units, to the purpose of the whole action game. A focus on natural language-in-use is an important component in the action game: “It is […] the correlation between purposes and means that defines action”(Weigand 2016: 357). 
This also suggests that corpus tools can be fruitfully integrated into dialogic approaches (Bondi 2017): corpus work can be seen as both “catalysing” the analysis (when we start from language use) and supporting the analysis (when we start from the wholistic perspective of the action game and its interpretation). Attention to frequency and patterns highlights the existence of systematic relations in texts on a functional or semantic basis. Integrating different perspectives helps relate action sequences to language choice, so that statements about communicative interaction can be supported with reference to data and, on the other hand, corpus data are not just described but interpreted in terms of communicative action, beyond immediate lexico-semantic associations. 
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