
The Bloggable Life of

Professor Ann Althouse
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Blog: a Web log, simply
shortened to 'blog,' created
by 'bloggers' - usually
individuals or groups that
post daily commentary,
observations, and opinions
on the Internet.

By Nicole Resnick
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t helps to be familiar with the
term 'blog,' and the act of
'blogging' to fully appreciate

why Ann Althouse, the Robert W &
Irma M. Arthur-Bascom Professor
at the OW Law School, is making
waves. Whether on the OW campus
or within the virtual 'blogosphere,'
where devoted readers check in
constantly to see what she has to say,
Althouse is a force.

Blogging aside, Althouse has
plenty on her plate. Her typical
teaching load at the Law School
each semester includes courses on
Constitutional Law, Federal Jurisdic-
tion, Civil Procedure, and Religion
and the Constitution. Althouse's list
of scholarly publications in numer-
ous law reviews continues to grow,
and this year she is chair of the Law
School's Appointments Committee.



"1see myself as a political moderate and an independent
thinker, but it's fair to say that in the world ofthe blogo-
sphere, conservatives have embraced me and see me as
an ally, and liberals have - to put it mildly - viewed me
with wariness."

Yet as Althouse runs between
classrooms, conference halls,
and colleagues' offices, she is
ruminating, observing, even
snapping photos of scenes
that catch her eye. Once back
in her brightly painted office,
whose walls are adorned with art,
she plunks herself down in front of
her computer screen and happily
shares what she's thinking with her
growing Internet readership.

Her blogsite, called Althouse
(www.althouse.blogspor.com), now
receives more than 12,000 visitors
daily. At the time of her Gargoyle
interview, Althouse had just cap-
tured her six millionth visitor since
the inception of her blog less than
three years ago.

"Blogging really gets your name
out there, although it doesn't neces-
sarily happen for everyone," she says.
"But there's something about the
way you can develop a profile -
it's kind of an organic, mysterious
process involving other people
linking to you."

Althouse points out that a
good deal of her popularity stems
from her career as a law professor,
and other prominent law professors
and legal scholars with blogsites
provide her link on their posts. "This
creates a sysrem of linking, which
drives up blog traffic and gets you
noticed," she says, "which in rum
causes mainstream media to respond
as well."

Althouse's first contribution
to the op-ed page of the New York
Times (many more were to follow)
was on Election Day 2004 and
resulted from the newspaper's
recognition of her political blogging.
The editors believed that the presi-
dential race that year was shaped, in
part, by the commentary ofblog-
gers. Thus, the Times invited select

bloggers from all points on the
political spectrum to say what they
thought was the most important
event or moment of the campaign.
Here is what Althouse had to say:

I'd grown used to waitingfor John
Kerry to reveal what he would do
in Iraq. 1hough I'd voted for Al
Gore and Bill Clinton, respec-
tively, in the last two presidential
elections, 1 needed to hear Mr.
Kerry commit to success in the war.
On April 14, at an event at the
City College of New York, a man
challenged Mr. Kerry to explain
how his plan for Iraq diffired
from President Bush's. Mr. Kerry
responded testily, "You're not
listening. "

1 wrote on my blog at the
time, ''If you still don't know what
he would do diffirently from Bush,
do you deserve to be snapped at
for 'not listening'?" After that, as
1 heard Mr. Kerry wriggle his
way around the Iraq question one
way and then another, 1 never
forgot his willingness to blame the
listener for not already seeing his
answer, and my mistrust of John
Kerry hardened into support for
George Bush.

Since then, Althouse has been
invited to write more op-ed pieces,
as well as a number of book reviews.
In the Times this past August, she
wrote about Judge Anna Diggs
Taylor's opinion in the landmark
case between the ACLU and the

National Security Agency regarding
President Bush's surveillance program
and accusations of eavesdropping.

Althouse is generally considered
to be "a conservative law professor
and a conservative blogger," as an-
other blogger succinctly states it, but
her own view is slightly different.
"I see myself as a political moderate
and an independent thinker," she
says, "but it's fair to say that in the
world of the blogosphere, conserva-
tives have embraced me and see me as
an ally, and liberals have - to put it
mildly - viewed me with wariness."

Despite her achievements as
a legal scholar, and the respect she
earns as a political blogger, neither
law nor politics interested Althouse
early in life. Born in Delaware, she
grew up in New Jersey and attended
the University of Michigan Residence
Program as an undergraduate. A
passion for art moved her to transfer
to the University's School of Art and
then to pursue a career as an artist
after graduating with a bachelor of
fine arts degree in 1973.

"But I eventually got fed up
with being an artist," she says. "I was
hungry for some intellecrual stimu-
lation, and I realized that I wanted
to go to law school." Althouse ad-
mits she felt old when she enrolled
at the New York University School
of Law at age 27, but she graduated
first in her class and even had her
first child during her final year.

After passing the New York Bar
Exam the same year she graduated,
Althouse clerked for a district judge
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new legal development, these readers
are interested and will think, 'Let's
stop by and see what Althouse has to
say abour this.'"

As a strategy for sharing her
knowledge and getting others to
think and respond, Althouse points
our that it works. It also happens
to be much more fun and creative.
"Whatever it is I'm doing, I love
doing it," she says. "And doing it the
way I love doing it is getting me a
lot of readers, so I'm not doing it any

other way."
Althouse's blog also serves ro

showcase life on and around the
UW-Madison campus. She always
has a camera with her and looks
for interesting and artistic scenes to
photograph. These phoros are posted,
along with colorful references to
OW-Madison and life in Madison,
and they draw in a wide range of
readers with some attachment to the
city. On any given day you might
enjoy shots of the lakeshore run-
ning path, the Union Terrace, State
Street, or views of Lake Mendota
from Bascom Hill.

"Lots of readers respond to
these, and I feel like one of the
things I can do is to reach out ro
OW alumni. They like ro see pictures
of Madison, and I have a sense that
they provide a connection." The
photos, along with her words, help
to create a favorable view, and for
Althouse, it all adds up to a satisfy-
ing means of making a contribution
to the UW-Madison community.

"Whatever it is I'm doing, I love doing it. And doing
it the way I love doing it is getting me a lot of readers,
so I'm not doing it any other way."

Withour warning, a particular
post may incite a war of words, with
responses and comments arriving in
waves. Usually these posts are politi-
cal in nature, predictably controver-
sial and provocative. In September,
Althouse poked fun at a luncheon
hosted by Bill Clinton for a select
group ofbloggers known to sup-
port his evety move. Her blog even
included a photo taken of the group
at lunch, and the virtual discussion
that ensued flowed for weeks.

What draws Althouse to blog-
ging is the freedom it gives her
to throwaway certain rules, and
instead enjoy the constant creative
process. "For me, blogging is an
artistic expression, and I feel like
I'm satisfying an artistic need that
I have," she says. "There are many
things abour teaching - the tradi-
tionallegal writing and legal scholar-
ship - that I enjoy doing, bur they
don't satisfy this part of myself that
I sort of abandoned to go to law
school." She adds, "Blogging is this
amazingly energizing, interesting
writing form. It's a very creative
enterprise, and I'm interested in it
as a wri ter."

Exactly where her blogsite
readers come from is a true source
of enjoyment for Althouse. She is
stimulated and intrigued by the idea
of so many people reading her blog
and uses a Web service that allows
her to track the numbers of readers,
as well as where in the world they
live. People in places as far away
as Norway, Japan, Singapore, and
Tehran follow her blog.

"You want to have a regular
readership who wants to read you
everyday, and I have that now,"
she says. "That way, if I have
something I want to say abour a

in New York and then practiced for
law firm giant Sullivan & Cromwell.
Although it was a chance to gain
some practical experience (at the
same time she gave birth to a second
son), she knew that she wanted to
be a law professor. Althouse landed
her very first teaching job with the
UW Law School in 1984, and with
the exception of visiting professor
opportunities at Boston University
and the University of Colorado in
the early 1990s, she has remained in
Madison ever since.

Teaching seems to suit
Althouse; her distinctive style
resonates with many students.
Claire DaIle Molle, a second-year
law student who has studied with
Althouse, says, "Professor Althouse's
lecture style is actually similar to
her blogging style. In her lectures,
like her blog, she takes a text, com-
ments on it, questions it, and invites
response. She then questions the
person responding, pointing out the
extremes of his position to see if he
will stick to it, or she takes the other
side, forcing the student to defend
his position." This type of interaction
is valuable, and as Dalle Molle points
out, "it helps the student to decide
if they really believe in the position,
and then to refine the position."

Such a statement makes it hard
to resist visiting Althouse's blog, if
you haven't done so already. For a
law professor blog, her daily posts
can be surprisingly varied in their
content, and her popularity may
stem from the vast range of topics
she may choose to comment on in
any given day. (One post revealed
that Althouse's blog received the
third highest rank out of 30 popular
law professor blogs - a rating
called "Blog Juice.") At times sharp
and sarcastic, at other times reflec-
tive and even sappy, Althouse for
example created a running playlist
of "Unplayable 45's I Won't Throw
Our" - a tribute to her love and
knowledge of music. Her mood, like
her subject matter, is ever-changing.
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