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“racial discrimination does not always violate public policy,” a quotation that would receive
prominent attention in newspaper accounts in the coming days (Edsall & Fears, 2002; Hulse,
2002; Milbank & Vandehei, 2002; Nagourney & Hulse, 2002). This is perhaps the clearest
example of an argument developed in the blogosphere that almost immediately circulated
into a wide cross-section of the general interest press during the Lott controversy. Somewhat
ironically, given the prevalence of the flood the zone metaphor throughout this controversy,
Marshall concluded his post by writing “drip, drip, drip,” as though each new piece of
evidence were adding to a stream of public opinion that was inexorably leading to Lott’s
ouster.

At 5 p.m. the same day, the Associated Press released a story that covered Lott’s
involvement in the Bob Jones University case. Reporter John Solomon (2002) wrote: “the old
court papers surfaced on a day when Lott tried to quell criticism.” Solomon’s framing of how
the Lott brief “surfaced” neatly omitted the role that Josh Marshall and Talking Points Memo
played in discovering and publicizing that particular document. Marshall (2002e) lambasted
the AP later that evening:

One other thing. Next time the AP rips off a story we broke at 11 AM and runs it as their own story at 5 PM
maybe they could toss in a little attribution? I know it’s their rep and all but do they have to be so slimy][?]
Dow Jones Newswires caught wind of the Bob Jones Amicus Brief from the story TPM broke too. But they
were classy enough to say we’d broken the story.

Marshall was arguing for an expansion of the basic journalistic norm of attribution to
encompass stories emerging from the blogosphere. Blogs, of course, are keen on attribution,
given the elemental unit of blogging, the hyperlink, is so conducive to recognition (Farrell,
2006).

Despite some tensions between bloggers and the traditional press, the evolution of the Lott
story evinced signs of symbiosis. Reporters and editors had picked up on the evidence about
Lott circulated in the blogosphere. Between Tuesday, December 10, and Wednesday,
December 11, Lott’s Senate office fielded 288 media calls (Lott, 2005, p. 253). By December
12, the institutional media had caught up with blogs on covering the Lott story. Coverage in
The New York Times is representative of the overall press treatment. On December 13, the
controversy started receiving a special section on the webpage, “Divisive Words,” which
centralized coverage of the fallout from Thurmond’s birthday party. Lott’s initial reluctance
to entertain the possibility of his resignation as Senate Majority Leader softened as his
popularity eroded from December 13 to 20. He eventually yielded to immense public and
elite pressure and resigned his leadership post on December 20, 2002.

To draw a straight line from bloggers’ rhetorical activities to the downfall of Trent Lott
obviously simplifies complex pathways of communicative influence. What seems undeni-
able, though, is that bloggers deepened argument pools that ultimately shaped the broader
public debate about Lott’s appropriate fate. In the wake of Lott’s resignation, bloggers’
communicative power was identified as significant. Paul Krugman (2002) called Josh Mar-
shall’s Talking Points Memo “must reading for the politically curious, and . . . responsible for
making Trent Lott’s offensive remarks the issue they deserve to be.” John Podhoretz (2002)
claimed the “drumbeat that turned this story into a major calamity for Lott, and led directly
to President Bush’s welcome disavowal of Lott’s views yesterday, was entirely driven by the
Internet blogosphere.” Ariana Huffington (2002), who would later found the influential blog
hub The Huffington Post, noted that blogs “continued hammering away at the story, and
eventually succeeded in moving it out of the shadows into the political spotlight.” Even Cass
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Sunstein (2006) cites the Trent Lott affair when he writes “bloggers appear to have influenced
the public stage, driving media coverage and affecting national perceptions of national
questions” (p. 84). All this positive attribution accelerated the blogosphere’s reputation as a
site for rhetorical invention, drawing bloggers deeper into contemporary circuits of public
deliberation.

ON FLOODING THE ZONE, INVENTION, AND ATTENTION

The Lott case underlines how /ogos, the invention of public argument, is central to the
blogosphere. My focus on the flooding the zone trope offers an alternative to a metaphor
more often invoked in scholarly and popular discourse to describe the activities of bloggers:
the blogswarm. Blogswarms are particularly likely when they involve political scandals that
energize a partisan body politic (Castells, 2009, pp. 247-8). A blogswarm occurs, as
journalism scholar Adam Schiffer (2006) explains, “when one side of the political spectrum
is whipped into a frenzy by a story that it perceives to be worthy of intense, sustained
coverage” (p. 494; see also Smith & MacDonald, 2010). Schiffer’s conclusion about the
Downing Street Memo controversy he analyzes is that internet “buzz was the only apparent
bridge between the memo leaks and the eventual American coverage of their substance” (p.
506). The etymological roots of the blogswarm metaphor are made apparent in Schiffer’s
reference to buzz: the power of a blogswarm depends on the intensity of digital “humming”
that multitudes of bloggers can create. Following the internal logic of the blogswarm
metaphor, the institutional media cannot ignore a story if the buzz is loud enough.7 There is
certainly something to this account of how the blogosphere and the traditional press interact.
After all, issues that gather attention in digital environments often signal important topics
meriting broadcast media coverage. Yet, there is an implicit theory of attention that operates
in the blogswarm metaphor that is rather impoverished and, perhaps, naive. The assumption
that a blogswarm is capable of shaping the press agenda presumes that mere buzz can move
an issue toward the center of the contemporary media ecosystem. Call it the trickle-up theory
of press attention: crude attention markers-number of bloggers posting, number of posts on
an issue, length of comment threads, density of interlinkage, popularity of shared links on
social bookmarking sites—will shape the broader agenda for public conversation.

I certainly do not want to discount the ways in which these attention markers can shape
public deliberation, for they surely do. However, the blogswarm metaphor’s focus on “buzz
power” elides what I think is a more fundamental contribution that bloggers make to public
deliberation: the invention of novel arguments. It is not just that bloggers simply pay
attention to certain issues, thus directing the focus of the press; it is their ability to (occa-
sionally) invent arguments worth taking up in broader spheres of public engagement. The
distinction between blogswarm and flooding the zone that I am drawing here might go some
ways toward answering D. T. Scott’s (2008) study about why some controversies that receive
attention from the blogosphere fail to result in broader press coverage, resulting in what he
calls a blogflop. At least part of the answer, to accompany the structural and situational
features of any controversy, must be the quality and inventiveness of argumentation.

The genesis of the flooding the zone metaphor provides an opportunity to further
elucidate how bloggers engage in argumentative invention. The idea of flooding the zone is

7 One additional and, I think, unfortunate connotation of the blogswarm metaphor is the “hive mind,” which has
been linked to strands of digital utopianism that are probably best avoided.
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richly polysemic, but the term originates in sports strategy as one approach to defeating
zone-based defenses. When a team drops into a zone defense, an arrangement where
defenders guard an area of the playing field rather than an individual opposing player, an
efficient offense sends multiple players toward the same area. As offensive players over-
whelm a single defensive player, the playmaker can easily pick an open target because a
single node can block only so many potential connections. Flooding the zone thus increases
opportunities for offensive success on the sports field. The concept migrated to the journal-
istic field when Howell Raines became the New York Times editor (Shafer, 2003). As a
reporter for The Tuscaloosa (AL) News, Raines probably could not escape learning of the
legendary University of Alabama football coach Paul “Bear” Bryant’s penchant for flooding
the zone on the football field. Raines explicitly adapted the flooding the zone philosophy in
the coverage of Enron’s collapse and the Columbia shuttle disaster, assigning hordes of New
York Times reporters to cover the story from every angle (Marks, 2003). According to Raines,
“you have to concentrate your resources at the point of attack” (as cited in Auletta, 2002, “A
Week”). By flooding the zone, New York Times reporters hoped to dig up new evidence and
perspectives on major news events, overwhelming their opponents’ bids for viewer attention
in the same way that zone-flooding football offenses attack defenses. However, Raines’s
approach burnt out his reporters (according to Shafer, 2003). The strategy of flooding the
zone, in this case, bumped up against the material limits of reporter time and energy. The
blogosphere, in contrast to the journalistic resources at even major news outlets, offers many
more eyeballs and fingers that can sift, report, interpret, and type.

Glenn Reynolds, the blogger at the heart of the Lott controversy, adopted the phrase flood
the zone from Slate blogger Mickey Kaus, who had picked it up from Raines. According to
Reynolds, flooding the zone is intimately linked to invention because “blogs are good at
picking apart a story from lots of different angles at once, while big media outlets tend to be
more similar in their coverage,” making his use of this trope a useful signifier (personal
communication, February 14, 2008). This multiperspectival coverage (Bruns, 2006; Gans,
2011) can ultimately influence the agenda setting of the institutional press, as Reynolds
suggests that when blogs flood the zone they draw attention to certain story angles “to the
extent that other outlets can’t ignore it” (personal communication, February 14, 2008).
Reynolds’s description of flooding the zone coheres with Sunstein’s assessment that enclaves
can be valuable in deepening argument pools. The aqueous link between flooding the zone
and argument pools is accidental, but nonetheless invites a number of playful extensions.
When bloggers flood the zone, they unleash a tide of blog postings that crash into extant
argument pools, reshaping the horizontal and vertical contours of public argument (see
Lewiniski, 2010). The ripples in public opinion initiated by these blogging opinion leaders
become waves when remediated by the institutional media. This metaphor raises questions
as well: Does flooding the zone deepen the argument pool without regard to water quality?
Is our deliberative infrastructure capable of accommodating increased argumentative inven-
tion? Might flooded argument pools threaten to overtax the deliberative sewage systems,
pushing odiferous liquids into otherwise habitable neighborhoods? Are there ways to
improve the filtration system of public discourse? To help direct scholarly attention in
answering these questions, I want to pinpoint three key themes of invention that emerge in
this study of blogging but prevail in networked media more generally: speed, agonism, and
copiousness.

The speed of blogging makes the blogosphere a rich site of invention. Two related features
of blogs, instantaneousness and continucusness, are more amenable than the traditional
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press to flooding strategies. Bloggers do not have to wait for their stories to be printed on
paper and delivered (admittedly, not as significant a source of publication lag now given
most news material is posted online as well). Neither do they have to wait for editorial
feedback to clear a news item. The advantages of editorial feedback, like fact checking, do
not include speed. Continuous publication also makes flooding the zone easier for digital
intermediaries than for the press. In contrast to the newspaper, which even in the digital era
is committed primarily to daily publication, bloggers are able to post as the story unfolds,
sometimes tens of times in a single day like Reynolds, rather than feeling obliged to weave
a more complete narrative. Together, the instantaneousness and continuousness of blogs
increase the speed at which public argument is circulated in internetworked societies. When
bloggers (and now other digital intermediaries) tackle an emergent controversy, they quickly
populate the field of argument by proliferating possible fopoito be considered and activating
an iterative process of critique. The blogosphere speeds up one element of the deliberative
process, the summoning of evidence and enumeration of possible arguments, which might
serve a productive role in keeping up with the sociopolitical acceleration contemporary
societies face (Rosa, 2003). The blogosphere provides an alternative to the slower, sequential
character of traditional public deliberation, where speakers must take turns in order to listen
and then respond to arguments-a process the Senate filibuster has shown is occasionally
laborious (Scheuerman, 2001). At its best, the blogosphere provides a better balancing of
sequencing and simultaneity than can the institutional press. But, to adapt the old driving
safety warning, speed can kill: in what ways has the acceleration of public deliberation
created challenges for argumentation? The rapid spread of rumor is one challenge, but there
are surely more fundamental and less rectifiable implications to deliberative speediness.

The agonism of the blogosphere also fuels invention. Agonism is often used to dismiss
contributions from the blogosphere in toto; following Sunstein and Habermas, the agonism
assoctated with the blogosphere produces fragmentation and discord. Agonism, though, can
be partially recuperated by noting how it fuels inventional processes. As Thomas Sloane
(1997) has theorized, “the inventive process in rhetoric is not only dialogic but controversial,
even disputatious in nature” (p. 30). The dialogic and disputatious nature of invention is
particularly on display in the blogosphere because of how hyperlinks direct attention to
others’ arguments. Richard Lanham (2006) argues that “hypertextual linking can move us
from one world of discourse to another, and this kind of voyaging has always stimulated
creativity” (p. 25). Atrios, Marshall, and Reynolds were participating in exactly this kind of
inventional voyaging as they integrated others’ commentary into their own. In the informa-
tion-rich environment of the internet, bloggers easily collect, parse, post, and reflect on
various textual fragments circulating in the institutional media and the blogosphere. One
aspect of this agonistic process that is different in blogs as opposed to the traditional press
revolves around the publication of what Peter Simonson (2010} calls the “media of inven-
tion:” the “enabling contexts and communicative forms through which rhetorical invention
occurs” (p. 26). The social situations, personal relationships, conversations, and media
artifacts that feed into an act of invention are, in the blogosphere, publicized to a degree that
is usually not made available in the traditional press. Hyperlinks, as a kind of attribution,
often reveal the media of invention to a public audience and thus open these constituents of
public argument to scrutiny by others.

From a rhetorical perspective, agonism plays a central role in aiding inventional processes
by stimulating a third feature of invention present in the blogosphere, copiousness. Copious-
ness is an abundance of thought or resourcefulness borne of preparation (Sloane, 1997,
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p- 56). According to Sloane, Erasmus’s inventional strategy involved writing the same
sentence 147 times in the search for variation and settling on the best one. Such a process
parallels the blogosphere’s proliferation of discourse through postings and comments that
can expand the range of arguments and how they are articulated. The often-rowdy process
of argumentation in the blogosphere invites bloggers to riff off each other’s postings in a way
that constantly generates new vantage points for criticism. To be clear, more is not neces-
.sarily better; however, as James Crosswhite (2008) has recently argued in defense of
copiousness, “the more arguments we have, from the more perspectives, the better chance
criticism has of producing valuable results” (p. 177). That is perhaps the most elegant defense
of the blogosphere that can be marshaled.

However, bloggers, if they are to be considered successful, cannot simply reproduce the
copious amounts of public discourse from other bloggers. They must distill observations from
other sources into serviceable blog posts of their own. Thus, in the blogosphere, copiousness
is in a dialectical relationship with concision. The condensation of the copious into the
concise is one way that public opinion gets bundled in digital networks, stripping out some
topoi and highlighting others in order to manage information abundance. This accordion effect
of public argument involves the expansion and contraction of argumentative topoi as they
move through different nodes of public conversation. Public argument accordions can
benefit deliberative episodes when they are calibrated between too much and too little public
discourse.® The proliferation of public discourse through digital intermediaries like blogs can
create the information saturation that Habermas fears will drown out the focalizers of public
debate ifcertain topoi are not crystallized into more condensed, quality arguments capable of
organizing deliberation. Sometimes, like in the Lott case, bloggers are able to do this well,
while at other times their ability to concentrate the key arguments is more limited and thus
their influence on a particular controversy might be muted.

What impact does the speed, agonism, and copiousness of bloggers mean for the Haber-
masian signaling problem that actors in civil societies with corporate political economies
must face? As journalism scholars Lewis Friedland, Thomas Hove, and Hernando Rojas
(2006) speculate, “perhaps under conditions of systematically increased communicative reflexivity,
the unattainable ideal of [media] independence is loosened” because “the new networked
media system radically, even exponentially, increases the possibilities for reflexivity at every
level of society” (p. 18, emphasis in original). As they explain,

perhaps for the first time in history, the informal public sphere has a medium that in principle allows for
large-scale expression of mass opinion in forms that systematically affect the institutional media system ... We
might say that networked communication has begun to surround the traditional media system. (p. 19, emphasis
in original)

The Trent Lott case illustrates a very early instantiation of this enveloping process by
networked media. Public argument emerging from the blogosphere addresses some of the
institutional media weaknesses identified in Esther Scott’s (2004) study: specifying knowl-
edge counters historical ignorance, gatewatching counters pack journalism, and immediate
agonism counters the inability of reporters to get quick reactions to stories. It would, of
course, be a mistake to conclude that this synthesis of blogging and the traditional press

® This musical instrument metaphor and the careful calibration between copiousness and concision that I am
identifying is inspired by Ehninger’s (1970) famous argument violin (see also Mitchell, 2010}, a trope that recom-
mends the fine-tuning of one’s argumentative stance to adopt a standpoint between the neutralist and the naked
persuader.
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mirrors the nostalgic public sphere; however, such a tiered, interconnected, and critically-
oriented media system does open more space for digital intermediaries to facilitate deliber-
ative legitimation processes. Perhaps Dewey’s (1927/1954) “shadowy and formless” public
(p. 142) has, with a new space of appearance that supports many-to-many communication,
a way to prevent its regular eclipse.

CO-OPTATION OF “FLOOD THE ZONE”

I have, so far, outlined how bloggers’ inventional prowess can facilitate deliberative
legitimation processes. However, administrative organizations like the state and corporations
have used the same practice of flooding the zone in order to co-opt or blunt spontaneous
communication emerging from the networked periphery, putting a digital spin on traditional
astroturfing practices (Rettberg, 2008). Digital astroturfing through flooding the zone rein-
troduces what Habermas calls the steering media of power and money back into deliberative
processes that were previously reliant on spontaneous communication emerging from the
lifeworld. As a result, the legitimacy of deliberation is jeopardized. Although the Haber-
masian model outlined previously has trouble accounting for digital intermediaries, at a
more general level it is sufficient in explaining how deliberation initiated through sponta-
neous communication from citizens on the periphery is superior in achieving legitimacy
when compared to communication manufactured by core administrative actors like the state
and corporations. Though flooding the zone offers a theoretical explanation for the practices
of invention in the blogosphere, the real power of the term for critics of public culture and
argument is in naming an anti-democratic argumentation practice of the state and corpora-
tions.

A significant example of how administrative institutions have adopted flooding the zone
as a communication tactic is in the military information management efforts in the wake of
9/11 and during the war in Iraq. After 9/11, the Pentagon created the Office of Strategic
Influence (OSI), whose “stated purpose was simple: to flood targeted areas with information”
(Murphy & White, 2007, p. 23). The press excoriated the OSI for being a propaganda
machine, eventually causing the office to be shut down. Although the office was shut down,
Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld later noted that the same goals were being pursued under
different auspices (“Secretary Rumsfeld,” 2002). Later, during combat operations in Iraq, a
similar strategy was employed as Department of Defense outlets produced overwhelming
amounts of information emphasizing how well the military operations and subsequent
occupation were going. As Torie Clark {2006) relates in her memoir of her years as Pentagon
spokesperson, flooding the zone was a key element in the Pentagon’s efforts to influence
perceptions of the war (see especially Chapter 2, “Flood the Zone”). More recently, a study
by James Kinniburgh and Dorothy Denning (2006) written for the Joint Special Operations
University contemplates Pentagon efforts to become more actively involved in the blogo-
sphere. As the report’s authors explain, “sometimes numbers can be effective; hiring a block
of bloggers to verbally attack a specific person or promote a specific message may be worth
considering” (Kinniburgh & Denning, 2006, p. 20). Alternatively, they suggest that military
branches might consider supporting homegrown blogs that appear independent but actually
funnel on-message talking points from the Pentagon. Although this report does not indicate
that the Pentagon has undertaken these specific steps to influence public argument in the
blogosphere, the Department of Defense has set up a Bloggers Roundtable which provides
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“source material” and access to military officials in live chats (“‘DODLive: Bloggers’ Round-
table,” n.d.; “Pentagon to Rework,” 2006).

Flooding the zone is also on the cusp of becoming the gospel for public relations firms
working on political campaigns in a networked era, in part because of what is now known
as Macacagate. During a 2006 Senate re-election bid, George Allen’s derisive use of the
racial epithet macaca was caught on tape, posted to YouTube, and widely circulated through
blogs, ultimately contributing to his electoral defeat. Campaign strategists are now scheming
methods to flood the zone in order to frustrate future episodes of public deliberation like that
surrounding Allen. One campaign strategist recently recommended that the Allen campaign
should have flooded the zone in order to overwhelm curious searchers looking for the
macaca video:

To flood the zone, upload dozens and dozens of random videos which have absolutely nothing to do with the
clip you’re trying to make “disappear.” The real strength of the clips you’re uploading isn’t to respond directly
to the video, but to confuse the YouTube user and make it impossible for them to find the video they’re
looking for. The one thing every campaign can count on is that any web user has a slight case of undiagnosed
ADD (attention deficit disorder). If they don’t find what they’re looking for seconds after the search has begun,
they’ll tire, and give up the search. (All, 2007)

This strategy is increasingly widespread, with public relations firms now offering services to
flood the zone with their specially trained “blog warriors” in order to “put your talking points
on the blogosphere 24/7,” because “today’s blog attacks can be tomorrow’s news” (Advan-
tage Consultants, n.d.).

Some attempts at artificially inducing an opinion cascade by blog warriors such as those
advertised by Advantage Consultants have been ferreted out by intrepid bloggers. For
example, Wal-Mart created a blog called Working Families for Wal-Mart, which positioned
itself as a grassroots advocacy group designed to rebut critics of Wal-Mart. It was, in fact, a
joint effort between Wal-Mart and their public relations firm Edelman to counter the bad
press Wal-Mart had been receiving online {Craig, 2007; “PR Firm Admits,” 2006). In the
2004 election cycle, bloggers got on the payroll of a few high profile races. Markos Moulitsas
Zuniga (of DailyKos) and Jerome Armstrong were paid by Howard Dean’s campaign while
writing blog posts that praised his politics. They eventually disclosed that they were on
Dean’s payroll, but the suspicion of guid pro quo persisted (Glover, 2006). At the same time,
John Thune, in a heated race with Tom Daschle for a Senate seat in South Dakota, hired two
bloggers to critique negative press and create positive buzz for his campaign. Neither blogger
disclosed he was on the payroll of the Republican candidate, though Thune’s campaign
account eventually revealed that the bloggers were being paid (Kuhn, 2004). This revelation
created a tempest in the blogosphere condemning the tactic.

Bloggers have been quick to pounce on attempts by administrative actors to artificially
flood the zone, confirming Habermas’s (1996) thesis of the dual orientation of public sphere
actors. This dual orientation involves efforts by civil society actors to “directly influence the
political system” while also “enlarging civil society and the public sphere as well as with
confirming their own identities and capacities to act” (p. 370).” Bloggers, by identifying
orchestrated efforts to flood the zone, have drawn attention to the communicative infrastruc-
ture needed to sustain legitimation processes. These critical interventions expose where

¢ Habermas points to Jean Cohen and Andrew Arato’s (1992) theory of social movements which posits a
movement between what they characterize as defensive identity-consolidating and offensive public-influencing
functions.
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“publicity attempts to hide itself, pretending to come from the people, for example, through
what have come to be called ‘astroturf’ groups, that is, organizations that purport to be
‘grassroots’ but that are actually funded and operated by hidden organizations” (Barlow,
2007, p. 177). Astroturf, of course, resists being peeled back.

In at least some instances, bloggers (and others) have been able to identify astroturfing and
neutralize artificial opinion cascades, usually at some expense to the credibility of the
organizations that were attempting to influence public debate. Certainly, bloggers have not
been able to catch all instances of astroturfing. However, when astroturf blogs are found out,
the amount of criticism lodged against them can be seen as a process whereby bloggers
attempt to protect the norms which underline the value of their participation in public
deliberation in the first place: namely, as coalescers of spontaneous communication coming
from peripheral nodes of society. The expansion of our rhetorical imaginary with the
metaphor flood the zone, then, captures both the potential and the threat of communication
in a networked society. As an addition to the emergent vocabulary of the networked society,
the term can be used as a normative benchmark to demarcate organic processes of sponta-
neous communication from artificial attempts by institutions to overwhelm communicative
power with money.

CONCLUSION

The growth of the blogosphere can be situated as a response to the late twentieth century
political economy of the institutional mass media, which had partially abdicated a historical
role in picking up signals from civil society actors and sluicing them toward decision-makers.
The trope of flooding the zone signifies the capacity of bloggers (and potentially other digital
intermediaries) to invent arguments that shape public deliberation. There are two primary
conclusions to be drawn from this investigation of a blog-borne deliberative episode. First,
the blogosphere is now a key site for invention of public argument. What is unique about the
inventional abilities of the blogosphere? Bloggers, being outside the journalistic field of the
institutional press, expand the possible fopoi for consideration through multiple perspectives
rather than simply reproducing the dominant frames of the mass media. Additionally,
bloggers dredge up primary evidence that can shape the interpretation of unfolding contro-
versies, spurring a qualitative shift in citizens’ expectations of proof away from authority-
driven models of evidence and toward more participatory ones. Finally, bloggers practice
invention with speed, agonism, and copiousness. The ability of bloggers to instantaneously
and continuously publish their insights accelerates inventional frequency. Public deliberation
finally has a medium of communication that can keep pace with the speeding up of other
social, political, and economic sectors, even as it contributes to that acceleration.

Second, flooding the zone is one communicative strategy that can focus public attention
in a networked media environment. Despite the centrifugal tendencies of public discourse in
internet-enabled fora, there are, as Yochai Benkler (2006) notes, “mechanisms and practices
that generate a common set of themes, concerns, and public knowledge around which a
public sphere can emerge” (p. 256). Flooding the zone is an example of such a practice that
provides a centripetal counterweight to the fragmentary tendencies of digital deliberation. In
some cases, bloggers’ generation and development of public argument is so compelling that
they migrate from the enclaves where they are incubated to more general media. This
process would seem to meet the criteria that Sunstein and Habermas defend concerning the
necessity of broader, mass-mediated circulation of public argument.
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Digital technology has made more feasible many-to-many public deliberation, a shift in
communication patterns that supplements the few-to-few model of oral societies and the
one-to-many model of broadcast societies. Scholars of digital media, as well as theorists and
practitioners of argument and deliberation, must begin to account for this many-to-many
model of communication. As this case study has shown, the internetworked space of
appearance in the Lott case allowed deliberators to focus attention and generate communi-
cative power that ultimately dislodged Trent Lott from his perch at the top of the Senate.
This early episode of blog-borne public argument funneled inventive, spontaneous commu-
nication from the periphery to more general interest media. But, as blogs have become more
institutionalized, theorists and critics of digital media must ask whether or not some of the
political economy problems of the broadcast media are being imported into new media
forms. Is a gradual narrowing of viewpoint diversity inevitable in any media form, or, does
the more intensely networked public sphere have tools to better prevent the slow hardening
and monetization of pathways of influence? That question is a crucial one in working out the
complex connections between digital media and democratic legitimation in networked
societies. Scholars of public argument can play a fruitful role in answering this question
through a more sustained investigation of the networked argumentation practices native to
digital media.
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