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1.  DailyKos 

2.  BoingBoing 

3.  LiveJournal 

4.  Michelle Malkin and 
friends (blue = 
reciprocal links) 

5.  Porn 

6.  Sports 
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Why is it interesting? 

•  People are interested 
•  The technology is interesting 

– democracy is an information technology 
–  it’s not obvious how it works 
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The Sicilian Expedition was an Athenian expedition 
to Sicily from 415 BC to 413 BC, during the 
Peloponnesian War. The expedition was hampered 
from the outset by uncertainty in its purpose and 
command structure—political maneuvering in Athens 
swelled a lightweight force of twenty ships into a 
massive armada... Syracuse, the most powerful state 
on Sicily, responded exceptionally slowly … a Spartan 
general, Gylippus, galvanized its inhabitants into 
action.  

- Wikipedia 

...  the Athenians were eventually forced to attempt a desperate overland escape from 
the city they had hoped to conquer… nearly the entire expedition surrendered or was 
destroyed in the Sicilian interior. 
 
The impact of the defeat on Athens was immense. Two hundred ships and thousands of 
soldiers—an appreciable fraction of the city's total manpower—were lost in a single 
stroke. Athens' enemies on the mainland and in Persia were encouraged to take action, 
and rebellions broke out in the Aegean. The defeat proved to be the crucial turning point 
in the Peloponnesian War, though Athens struggled on for another decade. Thucydides 
observed that contemporary Greeks were shocked not that Athens eventually fell after 
the defeat, but rather that it fought on for as long as it did, so devastating were the 
losses suffered. 
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Q16. Please select what you think is the best 
description of the relationship between the Iraqi 

government under Saddam Hussein and the terrorist 
group al-Qaeda.  
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More to talk about 

•  christokanis and fowler “connected” 
chapter 

•  democratic dilemma 
•  weld google search article 



Why do people talk about 
politics? 

•  To entertain 
•  To inform and persuade 

•  Technology of representative democracy: 
– Delegation: principle-agent problem 
– Crowdsourced choice: … 

•  are voters informed and motivated enough? 



Persuasion: The basics 
•  Can representative democracy work? 
•  Can citizens learn what they need to 

know? 
– Surveys suggest many voters don’t know 

much about issues, candidates, … 
– Studies of mock elections suggest people 

don’t always behave rationally: 
• e.g., negative information about a favored 

candidate can improve a voter’s view of 
him/her 



The basics 
•  Can representative democracy work? 
•  Can citizens learn what they need to know 

to make necessary choices? 
– Surveys suggest many voters don’t know 

much about issues, candidates, … 
– Studies of mock elections suggest people 

don’t always behave rationally: 
•  “emotional” reactions come first, then 
“reasoned” reactions 



Background - political decision 
making 

How do people make decisions 
when there’s too much information 
to absorb? 
 
What heuristics are used to 
respond to information overload? 
 
When is decision-making rational 
and when is it emotional? 
 
è Political psychology, and “hot 
cognition” or “motivated reasoning” 
 



One tool - human studies in the 
lab 



One tool - human studies in the 
lab 

The Affective Tipping Point: Do Motivated Reasoners Ever 
“Get It”? Political Psychology, Vol. 31, No. 4, 2010  



One tool - human studies 
Why? one proximate cause… 



Another tool - formal models 

•  Pundit Jim learns something 
(Cjk) about candidate Kay 

•  He could tell Irene directly…. 
•  …or spin Cjk as Bjk   
•  …based on his beliefs about 

Irene’s probably reaction 
•  …to maximize his own (Jim’s) 

utility Uj 

•  If Irene has worked this all out 
how does she react to Bjk ? 

Rational-actor explanation of 
tipping point behavior 
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The basics 
•  Can representative democracy work? 
•  Can citizens learn what they need to 

know? 
– Can citizens competently how to vote based 

on limited time and data? 
– Maybe simple information (party affiliation, 

endorsements) is enough 
– How can you trust endorsements? 



Endorsements as Game Theory 



Endorsements as Game Theory 



Implications 

This suggests political speech is: 
– partisan: you listen to people with perceived 

common interests 
– driven by recent news (private knowledge) 
–  repetitive and emotional 

• more likely to diffuse/go viral 



How do people talk about 
politics? 



Example: Analysis of News Media 



X Y 

? 



X Y 



News Views 



Example: Analysis of News Media 

•  Key ideas: 
– meme definition: 

•  biological ecosystem:info space::gene:meme 

–  identify current “memes” 
•  clusters of quoted strings appearing in the news 

– visualize popularity, spread etc of “memes” 
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Example: Analysis of News Media 

•  identify current “memes” 
– quoted strings appearing in the news 
– minimum frequency and length 
– minimum “diversity” (can’t have >25% from 

one domain) 
– pàq if 

•   |p|<|q| and  
•  10-word overlap or very small edit distance 

between p,q 
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Example: Analysis of News Media 

•  look for 
“roots” (no 
outlinks) 

•  want one 
“root” per 
cluster 

•  greedily select 
subset of 
edges to form 
components 



Example: Analysis of News Media 

1.6M sites, 20k “news” generates 30% of the documents 





Example: Analysis of News Media 

•  Key ideas: 
– meme definition: 

•  biological ecosystem:info space::gene:meme 

–  identify current “memes” 
•  clusters of quoted strings appearing in the news 

– visualize popularity, spread etc of “memes” 
•  is there a “news cycle” and can you measure it? 
•  do memes appear in news or blogs first? 
•  how quickly do they spread? 



How do politicians talk to 
people? 



Example: Analysis of Politicians 

ICWSM 2011 



Example: Analysis of Politicians 

•  Collected Tweets from 687 candidates 
– 339 Democrats, 348 Republicans (R’s 

include 95 “Tea Party” candidates) 
– All running for national congress or governor 
– Collected manually 
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– 339 Democrats, 348 Republicans (R’s 

include 95 “Tea Party” candidates) 
– All running for national congress or governor 
– Collected manually 



Example: Analysis of Politicians 

•  When do they tweet? 



Example: Analysis of Politicians 

•      Who do they follow? 



Example: Analysis of Politicians 

•  What do they say? 
•  Built a language model for each candidate 

–  tweets 
–  text of URLs included in tweets 
–  text of home pages 

•  “They all sound the same” 
– Looked at symmetric variant of KL-divergence 

between pairs w/in the same party 
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Example: Analysis of Politicians 

•  Who will win? 
–  features: 

•  party (of candidate) 
•  same-party (as held seat before); incumbent 
•  in-degree (#followers); closeness (centrality);  

PageRank, HITS authority, … 
•  KL-party: linguistic similarity between candidate 

LM and his party’s LM 
•  KL-corpus: same for whole corpus 
•  Number of tweets, hashtags, … 
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Example: Analysis of Politicians 



 “An interesting finding is that KL-corpus is significantly 
more predictive than KL-party. The negative coefficient 
of these variables suggests that the more similar  the 
LM of a user to the LM of the party/corpus, the more 
likely she is to be elected. We interpret this as meaning 
that focusing on centrist issues correlates more highly 
with winning than merely conforming to the agenda of 
one’s own party (though both matter).” 



Example: Analysis of Politicians 



How do people talk about 
politicians? 



•  https://election.twitter.com/ 











What else can be learned? 

•  Can we find out what people are 
interested in? 

•  Can we find out what they plan to do? 







Other examples 

•  “how to vote”, “where to vote” 
•  “Paul Ryan shirtless” vs “Paul Ryan budget” 
•  “Obama jokes” w/in state – predicts vote share in 2008 
•  “McCain life expectancy” peaks after Sarah Palin VP 
pick 


