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ABSTRACT

A mashup is a web application that combines data from
more than one source into an integrated experience. A po-
litical mashup as we envisage it brings together political in-
formation produced by political parties (their promises and
actions: election manifestos, party websites, parliamentary
proceedings) and information on the reception of political
promises and actions (news as well as user generated con-
tent from blogs, discussion fora and reactions to online news-
stories). Such a political mashup will enable novel histori-
cal research, creates challenging opportunities for computa-
tional linguists, and offers valuable and innovative testing-
grounds for information retrieval researchers.

We aim to collect, standardize in digital format, and inte-
grate the four types of political data listed above. Integra-
tion of these data sources consists of creating connections
between them along three natural dimensions:

temporal happening in the same period, being about the
same event;

political actors involving the same parties and/or mem-
bers of parties and/or other politically influential ac-
tors;

political issue being about the same political issue.

The elements in these dimensions link the data items to each
other. The main challenge is to detect and normalize these
elements in the textual data that we have. For this task we
will use existing event- and news-story clustering, as well
as named entity recognition and normalization techniques.
The innovative and challenging aspect of our task is the type
of data we use: rough and dirty user-generated content on
the one hand and camouflaged content created by politicians
on the other.

Categories and Subject Descriptors

H.4.3 [Information Systems]: Information Systems Ap-
plications
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We describe our vision of a very specific set of highly linked
data, on whose realization we have recently begun working,
a political mashup that is aimed at organizing a broad range
of political information in semantically meaningful ways.

Introduction.

Diachronic comparative research of election manifestos is
an established research tradition which has created an ex-
tensive digital collection |3} [§8]. Election manifestos have
traditionally been seen as a key source of information on
the standpoints of parties on political issues [9], however,
the growth of the web has reduced their importance for this
purpose: party websites, weblogs, discussion fora, appear-
ance in parliament and in the press have increasingly gained
importance [12|. Large-scale comparative research into po-
litical issues using a combination of these data sources is at
present very difficult because there is no single entry point
in which these sources are integrated. An entry point con-
taining this data would integrate the promises of parties,
their actions and how these are conceived by the press and
the general public.

Our envisioned search and discovery infrastructure will
thus facilitate large scale comparative research on this broad
range of politically relevant data. Examples of queries the
system will be able to answer are: “What are the promises
made by the parties on immigration issues in 2006?”, “How
did they vote in the years preceding 2006 on this issue?”,
“Which party first put this issue on the political agenda;
in their own material (website, manifesto), and in Parlia-
ment?”, “How did the press and public react when Minister
Rita Verdonk refused to sign the General Amnesty law?”.

Linked data.

We want to create a true mashup in which users do not
even experience that they are switching between sources.
The different pieces of textual information are linked by
semantically meaningful items like events, political issues,
persons, and parties. The main challenge is to detect and
normalize these items in the textual data that we have. For
this task we will use existing event- and news-story clus-
tering methods [1], as well as named entity recognition and
normalization techniques |11} |5].

An obvious choice for the normalized forms are Wikipedia
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|2] and they have proven to be effective anchors for named
entity normalization [4]. The innovative and challenging
aspect of our task is the type of data we use: rough and dirty



user-generated content on the one hand and camouflaged
content created by politicians on the other.

Use case: Historical sciences.

The integrated dataset which we intend to create could
cause a major breakthrough in comparative diachronic re-
search: the digital interlinked corpus that we plan to create
can facilitate research which was virtually impossible before.
The internet as a whole has gained great importance in elec-
tion campaigns [12] and can be very well studied with our
planned infrastructure and its integrated corpus. Here’s an
example research topic:

The programmatic impact of new parties on established
parties. The rise of new parties is strongly linked to the
theme of the contestedness of modern democracies [6].
New parties can only be successful when enough voters
are dissatisfied with the functioning of a democracy
and with the role that established parties are playing
in it [10]. As a consequence, many new parties try
to change the way democracy functions. In addition,
the study of new parties can clarify how established
parties cope with change and how they react to new
challengers. By studying the programmatic reactions
of established parties to new parties we can explain
which choices are offered to voters and to what extent
these new issues prevail.

Other envisaged scientific users beside historians are politi-
cal scientists, corpus linguists and social scientists doing con-
tent analysis. Potential non-academic professional users are
media-analysts, journalists, spin doctors and speech writers.

But there’s one more group of users of political mashups
that we should mention. For the 2006 Dutch parliamentary
election we created a mashup (the verkiezingskijker, or “elec-
tion watcher”) for the general public in which we integrated
manifestos, news and blogs [7], which was very well received
and attracted over 125,000 visitors in a three week periodEl

Description of the data.

The envisaged political mashup system will provide access
to, and links between, the following data available:

1) election manifestos, and party websites;

2) parliamentary proceedings

3) daily news from news feed, national newspapers and

web-news-sites;
4) user-generated content: weblogs, discussion-fora posts,

and online reactions to news-articles.
The free availability of this data is of course crucial for the

project. We have investigated this for the European situa-
tion and obtaining the data looks feasible:

1. Through the Comparative Manifesto Project |3} |8] party
manifestos of over 25 European countries for almost all
elections held in those countries in at least the past 25
years are digitally available and extensively manually
annotated. Party websites can be crawled [12].

'As an example http://verkiezingskijker.nl/2006/
search.php?topic=94 presents paragraphs from the manis-
festos of all parties about the political theme “Luchthavens”
(airports). Note that this keyword does not appear in most
results. The paragraphs of the different manisfestos are
linked on the semantic item of airports (introducing uncer-
tainty as can be seen in the data).

2. Proceedings of the European Parliament are available
online. The Dutch parliamentary proceedings are avail-
able on microfilm starting in 1814 and are currently
being digitized. As of 2005 they are available in XML
format.

3. News from all EC countries is gathered by the Euro-

pean Media Monitor http://press.jrc.it/NewsExplorer.

Historical data can be obtained from Lexis Nexis.

4. For Dutch, we have been collecting comments on news
articles since November 2006. Due to the uniform
structure of sites robust wrappers are easy to build.
Even easier, comment data is increasingly made avail-
able through RSS.

Conclusion.

The political mashup is a challenging but technically fea-
sible case of textual data interlinked by semantically rich
concepts. From our experience in creating a website link-
ing manifestos, news-stories and blogs on election topics [7]
we have learned that 1. users find the links between data
very important; 2. creating the links requires serious effort;
and 3. a mashup of the kind we foresee does not scale with-
out a well-designed data-structure for the links. The Linked
Data philosophy seems well suited for the described political
mashup project and we look forward to discussing just how
well it fits at the workshop.
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