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The political blogosphere and the 2004 election:
Divided they blog



Talk outline

Why blogs are convenient & interesting to study

Information flow through blogs

Political blogs and the 2004 election



Blogs (web
logs) contain
online stamped
entries

date and time
stamps

list of read blogs

URL that
is being
commented
on

via link



Blogs: structure and transmission
E. Adar, L.  Zhang, L. Adamic, & R. Lukose, 2004

• Blog use:
– Record real-world and virtual experiences
– Note and discuss things “seen” on the net

• Blog structure: blog-to-blog linking

• Use + Structure
– Great to track “memes” (catchy ideas)

• Patterns of information flow
– How does the popularity of a topic evolve over time?
– Who is getting information from whom?



Intelliseek’s BlogPulse

Service for tracking trends in the blogosphere:
popular URLs, phrases, people



Different kinds of information have different
popularity profiles

Products, etc.Major-news 
site (editorial 
content) –
back of the 
paper
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Micro example: Giant Microbes



Giant Microbes epidemic visualization

via link explicit link inferred link blog



How do memes evolve?

02:00 AM Friday Mar. 05, 2004 PST Wired publishes:
"Warning: Blogs Can Be Infectious.”

7:25 AM Friday Mar. 05, 2004 PST Slashdot posts:
"Bloggers' Plagiarism Scientifically Proven" 

9:55 AM Friday Mar. 05, 2004 PST Metafilter announces 
"A good amount of bloggers are outright thieves."

Before lunch: Eytan writes 
FAQ: Do bloggers kill kittens?

After lunch: Several bloggers title posts ‘Bloggers kill kittens!’



What can we learn from observing political blogs?



political positions in US politics

fiscally conservativefiscally liberal

socially conservative

socially liberal

right conservative

libertarian

populist

left liberal
John Kerry

George Bush

voting mechanics favor a two-party system: democrats & republicans



Political blogs gaining in importance

• Pew Internet & American Life Project Report, January 2005, 
reports:
– 63 million U.S. citizens use the Internet to stay informed about politics 

(mid-2004, Pew Internet Study)
– 9% of Internet users read political blogs preceding the 2004 U.S. 

Presidential Election

• 2004 Presidential Campaign Firsts
– Candidate blogs: e.g. Dean’s blogforamerica.com
– Successful grassroots campaign conducted via websites & blogs
– Bloggers credentialed as journalists & invited to nominating conventions



Related research on political blogs

• 10 most popular political blogs account for half the blogs read 
by surveyed journalists (Drezner and Farrell 2004)

• The most popular blogs also receive the majority of citation 
links (Shirky 2003).

• Citation link structure reveals topical subcommunities: 
Catholicism, homeschooling, A-list bloggers (Herring et. al. 
2005)

• Comparison of network neighborhoods of Atrios and 
Instapundit: no overlap in linking behavior (Welsch 2005)

• Research question: Are we witnessing a cyberbalkanization of 
the Internet?



• Collected self-identified liberal and conservative blogs from online directories 
(eTalkingHead, BlogCatalog, CampaignLine, Blogorama)

• Crawled home page of each blog in February 2005: found 30 more well-cited 
political blogs (manually categorized)
– biases toward sidebar/blogroll links

• Did not include libertarian, independent or moderate blogs 
(fewer in number and lesser in popularity)

• Identified: 676 liberal and 659 conservative blogs

Calling all political blogs



The larger political blogosphere

Results
– 91% of links point to blog of same persuasion 
– Conservative blogs show greater tendency to link

• 82% of conservative blogs linked to at least once; 84% link to at least one 
other blog

• 67% of liberal blogs are linked to at least once; 74% link to at least one other 
blog

– Average # of links per blog is similar: 13.6 for liberal; 15.1 for 
conservative

– Higher proportion of liberal blogs that are not linked to at all



Indegree distributions for political blogs



Different rankings produce similar A-lists



Top 20 liberal blogs



Top 20 conservative blogs



• Harvested posts for top 20 lists from BlogPulse
– BlogPulse stores individual posts: date, permalink, and content
– Date range: late August 2004 –> mid-November 2004
– Collected: 12,470 liberal posts; 10,414 conservative posts

• Identifying citation links (weblog post -> blog OR post)
– For each post, extract all links (hrefs)
– Exclude self-links
– Blogroll/sidebar links not included
– 1511 L-L citations; 2110 R-R citations; 247 L-R; 312 R-L

• Result: Conservatives had 16% fewer posts but cited each 
other 40% more often

Methodology for detailed study of A-list blogs
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2  JamesWalcott
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4  blog.johnkerry.com
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6 America Blog
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8 Daily Kos
9 American Prospect
10 Eschaton
11 Wonkette
12 Talk Left
13 Politi cal Wire
14 Talking Points Memo
15 Matthew Yglesia s
16 Washington Monthl y
17 MyDD
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19 Left Coaster
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(A) A) all citations between A-list 
blogs in 2 months preceding 
the 2004 election

B) citations between A-list 
blogs with at least 5 
citations in both directions

C) edges further limited to 
those exceeding 25 
combined citations

Citations between blogs 
in their posts
(Aug 29th – Nov 15th, 2004)

only 15% of the 
citations bridge 
communities
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Notable examples of blogs breaking a story 

1. Swiftvets.com anti-Kerry video
– Bloggers linked to this in late July, keeping accusations alive
– Kerry responded in late August, bringing mainstream media coverage

2. CBS memos alleging preferential treatment of Pres. Bush 
during the Vietnam War
– Powerline broke the story on Sep. 9th, launching flurry of discussion
– Dan Rather apologized later in the month

3. “Was Bush Wired?”
– Salon.com asked the question first on Oct. 8th, echoed by Wonkette & 

PoliticalWire.com
– MSM follows-up the next day



Discussion of “forged documents”

Liberals and conservatives differ in the  topics they discuss
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Political blogs as echo chambers

Pairwise comparison of URLs and phrases posted by each blog

vA = wU1 wU2 … wUN

tf*idf weight~ (number of times blog mentions URL)*
log[(total number of blogs monitored by blogpulse)/(number of those blogs citing the URL)]

Similarity of two blogs is given by the cosine of their vectors

cos(A,B) = vA.vB/(||vA||*||vB||)

Similarity in URLs between blogs of the same persuasion was higher 
(0.08 for liberal blogs and 0.09 for conservative ones), 
than between mixed pairs (0.03)

Same trend for phrases. 
We can even invert the analysis, and see what phrases are similar…



Network of phrases found on the same blogs



Political figures being discussed 

59% of the mentions of Kerry are by right leaning blogs
53% of the mentions of Bush are by left leaning blogs



Mainstream media 
cited about once every other post from the A-list bloggers 

(6,762 times from the left, 6,364 from the right)



Mainstream media bias
(links from 1,400 blog set)



Insights from the political blogosphere

Liberal and conservative blogs are balanced in numbers and tend
to link primarily to their own communities

Conservative blogs are more likely to include links to other blogs
on their pages, and their A-list blogs reference one another more frequently

Liberal and conservative blogs tend to discuss different things, but one
is not more ‘coherent’ than the other

Different news sources are favored by differently leaning blogs

Easier to criticize opponents than support one’s own position



Trying to bridge the divide
Opposition to the bankruptcy bill (March 2005) 

conservative blog post

liberal blog post

uncategorized blog post

news article

government website

link between posts/pages

posts/pages belonging to
same blog/site

but, bill was passed nevertheless: Senate 74 - 25 , House 302 - 126



To find out more:
(papers, slides, other research in the group)

Information dynamics group (IDL) at HP Labs:
http://www.hpl.hp.com/research/idl

List of publications
http://www.hpl.hp.com/personal/Lada_Adamic/research.html




