
Extracting Something from 

ñPointless Petitionsò



Date: Thu, 29 Jan 1998 

Sender: "Invention list, Florida Media Arts Center" 

Subject: Re: NEA Funding 

(This petition is being passed around the internet. Please add your name é so 
that funding can be maintained for the NEA, NPR & PBS. Keep this petition 
rolling. Please sign and forward to others to sign. é)   This is being forwarded 
to several people at once é. It won't matter if many people receive the same 
list as the names are being managed. This is for anyone who thinks NPR/PBS 
is a worthwhile expenditure of $1.12/year of their taxesé. If you sign, please 
forward on to others (not back to me). If not, please don't kill it. é This list will 
be forwarded to the President of the United States, the Vice President of the 
United States, and Representative Newt Gingrich, é. If you happen to be the 
150th, 200th, 250th, etc. signer é 

416. Arlene Hamilton, Everett, WA  

417. Irina Rudakova, University of Washington, Seattle, WA  

418. Persephone Miel, Internews, Moscow, Russia  

419. Michael J. Mead, New York, NY  

420. Spiro C. Lampros, New York University, New York, NY  

421. Kelly Sheehan, Brooklyn, NY  

422. Henry Kimsey-House, Sebastopol, CA



Background

ÅEager activist starts email cascade

ÅMost common petitions

ïAmerican airlines, Afhan Women, Hate 

Crimes, Death Penalty, Ashcroft, PBS/NEA

ÅTime Period

ïMid 1990s ï2002

ïUrban Myth backlash c.1998 and WWW 

petitions c. 1999



Inefficiency as Petition



Unique Signatures  after 100* Forwardings

# 

friends
Signatures

Unique 

signatures
Per cent unique

2 6.33825x1031 1.2677x1030 2%

3 1.71793x1049 2.5769x1047 2%

6 1.08886x1079 1.3066x1077 1%

10 1.00000x10101 1.111x1099 1%

20 6.33825x10130 6.672x10128 1%

50 1.57772E+170 1.61E+168 1%

* I think it was 100é





Petition as Trace Through 

Petition Cascade

Petition Originator

Petition
1 aakdkfa
2 adafdf
3 adfadsfa
4 afdafie
5 klafdd
6 kdafaf

0

1

2



Data Processing
1) Joe Schmo

2) Ruth Jones

3) Bill Paxton

4) hillary Hop

5) Pete Moss

1) Joe Schmo

2) Ruth Jones

3) Bill Paxton

4) hillary Hop

5) Pete Moss

1) Joe Schmo

2) Ruth Jones

3) Bill Paxton

4) hillary Hop

5) Pete Moss

1) Joe Schmo

2) Ruth Jones

3) Bill Paxton

4) hillary Hop

5) Pete Moss

1) Joe Schmo

2) Ruth Jones

3) Bill Paxton

4) hillary Hop

5) Pete Moss

SEQID SIG_SEQ Lname City State Petition_ID Date From_SEQID

1 1 Liberman Sylva NC 0001_Liberman-00067_Eaton 27-Jun-99 0
2 2 Harrison Sylva NC 0001_Liberman-00067_Eaton 27-Jun-99 1
3 3 Beckmann Ithaca NY 0001_Liberman-00067_Eaton 27-Jun-99 2
4 4 Wertheim Mt Vernon NY 0001_Liberman-00067_Eaton 27-Jun-99 3
6 6 Wertheim San Francisco CA 0001_Liberman-00067_Eaton 27-Jun-99 4
8 8 Semi Walnut Creek CA 0001_Liberman-00067_Eaton 27-Jun-99 6
9 9 Forness Pleasant Hill CA 0001_Liberman-00067_Eaton 27-Jun-99 8
10 10 Rubenstein Syracuse NY 0001_Liberman-00067_Eaton 27-Jun-99 9
11 11 Connell Madison WI 0001_Liberman-00067_Eaton 27-Jun-99 10
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To State
AK AL AZ CA CO CT DC DE FC FL GA

AK 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
AL 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
AZ 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
CA 0 1 0 110 0 0 0 1 0 1 1
CO 0 0 0 3 7 0 0 0 0 0 0
CT 0 0 0 0 0 3 0 0 0 0 1
DC 0 0 0 2 0 0 7 0 0 1 0
DE 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
FC 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0
FL 0 0 0 2 0 0 1 0 0 5 0
GA 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 2
HI 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
IA 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
IL 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 1 0
IN 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
KS 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
KY 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
LA 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
MA 0 0 0 1 0 2 1 0 1 1 0
MD 0 0 0 1 1 0 1 0 0 1 0
ME 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

F
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MI 0 0 0 2 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
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the tree

Extract data



Schematic of Reconstructed Petition Spray
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Tree Analyzer I
UR

Alpha - PA

Bravo - PA

Charlie - NJ Delta - NJ

Epsilon - NY Fig - CA

Gamma - CA

Hadfield - CA

Iota - CA

Stop

Stop

Input Data
0*UR*UR*1*Alpha*PA

1*Alpha*PA*2*Bravo*PA

2*Bravo*PA*3*Charlie*NJ

2*Bravo*PA*4*Delta*NJ

3*Charlie*NJ*5*Epsilon*NY

4*Delta*NJ*6*Fig*CA

5*Epsilon*NY**99*99

6*Fig*CA*7*Gamma*CA

7*Gamma*CA*8*Hadfield*CA

8*Hadfield*CA*9*Iota*CA

9*Iota*CA*END*99*99

State Tallies
CA 4

NJ 2

NY 1

PA 2

UR 1

Dyad Tallies
CA*CA 3

NJ*CA 1

NJ*NY 1

PA*NJ 2

PA*PA 1

Triad Tallies
CA*CA*CA 2

NJ*CA*CA 1

PA*NJ*CA 1

PA*NJ*NY 1

PA*PA*NJ 2

Path Tallies
FromTo Len # APL

CA*CA 1 3 0.33

NJ*CA 10 4 2.5

NJ*NY 1 1 1

PA*CA 14 4 3.5

PA*NJ 1 2 0.5

PA*NY 2 1 2

PA*PA 1 1 1



Worldwide Paths Followed by an American 

Airlines Petition from 1998



American Airlines Petition Trace (part)











The English Net
(schematic spatial distance)
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Interstate ñDistanceò Using Ashcroft Petitions



Email vs. WWW Petitions I



Email vs. WWW Petitions II

Petition Signatures vs. OpposeAshcroft.Com Count

y = 246.33x + 1878.7

R2 = 0.909
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Top 23 Ashcroft Weak Tie Dyads
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Top 18 PBS/NEA Weak Tie Dyads
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Questions

ÅWhat kind of a sample?  What kind of problems?

ÅCan we learn anything from analysis of petition speed? 
Size of fragments?  

Å Intra-geography vs. inter-geography spells

ÅHow to interpret from-to frequencies?

ÅHow to interpret from-To-To frequencies?

ÅHow do forwarding patterns deviate from online 
population predictions? Populations?  Etc.?

ÅLanguage as structuring global village

ÅGlocalization: how are RW ties mapping onto V ties?

ÅMeasure of netôs effect on ñpulling in the provincesò?



The Back Lash: Urban Myth News Flashes



Who are these people?

Letters to the Editor

Jan 12, 2000 / vol 6 iss 22 

A simple step toward cleaner air

I enjoyed your article on air pollution [Dec. 15], and I am 
concerned about the problem. You did not mention the 
Clean Air Conservancy (http://cleanairconservancy.org/) as 
a way for people to do something about the problem. I gave 
many of their certificates as Christmas gifts, and as a fringe 
benefit, it is tax-deductible. Thanks.

- David Liberman 
Sylva



Typical Petition Raw Data

Å this to everyone you know, and help us to keep these programs alive.

Å

Å Thank you.

Å --------------------------------------------------------

Å NOTE: It is preferable that you SELECT the entirety of this letter

Å and then COPY it into a new outgoing message rather than simply

Å forwarding it.

Å --------------------------------------------------------

Å 416) Arlene Hamilton, Everett, WA

Å 417) Irina Rudakova, University of Washington, Seattle, WA

Å 418) Persephone Miel, Internews, Moscow, Russia

Å 419) Michael J. Mead, New York, NY

Å 420) Spiro C. Lampros, New York University, New York, NY

Å 421) Kelly Sheehan, Brooklyn, NY

Å 422) Henry Kimsey-House, Sebastopol, CA

Å 423) Cynthia Loy Darst, Los Angeles, CA





Three+



Five+



Two+ Links




