Partisan News Site Comment Data

Overview

These data are from public reactions to the shooting death of unarmed teenager Trayvon Martin in spring 2012, a topic chosen because of the exceptionally large volume of online commentary it generated on partisan news websites.

The shooting of Trayvon Martin by George Zimmerman took place on the night of February 26, 2012, in Sanford, Florida. Martin was an unarmed 17-year-old African American, Zimmerman a 28-year-old multi- racial Hispanic American. Zimmerman was the appointed neighborhood watch coordinator for the gated community where Martin was temporarily staying and where the shooting took place. While in his vehicle on a perso- nal errand, Zimmerman noticed Martin walking inside the community, and called the Sanford Police Department to report Martin’s behavior as suspi- cious. While still on the phone with the police dispatcher, Zimmerman left his vehicle. There was a violent encounter between the two men that ended with Zimmerman fatally shooting Martin once in the chest at close range. Zimmerman was detained by police and questioned for approximately five hours, then released without being charged. The circumstances of Trayvon Martin’s death and the initial decision not to charge Zimmerman received national and international attention. Allegations of racist motivation for both the shooting and police conduct, along with intense media reporting, contributed to public demands for Protests were staged around the U.S. prior to Zimmerman’s April 11 indictment on murder charges. Over 2.2 million signatures were collected on a Change.org petition, created by Martin’s mother, calling for Zimmerman’s arrest. Since Martin was killed while wearing a hooded sweatshirt, hoodies were used as a sign of protest, and many cities staged “million hoodie marches” or “hundred hoodie marches.” Walkouts were staged by students at over a dozen Florida high schools, and thousands of people attended rallies around the country to demand Zimmerman’s arrest. A number of public figures made comments or released statements calling for a full investigation. In October 2012, Judge Debra S. Nelson set Zimmerman’s trial date for June 10, 2013. In the trial Zimmerman was 

The data include two samples of public reactions to the Trayvon Martin controversy: reader comments from the archives of the news site The Daily Caller, a conservative site, and from the Huffington Post, a larger and somewhat more technically sophisticated site. These were the largest partisan news sites that covered the Trayvon Martin shooting and its aftermath that also archived their users’ comments. Both sites’ archives were accessible without registration.

Trolling occurred on both sites, with liberal readers baiting readers of the conservative site and vice versa. Despite the prevalence of trolling, most commenters on the Daily Caller expressed politically conservative views, while most Huffington Post commenters expressed liberal views.

Text data from the Daily Caller and Huffington Post were scraped with Helium Scraper, a commercial software package similar to Outwit Hub, Mozenda, and Visual Web Ripper.

Data Structure

The data include two documents, one for conservative website comments from the Daily Caller and the other for liberal website comments from the Huffington Post. Comments are organized as paragraphs, with some including only one sentence and others several hundred words. The files do not include data on comment dates or commenters’ usernames.

Publications

2015. Ignatow, G., Zougris, K., and N. Evangelopoulos. “Sentiment Analysis of Polarizing Topics: Partisan News Site Readers' Comments on the Trayvon Martin Controversy.” Emerald Studies in Media and Communications 11: 261-285.

