
Building Meaning
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Front page of a PDF of the daily proceedings of Dáil 
Éireann.

The Official Report of the Houses of the Oireachtas is a 

continuously updated corpus comprising a written record of 

debates occurring in Dáil Éireann, Seanad Éireann and various 

committees or parliamentary bodies. It is made available primarily through 

the Debates Office website (https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/find/)1 

and the text of the debates is usually uploaded within several hours of the 

debate happening and after the report has gone through a multistage 

editorial process. 

The Official Report has a corpus dating back to the First Dáil more than a 

century ago and large amounts of debate are added with every sitting day 

of the Houses. It is intended to explore processes whereby the act of 

extracting meaning from Dáil debates, both current and historical, could 

be facilitated by using digital tools and alternative ways of reading the text 

of the Official Report and, if possible, relating these readings to other 

forms of political discourse.

What Do I Want?

I N T R O D U C T I O N

https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/find/


H O W  D O  I  G E T  T H E  D ATA ?

Once they have gone 

through the editorial 

process, debates in 

the Official Report are published 

to the web as XML, with the 

structured data also made 

available on the Oireachtas open 

data API (https://

data.oireachtas.ie)2, along with 

other structured data in the 

Oireachtas, including those 

relating to Members, 

constituencies, votes, etc., for retrieval and reuse outside of 

the Oireachtas website.  

The simplest way to retrieve the text of a debate is to 

perform a search of the Debates Office website and this 

may be useful if dealing with a relatively small portion of 

debate. Searches can be filtered by House and date, with 

an option to filter by written or oral parliamentary question 

or refine by keywords. Once a search is complete, a PDF of 

the entire day’s debate can usually be downloaded in 

tandem with viewing the returned results as web pages.

Detail of search page on the Debates Office section of the Houses of the Oireachtas website.

Getting It.

https://data.oireachtas.ie
https://data.oireachtas.ie


H O W  D O  I  G E T  T H E  D ATA ?

Advanced search queries are difficult or 

impossible using the Debates Office website, 

however, and it may also be difficult to work with 

returned data in the form of either URL or PDF. 

At least one alternative to the Houses of the Oireachtas 

website exists in https://www.kildarestreet.com3, which 

uses TheyWorkForYou.com4 

source code and the 

structured data from the 

Oireachtas open data API to 

create a repository of 

parliamentary debates. 

Boolean searches can be 

performed but this does not 

appear to be a complete 

record of all parliamentary 

debates. The source code of 

the site is made available by 

the developer, however, along with the original code from 

MySociety.org, so although the website is dependent on 

the developer, it may be possible to customise elements for 

use. The problem of capturing data for anything outside 

passive use remains, however. 

kildarestreet.com brings advantages … and disadvantages.

https://www.kildarestreet.com
http://TheyWorkForYou.com
http://kildarestreet.com


H O W  D O  I  G E T  T H E  D ATA ?

The Oireachtas 

open data API is a 

fulfilment of the 

EU Open Data Directive 

that encourages the 

making available of public 

sector information for 

reuse. REST queries may be 

made via Elasticsearch5 to 

return datasets within 

specific parameters, with 

the structured data 

returned as JSON datasets, 

providing much more 

flexibility than website resources outlined above, although 

some familiarity with javascript may be required in order to 

work comfortably with JSON files. Details of uniform 

resource indicators, URIs, also allow the possibility of 

further customisation or refining of data searches. The 

more technical approach to search and data retrieval 

leaves the possibility to yield far more versatile datasets. 

Detail of Houses of the Oireachtas open data API, including the integrated Swagger UI.

https://www.elastic.co/


H O W  D O  I  G E T  T H E  D ATA ?

Accessing the Houses of the Oireachtas REST API can 

be done in several ways. Command line scripts can 

be achieved using cURL and this is at once the most 

powerful and customisable search strategy for returning JSONs 

with very specific data. Such a method is unforgiving, however, 

and a good knowledge of the method is required to return 

datasets without error. 

The Oireachtas open data portal has a bundled interface 

description language interface for making REST queries in 

Swagger/OpenAPI6. This has the effect of combining the ability 

to make intricate search queries within a reasonably intuitive 

GUI that does not require the exactness of cURL, with a JSON 

returned within the interface that can be copied to file. This 

interface has many, although not all, the advantages of the 

command line method but constraints arise because of limited 

customisation opportunities.

Accessing the Oireachtas API through the command line with cURL.

https://swagger.io/


H O W  D O  I  G E T  T H E  D ATA ?

An 

application such as 

Postman7 may 

provide some 

additional 

advantages, 

providing a GUI 

interface but more 

powerful 

functionality than the 

built-in Swagger 

interface on the 

Oireachtas open data portal. It also has the advantage of being well-known and popular, meaning support should be readily 

available if necessary, and being stand-alone should lend itself to designing custom workflows where necessary rather than 

relying on the interface on the Oireachtas website, with a trade-off of being slightly less user-friendly. 

Increased functionality (without the command line expertise) with a dedicated API application like Postman.

https://www.postman.com/


H O W  D O  I  G E T  T H E  D ATA ?

Another option may be proprietary data visualisation software, such as Tableau Desktop8, which has the ability to 

plug directly into the Oireachtas API to make REST queries with third-party web connector software. This has the 

potential to greatly simplify data queries, albeit at the expense of using proprietary software where outputs might 

not be easily used or shared outside the software’s ecosystem. It is not completely closed, as there is a free version and data 

can be hosted on Tableau Public, but neither work on the data nor outputs can be worked with easily outside the ecosystem. 

Tableau Desktop, with some use, might be the most seamless end-to-end experience but it comes with the cost of a greatly sandboxed workflow.

https://www.tableau.com/products/desktop


W H AT  D O  I  D O  W I T H  T H E  D ATA ?

The text of the Official Report is structured with 

XML metatags using the Akoma Ntoso9 schemas, 

specialised for parliamentary and legislative 

documents. This means both the JSON data returned from 

the Oireachtas API and the XML documents within are 

structured so as to allow data collation or query based on 

specific terms, including date, Chamber, debate type and 

speaker, among others, with entities such as party, speaker 

and House having URIs to eliminate duplication or 

confusion, while at the same time making it easier to relate 

entities via these URIs. 

As noted, JSONs can be viewed many different ways, 

including but not limited to online viewers, the REST query 

apps used previously or even the most basic text and code 

editors. For the purposes of extracting meaning from 

debate text, it should not be necessary to change the data 

much, if at all. However, should it be necessary, a code 

editor such as SubEthaEdit10 or Sublime Text11 is 

probably most appropriate and has built-in features to 

check code and reduce the risk of introducing syntax 

errors in large datasets. 

Dealing with a volume of data means it will probably be 

necessary to clean the data and eliminate extraneous 

information. As the JSON datasets can be edited in a code 

editors, they would be the most straightforward way to 

make minor changes. If converted to a CSV file, the data 

could see more efficient cleaning even with the likes of 

spreadsheet software such as Google Sheets12 or MS 

Excel13, although it is important to maintain the veracity of 

the data during any conversions. 

Then What?

http://www.akomantoso.org/
https://subethaedit.net/
https://www.sublimetext.com/3
https://www.google.com/sheets/about/
https://www.microsoft.com/en-ie/microsoft-365/excel
https://www.microsoft.com/en-ie/microsoft-365/excel


W H AT  D O  I  D O  W I T H  T H E  D ATA ?

Using Sublime Text to interact 
directly with debate XML file 
(above) and JSON dataset from 
the Oireachtas API.



W H AT  D O  I  D O  W I T H  T H E  D ATA ?

For more extensive work a specialised cleaning 

application may be beneficial; a great advantage of 

such applications is the availability of non-

destructive editing, where 

changes can be made while 

leaving the original dataset in 

situ. 

Tableau Desktop, if used to 

connect directly to the 

Oireachtas API for data, can 

export data for cleaning to 

Tableau Prep Builder14, which is 

specifically for cleaning and 

combining datasets in a non-destructive way. It may be the 

easiest way of combining large datasets from the 

Oireachtas where it is necessary, although the same caveat 

of caution applies, as Tableau uses proprietary formats and 

data can only be used with software outside the Tableau 

ecosystem if exported as CSV. The process may also rely on 

third-party software with no guarantees of continued 

operation. 

OpenRefine15 is an open source 

alternative to Tableau Prep 

Builder, with similar capabilities 

at the cost of a slightly less 

intuitive GUI for working with 

larger files or combining 

datasets. 

Data from the Debates Office 

should not need much alteration 

because of its excellent structure 

so any required data cleaning will 

probably take the form of removing extraneous data and 

combining datasets where necessary. Nonetheless, in 

order to maintain data integrity, a specialised open source 

and sustainable data cleaning application such as 

OpenRefine would minimise risks to data integrity and 

sustainability. 

OpenRefine offers an open source alternative as a specialised 
data cleaning tool, easing worries about risks to sustainability.

https://www.tableau.com/products/prep
https://openrefine.org/


E X T R A C T I N G  M E A N I N G .

Once data from the Debates Office has been selected and prepared for analysis, there is more scope for 

divergence in decision-making. The stated goal is to extract meaning from the voluminous corpus of text 

generated both historically and on a continuing basis but Members of the Dáil since 1919 number in the 

thousands and there have been many hundreds of thousands of speeches made in the Dáil Chamber; if it is impossible to 

comprehend the meaning of the entire corpus at once, it may be worth exploring more than one aspect of the ways in 

which people derive meaning from political debate in this sphere. It is intended to evaluate four approaches in this respect: 

➡ Close reading of selected speeches aided by digital 

tools. 

➡ Distant reading of part of the corpus aided by digital 

tools. 

➡ Network analysis. 

➡ A combination of the above, where appropriate, and 

related digital toolsets.

What’s the Goal?

Detail of chord diagram of parties and 
constituencies in the 32nd Dáil, via 
everviz.com.



The most natural way of extracting meaning from text remains close reading and although it is not possible to give a 

close reading to all the corpus of Dáil debates, it is possible to use the structured nature of the Oireachtas datasets to 

aid such reading of a smaller section of debates. 

As an example, one may wish to conduct a feminist review of contributions by women to early Dáileanna. The Oireachtas API 

makes it possible to compile a dataset of historical Members, and although gender is not indicated on metadata, it is possible 

to clean the sets of superfluous metadata while adding other pertinent data, such as gender. From this investigation, the 

structured nature of the Oireachtas data can be further leveraged to gain information on speeches made by a particular female 

Member, such as in the example below, where a REST query of debates that includes the URI for Mary MacSwiney, a nationalist 

Member of early Dáileanna, returns a JSON of all the debates to which she contributed, within which there are URIs for other 

sources, including debate titles, headings, debate XML files etc. 

E X T R A C T I N G  M E A N I N G .

Close Reading

Mrs. MacSwiney was an abstentionist and did not always take her seat on election, 

which explains the relatively low number of debates to which she contributed. 

Nevertheless, this indicates how URIs in datasets can bring efficiencies in seeking 

appropriate text for close meaning investigation. 



E X T R A C T I N G  M E A N I N G .

Conversely, it is possible to leverage the structured nature of the Oireachtas debates data for more distant reading. 

For example, oral and written parliamentary questions are given appropriate subject headings by Debates Office 

staff and metadata such as this can be combined with other information, such as the Department to which the 

question is directed, the Dáil Deputy asking the question, the Deputy’s constituency and political party etc. 

Distant Reading

The structured nature of the Oireachtas 

debate data lends itself to being 

combined with other structured data, 

such as geoJSON data for constituencies. 

This opens the possibility of visualisation 

with numerous tools, including online 

tools such as RAW Graphs16 or 

Flourish17, or more specialised Javascript 

tools such as d3.js18 and Observable19. 

It is vital, however, to avoid being tool-led 

when dealing with such large datasets 

because of the risk of nuance being lost.

Leveraging the structured data of headings, Departments, Deputies dates etc. in Tableau Desktop to 
visualise large tracts of debate and gain a bird’s eye view, but at what cost to detail?

https://rawgraphs.io/
https://flourish.studio/
https://d3js.org/
https://observablehq.com/


E X T R A C T I N G  M E A N I N G .

Political text may lend itself 

to network analysis 

because of the hierarchical 

nature of political entities; for 

example, political parties in the 

Dáil normally operate on a 

hierarchical nature according to 

number of seats held in Parliament 

and whether a party is in 

government. Furthermore, the 

hierarchies extend to geographical 

representation, with constituencies 

being represented according to 

population. Last of all, 

parliamentary political parties in 

the Dáil can be seen as the sum of 

the Deputies elected in the country’s constituencies.

Network Analysis

Detail of interactive chord dependency diagram of how political parties 
related to constituencies in the 32nd Dáil, via everviz.com20

http://everviz.com


E X T R A C T I N G  M E A N I N G .

Such network data, compiled with Gephi21 or Cytoscape22, could also be tied to other URIs or structured data, such as 

geographical constituency information, gender metadata etc. to provide richer insights. Ultimately, however, such data 

and visualisations would tend to inform the investigation of meaning from the debates text rather than extract such 

meaning, unless visualisations of the text can be incorporated into the network graphing. 

Network Graphing

Detail of online and 
interactive network 
graph of all Members 
of the Dáil since 
1919, including 
name, gender, party 
affiliation and 
constituency, via 
Gephi.

https://gephi.org/
https://cytoscape.org/


E X T R A C T I N G  M E A N I N G .

It is possible that in order to extract the most meaning 

from the debates corpus, a combination of some or all 

of the above, or variations of such techniques, would 

be best employed. For example, close reading of a text 

can be supported with digital tools like the Google 

Cloud Natural Language API23 or Meaningcloud24 for 

targeted analysis of a text corpus. Networks could be 

further enriched by using Member URIs to connect to 

social network analysis with tools such as NodeXL25. 

There are also myriad text analysis tools, with Voyant26 perhaps 

providing the most convenient “one-stop shop” for several 

methods of text analysis. Individual tools for specific operations, 

such as CasualConc27, can be used but unless and until specific 

or custom features are required, Voyant appears the most 

versatile choice for analysing and comparing text. Despite 

limitations, it can be a useful method in conjunction with other 

analytical strategies, including sentiment analysis. 

Combination
Top-level text analysis using Voyant tools. 
Despite the limitations of word clouds, 
this comparison of discussion of a Bill at 
the same Stage in the Dáil versus the 
Seanad indicates subtle variations in 
meaning and sentiment. Deeper analysis 
can bring out greater nuance.

https://cloud.google.com/natural-language
https://cloud.google.com/natural-language
https://www.meaningcloud.com/
https://www.smrfoundation.org/
https://voyant-tools.org/
https://sites.google.com/site/casualconc/


C O N C L U S I O N

Making meaning from the large corpus of political text that is the Official Report of the Houses of the Oireachtas 

can never be a simple process. The body of text is so large and the intricacies of political debate so great, it is 

essentially impossible, even with digital tools and visualisations, to distil its complicated meaning.  

Instead of making meaning from the corpus, therefore, it is more appropriate for this project to be about helping to build 

meaning. It is about helping to interpret vast quantities of data - text in the case of the Official Report - that themselves 

contain the political meaning making of public representatives and the people they represent. To that end, the digital 

artefact will most likely be a repository of digital and data-driven tools that aim to present political debate in different ways. 

The tools that will comprise the artefact would preferably be made with open source and sustainable tools, such as the R 

programming language or the d3.js library, and to work most effectively, they could be presented as complementary to the 

Oireachtas data. Ideally, they would be presented alongside the Oireachtas data on the official website. Presenting those 

tools may be a process in itself but they should be portable across platforms; before doing that it is imperative to get the 

tools right. 

This process is not about presenting political meaning making but re-presenting it with online tools accessible to members 

of the public who wish to make use of them. Preliminary data representations are available on changingconversations.net28 

under the Change It? menu. Meaning is personal but to build it, the data must be presented, without distortion, in a way 

that will encourage thought and investigation.

Making Meaning? Building Meaning? Are They Different?

https://www.r-project.org/
http://www.changingconversations.net
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