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1. Outline of the Thesis
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This thesis investigates the phenomenon of political polarization in the

contemporary United States, as revealed in the communications of Twitter



users during the first forty days of the Trump Administration in early 2017. In

particular, it aims to establish the relationship between American social media

users’ ideological positions and their views on individual political issues. In

other words, it examines the extent to which social media users disagree with a

politician on certain issues despite holding a generally positive attitude towards

them. In this case, the politician is Donald Trump, and the issues are five topics

that were widely written about in tweets mentioning the word “Trump” during

the first 40 days of the new presidency: foreign affairs in general, US-Russian

relations, immigration, civil affairs and the environment.

The dataset of tweets containing the word “Trump” was cleaned to remove

duplicates, retweets and non-English tweets. Because the author was interested

in the views of Twitter users actively engaged in political debate, he further

reduced the dataset to tweets containing the name of at least one other user

and who were members of the four largest clusters of users engaging in political

debate. The final dataset contained 159, 791 tweets sent by 58,880 users

between 20 January and 4 March 2017. The author then manually coded the



1,000 hashtags used most frequently in those tweets both by attitude to Trump

(pro-, anti- and neutral) and the five topics mentioned above. Using these

codes, he then identified 1,895 and 3,739 pro- and anti-Trump users

respectively, based on whether they used attitudinal hashtags in at least 60% of

their tweets. He also classified these users’ positions on the five issues based on

their hashtags. He found that both pro- and anti-Trump users showed very

little tendency to align differently with Trump on specific issues compared to

their general attitude towards him. On the other hand, anti-Trump users were

somewhat more issue-specific and more diverse than pro-Trump users when

expressing their attitudes. Overall, however, hashtags expressing general

support for opposition to Trump far outnumbered hashtags on specific issues.

The author tentatively concludes from this that most Twitter users choose their

political position according to ideology rather than their personal opinions on

specific issues.

2. Evaluation of the Thesis



This thesis takes on the challenge of doing empirical research in a fast-moving

area where we still lack a systematic understanding of the use of social media by

both politicians and the general population, and where research methods are also

changing rapidly.

Its main contribution is methodological. Most previous studies of political

polarization using Twitter data have first used hashtags to identify political

tweets, then extracted retweet, mention and follower connections from the

resulting dataset and finally analyzed the resulting connections to draw

conclusions about whether users are interacting with users holding different

views from their own. In contrast, Mr. Hossein uses network analysis at the

preliminary stage in order to identify those users engaging in Trump-related

information exchange, and then uses manual content analysis of hashtags in

order to identify users’ positions. Both approaches have their strengths and

weaknesses, but Mr. Hossein’s original combination of quantitative and

qualitative analysis allows him to take more account of the particular issues on

which users are expressing their views.



The thesis also lays the groundwork for a more extended study of the

relationship between ideology, party support and issue-specific attitudes. His

finding that users tweeting about Trump, and especially those supporting him,

made relatively little mention of specific issues, opens up promising avenues of

research such as whether this is a phenomenon specific to Trump, or to Republic

candidates. Another question would be whether users tweet about specific issues

separately from their expressions of support of or opposition to particular

candidates.

The thesis also provokes the reader to think about how country (i.e. U.S.)-

specific the current research on political polarization and social media is, and

indeed on whether the research method developed here could be applied to

political systems other than liberal democracies.



3. Summary of Examiners’ Conclusions

On 9 April 2018 we examined Mr.
Hossein Nourani regarding his PhD
thesis “Using Social Media to Measure
Political Polarization: A  Twitter
Analysis of Donald Trump’s First 40
Office.” Mr.

Days in Nourani

satisfactorily ~ answered all  our
questions regarding his thesis.

We therefore conclude that Mr.
Nourani has achieved the requisite
level of academic achievement and
ability to be awarded the degree of

PhD in Social Sciences from this

University in accordance with Article 5

Section 1 of the Hitotsubashi
University Degree Regulations.
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Examining committee:
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Satoshi Nakano

Jun Akamine

Mitsuhisa Fukutomi
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