
Course description 

One of the main challenges in comparative studies on populism concerns its temporal and spatial 
measurements within and between many parties and countries. The unclear nature of this term has 
led to an abundance of definitions in books, papers and articles and hindered scholars’ capability of 
finding alternative methods for its quantification. Textual analysis relying on supervised and 
unsupervised machine learning and other techniques in these fields significantly boosted empirical 
research on this topic, clearing the way for new studies and approaches to this crucial question. The 
course aims to provide students with general information about populism (and related issues), some 
basic foundations about machine learning and its use in this research field, and a more in-depth review 
of significant works that used automated tools for their measurements and study. Among the topics 
presented, we will introduce textual analysis using (supervised) machine learning, sentiment analysis 
and other automated approaches that can help students investigate populism and other voting 
behaviours by adopting new and stimulating perspectives. We will also discuss the limits of machine 
learning, and the paths the recent research works in these topics are exploring. Finally, we will more 
generally debate the advantages and (or) disadvantages of adopting interdisciplinary approaches for 
empirical studies in the fields of social sciences. The course includes in-class exercises and debates 
to absorb better the concepts presented while developing specific skills for the practical study of the 
populist phenomenon and beyond. No programming knowledge is required to participate in this 
course. 

 

Pre-session task 

Students are required to complete a short pre-session task that will be sent to those attending the 
seminar. Students should complete the pre-session task before reading any of the recommended 
papers for this course. 

 

List of readings 

It is recommended to start reading from the articles by Hawkins and Silva (2018) and Meijers and 
Zaslove (2021) and then proceed in chronological order of publication for each subset of readings 

 
General readings (recommended) 
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approach to populism (pp. 27-48). Routledge. 
 
Meijers, M. J., & Zaslove, A. (2021). Measuring populism in political parties: Appraisal of a new 
approach. Comparative political studies, 54(2), 372-407. 
 
 
Measuring populism and populist communication 
 
Gründl, J. (2020). Populist ideas on social media: A dictionary-based measurement of populist 
communication. New Media & Society, 1461444820976970. 
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