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Course Description

Recent years have witnessed the rise of the word “populism” to the centre of political discussions
across the globe. Yet, the longstanding and diversified body of scholarly work on this topic may seem
unwieldy, making first encounters with it particularly challenging, What is populism? How does it affect
political dynamics and electoral competition? And why parties and political entrepreneurs that we
understand as populists regularly succeed in moments of crisis?

The mission of this course is to accompany students in trying to answer these questions by presenting
state of the art research on populism’s origins, workings, and consequences. We adopt a
multidisciplinary approach, considering research conducted in political science, sociology, and
economics, and discussing the strengths and weaknesses of quantitative and qualitative approaches. We
consider how populism gets declined in its variants from the left to the right of the political spectrum
and in different historical and geographical context in the Global North and South.

The course is also intended to train students to manage a research project through all the phases from
conception to publication. Presentations of cutting-edge research on the subject from Bocconi scholars
will complement lectures from the course’s instructors and students’ presentations.

Course Objectives

Knowledge & Understanding

During this course successful students will acquire knowledge and understanding of:

1. The key theories trying to understand and explain the role of populism in politics;

2. The historical details of and the scholarly debate on exemplary cases of populist successes and
failures around the world;

3. The state-of-the-art empirical research on the causes, workings, and consequences of populism.
Transferable Skills
After successful completion of this course students will be able to:

1. Use the theoretical and empirical insights presented during the course to conduct independent
research on the behaviour of citizens, politicians and other political actors in the emergence of
populist movements and parties, in particular, in the event of economic crises;
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2. Use the multi-disciplinary and multi-method research tools presented during the course to
conduct independent research on political dynamics;

3. Use the skills developed in the hands-on part of the project to navigate the complexities
inherent in conducting and publishing independent research.

Course Structure

The course is structured in five blocks. The first block focuses on defining populism and introduces key
cases from different world areas and historical moments. The third and fourth block present and
discuss state-of-the-art empirical research on populism. The fifth block introduces different research
approaches to the study of populism and trains students to design and independent research project.
The sixth block discusses the consequences of populism. The last week of the course is dedicated to
students’ own research design presentations.

Block 1: Conceptualization

Block 2: Causes of Populism

Block 3: How Populism Works

Block 4: Research Design & Example
Block 5: Consequences of Populism

Block 6: Presentation Week & Wrap Up

Required Materials

In the field of populism research in which the topics addressed are broad, and thus defy easy summary,
major contributions are, and will likely be made, in books. That is not to say that shorter academic
journal articles are not important, we will read many of them, but we will also focus on several book
chapters throughout this course. The book chapters will be made available via the Blackboard course
page. All peer-reviewed journal articles should be readily available online through the library. The
easiest way to find them is to follow the link in this syllabus. Any readings not readily accessible online
will be available on Blackboard. The required reading should be read before the class. Before the class
starts, we would advise every student to acquire and read: Mudde, Cas and Cristébal Rovira Kaltwasser
(2017) Populism: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

A detailed reading list will be made publicly available a few weeks before the course starts.

Attendance

Some of the assigned readings will feature a high degree of knowledge and sophistication in terms of
theories and methods of analysis. Therefore, students’ attendance is strongly recommended. The
sessions will provide students some background that will help them gain a better understanding of the
readings.

Before attending class, all students are required to have read the required reading and read the news
article or listened to the podcast. Please come to each class with discussion questions regarding the
readings and podcasts.

Attendance will be recorded and the attendance rate is expected to be equal to or higher than 75%.
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Assessments

With the purpose of measuring the acquisition of the learning outcomes, the student assessment is
based on three main components, 1) a reading material presentation, 2) a research design presentation
and 3) a written assignment. The reading material presentation accounts for 10 per cent of the grade,
the research design presentation for 30 percent and the final assignment for 60 per cent of the final
grade.

1) Reading material preparation (10 %): The reading material presentation is designed to briefly
summarize the main readings and apply the readings to current events. Each student must give one
reading material presentation. In the presentation students can use the week’s required reading, the
newspaper article or podcast and search for practical examples that help illustrate the reading from
political life across the globe. A newspaper article or podcast is provided to introduce students to the
topics, but students are encouraged to use additional materials and examples. Students can sign up for
presentations at the beginning of the semester via a sign-up sheet on Blackboard.

2) Research design preparation (30 %): During the workshop weeks of the class, students are expected
to apply the class materials to their own research interests. In this presentation, they are asked to
develop a research puzzle, research question, core hypothesis, operational definitions of key terms and
research design that can help tackle the research question. The research question can be on any topic
discussed in class and should form the basis for the final assignment. Students can sign up for
presentations at the week before the workshop weeks of class via a sign-up sheet on Blackboard.

3) Final assignment (60 %): Students will end the class by handing in a final assignment in which they
discuss research puzzle, research question, core hypothesis, operational definitions of key terms and
research design that can help tackle the research question. It will pretty much serve as a pre-analysis
plan (PAP) for a paper. The instructions about how to write a PAP and other formatting details will be
discussed during the workshop weeks of class.

Instructions for presentations:

Students can present during the class, or pre-record their presentations using LaTeX/Power Point,
Kaltura or any other suitable recording tool. The presentations should be approx. 5-7 minutes long
using a maximum of 5 slides. The sign-up sheet circulated after the first course meeting for all groups
to sign up for a presentation.

Ideally, the presentations should be intellectually stimulating — don’t be boring! LaTeX/Power Point are
good softwares for preparing your slides; you do not need anything fancier. Your font size should big
enough to read and your slides must look professional and be readable.

Follow these rules when preparing your slides:

1. Use the “slide master” feature to create a consistent and simple design template. It is fine to vary the
content presentation (bulleted list, two-column text, text and image, etc.), but be consistent with other
elements such as font, colors and background.

2. Empty space on the slide will enhance readability.

3. Simplify and limit the number of words on each screen. Use key phrases and include only essential
information. Do not add long quotes or blocks of text.

4. Avoid the use of flashy transitions (such as text fly-ins) and special effects (like animation or sounds).
These features seem impressive or cute at first but get old quickly.

5. Use good-quality images that reinforce and complement your message. Ensure that your image
maintains its impact and resolution when projected on a larger screen.



Course Policies
During Class

All required readings should be completed, all news articles must be read and podcasts must be listened
to prior to attending the classes. During class it is important to be fully present, so phones are
prohibited as they are not useful for anything in the course. Laptops are allowed but only for taking
notes, not for any other use.

Academic Integrity and Honesty

Students are required to comply with the university policy on academic integrity found in the Code of
Academic Integrity for Bocconi Students found here: Code of Conduct for the Bocconi Students. We
urge you all to not cheat, it affects everyone in class and at the university.

Accommodations for Diversity

Being part of the Bocconi community, means sharing its values: independence, ethics, transparency,
freedom of expression, equality, solidarity, promotion of diversity, attention to merit and development
of individual abilities, professionalism and standards, social responsibility. Please acquaint yourself with
the Honor Code for the Bocconi Community using the following link: Honor Code for the Bocconi
Community. We are committed to maintain an academic environment for all students that is free from
all forms of discrimination based on race, religion, gender, national origin, age, disability or sexual
orientation. If you feel uncomfortable at any time during class, please feel free to get in touch with
Prof De Vries. In addition, any person who feels that they have been the subject of prohibited
discrimination, harassment, or retaliation should contact the Student Ombudsman at
garante.studenti@unibocconi.it.

Course Schedule

1. Tuesday, January 16, 10.15-11.45: Conceptualization: What is Populism?
2. Wednesday, January 17, 10.15-11.45: Conceptualization: Populism as an Umbrella Concept

3. Thursday, January 18, 10.15-11.45: Causes: Material Explanations

4. Tuesday, January 23, 10.15-11.45: Causes: Communal Explanations

5. Thursday January 25, 10.15-11.45: Workings: Supply Side

6. Thursday January 25, 12.00-1.30: Workings: Demand Side

7. Monday, February 5, 10.15-11.45: Workshop I: Research Example

8. Tuesday, February 6, 10.15-11.45: Workshop II: Research Design Reflection
9. Thursday, February 8, 10.15-11.45: Consequences: Economy

10. Monday, February 19, 10.15-11.45: Consequences: Bureaucracy

11. Tuesday, February 20, 10.15-11.45: Presentation Week & Wrap Up

12. Wednesday, February 21, 10.15-11.45: Presentation Week & Wrap U
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