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Introduction

This paper uses topic model burstiness and entropy to study the 
process of “economization” in Dutch postwar Lower House de-
bates. According to studies into the history of economic thought, 
the postwar decades saw the gradual advance of “the economy” 
as the primary object of politics, and the intrusion of other po-
litical domains by economic values and frameworks. However, 
the historiography of economization almost exclusively focu-
ses on intellectuals, scientific disciplines and economic instituti-
ons (Çalışkan & Callon, 2009; Mitchell, 1998; Schabas, 2009). 
The interaction between “economization” and democratic deci-
sion-making remains understudied.

This paper aims to contribute to this lacuna by studying the pro-
cess of economization in proceedings of the Dutch Lower House 
in the period between 1945 and 1964. By studying the expected 
advance of economic language in parliament in this period, the 
impact of economization on democratic decision-making can be 
better understood.

Data

The paper uses proceedings from the Dutch Lower House. It fo-
cuses on the period between 1945 and 1967. This - early postwar -
era is identified in the aforementioned literature as the prime stage 
for economization. The proceedings, consisting of curated reports 
of the speeches made in parliament, are tokenized and lemmati-
zed. For training the topic model, speeches with fewer than ten 
words were pruned.

Methods

The paper uses Top2Vec, a relatively new method for topic mo-
delling, to identify latent topics in parliamentary debates and ge-
nerate document-topic distributions that can be used for subse-
quent analysis (See for recent examples of topic modelling in the 
Humanities: Viola & Verheul, 2020; Marjanen et al., 2020; Van 
Galen & Nicholson, 2018). Top2Vec generates word- and docu-
ment embeddings and uses UMAP and HDBSCAN clustering to 
identify clusters of documents. After calculating cluster centroids, 
the most relevant terms for each topic are approximated using the 
cosine similarities between individual terms and topic/cluster cen-
troids (Angelov, 2020).

Topic modelling is used to study the process of economization, 
understood first as the gradual translation of various policy areas 
or political topoi in economic terms. Parts of this process are likely

to be captured by diachronic topic proportions since economizat-
ion is likely to reflect in an overall increase in economic language. 
However, other - previously non-economic - discursive domains 
can be “economized” without a significant increase in the share of 
economic topics. Therefore, this paper turns to the rankings of to-
pics to study economization. The rankings of economic topics are 
expected to increase, as economic language grows in speeches that 
are not necessarily about economic topics. This approach of loo-
king at topic rankings has been discussed earlier as topic “bursti-
ness”. Burstiness can be defined as the degree to which a topic ap-
pears in “bursts”. Existing work leverages this measure to detect 
bursty topics that indicate events, or to improve topic modelling 
algorithms (Doyle & Elkan, 2009; Qi et al., 2014). For this study, 
burstiness appears as a suitable target statistic, since a declining 
burstiness of economic topics could be interpreted as an increase 
in economization.

The paper combines this analysis of economization-as-intrusion 
with an analysis of economization-as-singularization. In this va-
riant, economization translates into the reification of “the econo-
mic” as an entity increasingly discussed on its own terms. From 
the perspective of topic modelling, this variant of economization 
would mean a decrease in the topic diversity of speeches maintai-
ned with economic issues. The paper therefore considers diversity 
measures such as relative entropy as the target metric for investi-
gating the diversity of speeches.

Preliminary Results

Preliminary results show complex dynamics at work in the evo-
lution of economic topics. An important first observation is the 
fact that burstiness, measured in the proportion of speeches in 
which an economic topic is ranked highest, does not fully conform 
to the diachronic topic proportion. Some economic topics “burst” 
during moments when lower ranks do not show burst, and, vice 
versa, lower ranks burst when the share of the first rank remains 
stable.

The different rankings can also be used to create speech subsets. 
In these subsets, diversity as measured by entropy is a good mea-
sure to extract signals of economization. The relative entropy over 
time show a comparable trend of modest decline for all economic 
topics. This is not explained by overall entropy, and thus forms a 
potential signal of economization, as speeches where the economy 
is highly ranked become less diverse and language becomes more 
the same.

All in all, these first investigations do not suggest a process of 
linear economization based on burstiness signals. However, en-
tropy measures do show a declining diversity across economic to-
pics. In the final paper, the results will be tested for robustness and 
example speeches will be used to find explanations for the patterns 
observed in these initial visualizations.
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